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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Road

The South River causeway held.

The wagon bed gave no drum-note or sway above the old ford. Eighty feet of rubble and cut cap-stone, built by men who were now, according to Wend, insufferable about it.

“They put their names in the mortar,” he said. “All of them. Down the seam on the north face where nobody can read it.”

“Good.”

“It’s vanity.”

“It’s a receipt.” I shifted my boots on the footboard and counted the tie-downs on the load behind me out of habit: eleven barrels, four crates, two bolts of canvas, one crate of nails that Bram had ordered twice and would deny ordering at all. “A man who signs a causeway maintains it.”

Wend made a sound that meant he would think about it later and pretend he had thought of it first. He was twenty-two. He had driven a second team through a bell-run under sabotage last spring, and he had developed the habit of arguing with me for practice.

The road ran out ahead of us in the long gold light of an early summer evening, and I did the thing I had caught myself doing all season, the thing I used to do with exits.

I counted lights: Fenwick Ford’s steady stone, the dry flood-notch stick, the widow’s early door-lamp, and three more at a new drover-road farmstead.

Five years I had walked in front of other men’s parties counting the ways out of every room I entered. Now I was twenty-six years old, warden of a march, and I rode into rooms and counted what was burning in them.

I did not say that out loud. Some changes were easier to trust when I kept them between myself and the road.

“Warden,” Wend said.

I hated it and had stopped correcting it. “Yes.”

“There’s a rider on the ridge.”

I looked. There was a rider on the ridge, sitting a horse like one of Holt’s fen-men: badly, and with total confidence. He raised an arm. I raised one back. He did not come down.

“He’ll come to the hall,” I said. “It’s not urgent.”

“How do you know?”

“He waved with the wrong hand.” I put my hands back on my knees. “Urgent is the right hand, so he can keep the left on the reins and come at a gallop. That’s a man who has news that will keep until supper and would like supper.”

Wend chewed on that for about a mile.

“You just made that up,” he said.

“I made it up last spring and then taught it to Holt,” I said. “Which is how most rules happen.”

We stopped at Fenwick Ford because forty families lived there and thirty-nine would come out to inspect a wagon. Ana Merrick had run the crossing nineteen years and conducted her friendship with Maeva almost entirely through drainage complaints.

“Two crates,” she said before I set the brake. “You promised three.”

“The third carries lamp oil. It’s on Thursday’s slow cart, wet-sanded and separate, because I like this village.”

She gripped my sleeve once. Country gratitude. Then we walked the oilcloth-wrapped flood-notch stick, the village’s sixty-year record and most valuable object.

“Hand of clear,” she said.

“Hand and a half.”

She grunted agreement. “There’s been horses on the east road.”

I looked at her.

“Strangers,” she said. “Two nights back, late, going north-east well off the road, which means they had a guide who knew where our fences are. I’d have sent word but there was nothing to send. Just horses.”

I got out my notebook, wrote it down, wrote the date, and showed her the page.

“That’s it,” Ana Merrick said, satisfied. “That’s what I like about you. Anyone else, I’d have said it and it’d have gone in one ear.”



The march-hall came up out of the dusk like something that had been there a long time and had recently remembered it.

Four hundred years ago it had been the seat of a border wardenry, and then it had been a ruin with a roof over one third of it, and then, a year ago, Maeva Castellan had walked into the shell of it, touched a doorframe she had raised herself, and issued a decree about drainage.

That decree was carved into the lintel now, because the cooper had run out of things to carve and had decided the empress’s first order deserved permanence. WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD. Under it hung the hall-sign proper: a porter’s lantern over a broken chain, cut deep and painted in three colors, the paint touched up every spring by a man who refused payment for it.

The second drainage decree had followed in the winter, when the thaw came up through the yard flags and stood in the great room ankle-deep for two days.

“The first empire fell for many reasons,” Maeva had said, standing in it, holding her skirts in one fist and a hall-plan in the other, radiating a calm that made grown levy men volunteer for ditch work. “Damp was three of them.”

Now there were culverts. There were gravel drains under the yard that nobody in the march had a word for, so they called them Castellans, and a man who dug one said he was casting a Castellan, and Maeva had heard this and pretended not to be delighted for an entire evening.

Lamps burned at the hall door: two of them, one either side. The left was Esra’s: the sister-lamp, lit from her own flame at the Marrowford loft, carried on the wagon across a province, and now on a bracket the cooper had made without being asked. It was lit every night by whoever was closest to it at dusk, and there was a quiet unofficial competition about who got there first.

The plainer right-hand lamp belonged to the march and took its flame from Esra’s.

Colm took the team. Osric appeared out of nowhere with his tally-book already open, which was how Osric appeared everywhere.

“Eleven barrels,” he said, before I could say anything.

“Eleven.”

“You were meant to have twelve.”

“Pell’s cooper found a stave-split on the twelfth and pulled it. There’s a note.” I found the note and handed it over. “He’s charging us for the inspection.”

Osric read the note with the expression of a man reading his own eulogy. “He’s charging us for the inspection,” he repeated.

“He is.”

“Call it refusing to sell us a broken barrel, not service.”

“Take it up with the empress,” I said. “She’ll enjoy it more than either of us.”

He wrote something in the tally-book with real venom. Osric had come to us the previous winter as a farm boy who could not look a stranger in the face and could add four columns in his head while I was still arranging the first. Suzu had put ribbon tabs in his tally-book so he could find a page without speaking, and had told him, with unusual sincerity, that a ledger should let a shy man speak without standing in the room.

A stranger’s face still sent his gaze to the floor. His letters now ran the supply accounts of a wardenry and terrified merchants.

I went in through the yard door and stopped, the way I did about twice a week, because the yard was full of children hitting each other with sticks in perfect formation.



Twelve of them, plus nine grown levy men who had come to watch and been absorbed. That happened a lot. A levy man would wander over to laugh at the children and Yrsa would look at him for one second and put a shield in his hands, and forty minutes later he would be sweating and swearing and coming back tomorrow.

She had the training-yard’s north end, where the light lasted longest, and had set up a gate-frame out of two posts and a beam: no gate, just the hinge-side post, wrapped in old sacking.

The whole school could be described in one sentence, which Maeva had put in the ledger as an expense line: TWELVE STUDENTS, ONE INSTRUCTOR, ONE HUNDRED AND TEN SHILLINGS ANNUAL, CHEAPEST THING WE OWN.

“Again,” Yrsa said. “Count and step.”

The line went. Shields up, a half-shuffle left, the count called by the girl at the hinge end in a voice too big for her.

“One. Step. Two. Step. Hold.”

They held. Ten shields overlapping, the eleventh a hand too wide, the twelfth belonging to a boy who had turned his body to look at me and had therefore opened his whole flank to the imaginary enemy.

“Torvald,” Yrsa said, without turning around. “The Warden is not attacking you.”

“Sorry.”

“He might. He’s sneaky. But he isn’t now.” She walked the line’s back, tapping heels with the flat of a stick. “The gate is not a wall. A wall you stand at. A gate you stand IN, and a gate is a hole somebody built on purpose, and everything you have is going to want to come out of it, including you. So. Count and step. You do not run at them. You do not hold still. You give them one pace of ground at a time and you make them pay rent on every one.”

“What if they don’t pay?” one of the levy men asked.

“Then they’re through, and you’re behind them, and it’s a different day’s work.” Her tone stayed as practical as a report on a leaking barrel. “Again.”

Brenna was twelve. She had arrived the previous spring, already twelve, with a stolen fence-picket she used as a practice sword, and the household had adopted her inside an hour. Maeva had looked at her once and said “that one counts things” in the tone another woman would use for that one has her father’s eyes. Her braid was tied with fence wire. She had a real practice sword now, a wooden waster cut down to her reach, and she carried it with two hands and a seriousness that made the levy men behave.

“Hinge holds,” Yrsa said. “Why does the hinge hold?”

“Because that’s where the gate wants to fold,” Brenna said.

“And?”

“And because that’s where they’ll come, so that’s where the strongest stands.”

“Last,” Yrsa said. “The strongest stands last. Say it right or don’t say it.”

“The strongest stands last.”

“Whose rule?”

Brenna’s chin came up. “Warden Kron’s.”

Yrsa said nothing to that for a beat longer than the drill needed. Then she walked down the line, correcting grips.

I stayed in the yard door and watched, because it never got old, and because there was a piece of it coming that I did not like to miss.

She stopped at the fourth boy. Took his wrist. Turned his hand a quarter.

“Loose,” she said. “You’re strangling it. A sword you strangle is a sword that goes where your arm goes, and your arm is stupid and tired. Hold it like a bird you don’t want to hurt and don’t want to lose. Loose grip.”

“Loose grip,” the boy said.

“Brenna.”

“Loose grip,” Brenna called down the line, and the whole line said it back, and she went along the row like a small furious officer and turned four more wrists a quarter turn each.

Yrsa let her.

The instruction had come from Havrun’s gate on the fourth day of nine, passed from Ilsabet to a nineteen-year-old Yrsa, and now travelled down a line of farm children in twelve voices.

Yrsa turned and saw me and her face stayed unreadable.

“You’re back,” she said.

“I’m back.”

“Barrels?”

“Eleven.”

“Pell,” she said, with disgust, and went to put the practice weapons away, and hit me once on the shoulder as she passed, hard enough to bruise, which was the entire greeting and worth a speech from anyone else.



The petition wall was on the warden-post at the yard’s edge, and it had gone from a board to a wall the way a puddle goes to a pond: nobody decided, it just kept raining.

Maeva stood in front of it with a lamp in one hand and a fistful of paper in the other, sorting.

She had been reading in the hall and had not changed, which meant the travel skirts and the re-tailored bodice, gold thread catching the lamp along the seams where she had let it out and taken it in and let it out again through the months since the tomb, work she refused to hand to a tailor. Her braid was up. Two pins visible. Her sleeves were pushed to the elbow, as informal as she got outside a locked door.

She heard my boots and did not turn.

“Read me the local ones,” I said, “before you tell me the bad news.”

“You know there’s bad news.”

“You sorted them into three piles and you’re standing in front of the small one.”

That got me a sound in the back of her throat that I had learned to be proud of. She read.

“South River wants a second well. Old Wintering Barn reports an unusually large sow and a neighbor denying responsibility. Lost Granary wants the Blade Saint at a wedding, ‘stood at the door in the leathers.’ I wrote NO before Yrsa could charge us for a new door.”

“And the last one?”

“A child,” Maeva said, and her voice did something small. “Fenwick Ford. Asking whether the Anchor can make it so her grandmother stops forgetting her name.”

I stood there.

“I know,” she said.

“There’s nothing.”

“There is nothing, and you will write to her yourself, because a nothing said badly by a clerk is a wound and a nothing said properly by the Warden is a memory she keeps.” She pinned it, low, at eye level for someone small. “This is the tax on gravity, summoner. Things fall toward you now, and some of them are things you cannot catch, and we will still be here catching what we can when you are old.”

She let one breath go by.

“Twelve since Tuesday,” she said. “Three from outside the march.”

“Three?”

“Havering, which is not ours and knows it, asking whether the Anchor rents. A hamlet on the Coldharbour road that I cannot find on any map you own, which means it is younger than your maps and someone has been busy. And this.”

She held one up over her shoulder. I took it. Good paper. A steward’s hand.

“That’s a manor,” I said.

“That is a manor whose lord is forty miles inside another lord’s country, writing to a border wardenry about a haunting on his own land because he has heard our stones weigh true.” Her voice was perfectly level, and under it was the sound of an empress enjoying herself so much it was faintly indecent. “Do you understand what that is, summoner?”

“Gravity,” I said.

She turned around then, and the lamp came up between us, and her green eyes priced the whole of me from boots to hairline in about a second and a half and arrived, as ever, at a number she considered scandalously low and intended to correct.

“Gravity,” she agreed. “You built a light in a place with no light, and now things fall toward it. Havering will be a nuisance. The Coldharbour hamlet will be a friend. The manor will be a problem, because a lord who writes to us is a lord who is telling his neighbors that he wrote to us.”

“You want to take it.”

“I want to take all of them, and I want to be seen taking exactly two.” She pinned the manor letter back on the board, deliberately high, where everyone would see it. “Let the third wait a fortnight. Scarcity is the only tariff we can charge that costs us nothing.”

“You’re going to make me say no to a haunting.”

“You’re going to make me say it,” she said. “You have trouble saying no when someone puts a real need in front of you, and it shows in the accounts.”

Suzu’s voice came from directly above my left ear, from a beam that had no business supporting anyone.

“He said no to me once.”

“He did not,” Maeva said.

“He said, and I quote, ‘not the good rope.’” Suzu dropped. She landed like water, without any of the noise. Four foot eleven of layered thief’s silks and a great deal of hair the color of a fox in low sun, amber eyes already narrowed at me with the specific pleasure of someone who has been waiting an hour to be looked at. “I have not recovered.”

“You took the good rope anyway.”

“I took the good rope anyway,” she agreed. “The refusal’s the point. It hurt. I’m carrying it.”

“Where.”

She patted a pocket. Something in it clinked in a way that did not belong to her.

I checked my coat. My pencil was gone.

She held it up between two fingers before I had finished the motion. Then she turned it and showed me the flat side, where a small mark had been pressed into the wood in ink the color of banked coals: a fox’s paw, neat as a seal, with a tiny ring stamped around it.

“Notarized,” she said.

“You notarized my pencil.”

“You keep leaving it in places. Now it’s registered. If it turns up in another man’s coat, that’s theft, and the law is very clear, and by the law I mean me.” She put it back in my coat pocket herself, patting it flat with real care, and did not steal anything else on the way out, which meant she was saving it. “Welcome home, porter-of-legends.”

“Vault?”

“Full and boring. I’ve insured it against exactly one thief.” She showed her teeth. “Professional courtesy. I don’t rob houses I have keys to. It’s a rule.”

“You have keys to every house in the march.”

“Yes,” Suzu said, her tails lifting with a fox’s bright self-approval, and went to find something to eat.



Nahari was on the hall steps with her feet bare on warm stone, unbraiding her hair, which meant she had been standing still long enough to get bored of standing still.

“Warden,” she said.

“You too?”

“I use it when I want you to flinch.” She tipped her head back. Silver-white hair fell past her waist and pooled on the step behind her, and the last light off the yard put a line of gold along one deep-brown shoulder where the wrap had slid. “How was the ford?”

“Dry. The stick’s got a hand of clear marks. The widow’s lighting early.”

“Good.” She said it like a woman ticking off an item, which she was. She had been reading mornings for us since Cinderwell, and she read them as a drover reads a sky: not as prophecy, mostly, just as a woman who had been paying attention longer than the rest of us had been alive. “You’ll want the survey map tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve been counting again on the road and you’ve decided to stop pretending you haven’t.” Her blink was slow. Slower than it had any need to be. “Also because the east smells of gilt and borrowed horses.”

I stood still on the second step.

“Say that again.”

“Gilt,” she said, unhurried, “and borrowed horses. Twelve or fifteen of them, ridden hard from somewhere with money and no grass. It’s been on the wind since noon and I have been enjoying the last of an afternoon in which nobody knew but me, which is a small vice I intend to keep.”

“Distance?”

“Border stone, or near it.”

“How near?”

She thought about it. That was worth noticing. Nahari knew her answers. The pause meant she was choosing how much of one to hand over.

“Near enough that a man who wanted to be seen would have arrived by now,” she said. “So he doesn’t want to be seen. He wants to be found.”



The survey map lived on the long table in the war-loft over the hall’s east range, weighted at the corners with four things nobody had chosen on purpose: a whetstone, a coin with Maeva’s face on it and the jaw entirely wrong, a copper tower eleven coins high, and a rock.

The tower was Suzu’s. Every copper I had ever paid into the east-road fox shrine, stacked, held in trust, presented back to me with appreciation. It had lived on a wagon shelf across a province and now it lived here, and the household gave it the handling reserved for things obviously sacred and obviously ridiculous.

Beside it, that spring, a dried plum stone had appeared. She had never explained it. Nobody had asked.

I unrolled the north sheet and set the whetstone on it and looked at the shape I had been not-looking at for a year.

The Wend-march ran roughly north-east from the hall in a long wedge: four live villages when we took it, seven now, three dead ones coming back on their own bones. Drover roads I had cleared. A border stream. Fenwick Ford. East Ford and its old toll house, where the bridge crossed and the road went on toward country that was somebody else’s problem.

And in the far north reach, where the map went from ink to a lot of honest guesswork, a ring.

Two days’ ride. A caldera. Drovers detoured around it by two days, a cost no drover accepts for free, and when you asked them why they said things like the grass is wrong up there and the beasts don’t like the smell, and if you kept asking they got annoyed and changed the subject to weather.

The province’s records held zero monster tallies, going back as far as it had records.

I had checked that three separate ways. I had checked Helvane’s provincial rolls, which went back two hundred years and were kept by a man who took an unwholesome pleasure in wyvern statistics. I had checked the drover guild’s route-books, which record detours rather than monsters, and a detour is a monster with the fear left in and the name taken out. And I had paid a copper to an old woman in a market at Marrowford who remembered her grandfather’s stories, and had asked her what came off the north mountain, and she had looked at me as if I had asked what came out of the sky.

“Nothing comes off it, love,” she had said. “Things go up.”

The year-long irritation sat there in ink. Empty or bad ground gets tallies. Ground with nothing in it gets herders and then gets tallies. Ground with no tallies at all is ground where nothing comes out.

Nahari came up the ladder without a sound and stood at the other end of the table, and Suzu arrived a minute later with half a loaf and sat on the map’s south end with her legs crossed, which put her boots on a village.

“Off Fenwick,” I said.

“Fenwick likes me.”

“Fenwick’s dog doesn’t.”

“Fenwick’s dog is a professional and we respect each other.” She moved anyway.

I put two fingers on the caldera and left them there.

“I still count it,” I said.

Neither of them asked what.

I said it anyway, because I had decided on the road that I was going to say it out loud in a lit room with the map in front of me, instead of at three in the morning with my hand flat on the floorboards like a lunatic.

“There’s a heartbeat under the world. One beat in four. Slow. It’s been there since the boon, and I told myself it was the feast drums, and then I told myself it was my own pulse coming back wrong through the burn, and it isn’t either. It runs north.” I tapped the ring. “It runs here.”

Suzu had stopped chewing.

Nahari had been rebuilding her braid. It stopped at the third pass.

“And,” I said, “the registry line has stopped being a joke.”

The line said itself, sparse and dry and utterly without opinion, surfacing out of the anchor like a price on a market board when you look at a stall you cannot afford.

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

In a flooded alcove under Lake Marren, the line had read as a wall: a door with a number so large it became a joke. Halden Rusk had found it too, sixty years ago, and died before he could afford it. Now it read like a price.

“Well,” Suzu said to her bread. “That’s horrible.”

“Yes.”

“Under the lake, that line was a mountain range. Now you’re reading the small print on the invoice.” Her amber eyes lost their play. “When impossible turns into unaffordable yet, people start planning.”

“I know.”

“Are you planning?”

“I’m counting. When I plan, I’ll tell you, and you’ll all shout at me, and then we’ll do it.”

Nahari finished the braid pass she had stopped in the middle of. “He hasn’t lied to us yet. It would be a shame to start now.”

Suzu managed two more bites before the professional in her won. “Hypothetically, what’s the shortfall?”

“A shortfall is a distance. This isn’t one. Under the lake, the line and my weight were different kinds of thing, like asking how many miles are in a Tuesday. Now they’re the same kind, but I can only read the number with my hand on the door.”

“Which you won’t do.”

“Yet.”

“He said yet.” Suzu pointed the crust at Nahari. “I’m entering that in the book.”

“You don’t have a book.”

“I have several, and you’re in most of them.”

Suzu folded the bread in its cloth. Nahari resumed her braid. The living thing under the mountain kept its slow count, and we went to dinner.



Dinner was loud.

Bram Tideman had brought the taproom annex up from Veltmark for the season and had built it onto the hall’s west range with the enthusiasm of a man who had spent forty years wanting his own room in a great house. He was sixty-some, one-armed, and had lost the arm to a wyvern in a story that changed every time he told it. This month the wyvern had been two wyverns. Next month it would be a wyvern and a rope bridge.

He served with the stump tucked and the good hand doing everything, at a speed that made new customers stare, and he cheated at his own wager book in a manner so transparent it was effectively an honest disclosure.

“Odds on the sow,” he announced, thumping a jug down. “Old Wintering Barn’s sow. Three to one she’s the neighbor’s.”

“You can’t take bets on a petition,” Osric said, horrified.

“I can take bets on anything with two outcomes and a slow man in the middle of it,” Bram said. “Arithmetic made that rule before I did.”

“It’s a petition,” Osric said. “A petition isn’t an event.”

“Everything’s an event if you write down when it stops.” Bram filled his cup on the way past and did not spill a drop. He did that every night, one-handed, and I had still not worked out how. “You’d know that. You write down when things stop for a living.”

Bram tapped a sealed leaf in his book. “Fox. The crown line still stands?”

“Odds sealed. It stands,” Suzu said.

He shut the book.

The long table ran the width of the west range and it was full, a sight the old ruined hall had never held. Twelve students down the far end, eating like children somebody has finally made tired enough to be hungry. Levy men in the middle, arguing about a fence. Colm’s brother’s team at the near end with their boots off under the table, which Maeva had ruled on once, in favor, on the grounds that a man who takes his boots off at your table intends to stay and fight for it.

Yrsa ate like a siege was coming. She had eaten like that in Marrowford, when the siege was theoretical, and she ate like it now, when it was going to turn out not to be, and she would eat like it in eighty years if anyone let her get there. Three helpings, no comment, and a running low-grade war with Bram over the seasoning of the stew that had been going since Veltmark and that Bram had won exactly once.

“It’s underdone,” she said.

“It’s stew.”

“Barley’s chalky.”

“Barley’s barley.” Bram did not look up. “You want it soft, you want porridge, and porridge is what they feed you when they’ve given up on you. Eat your stew, saint.”

She ate her stew.

Maeva had the head of the table, a seat nobody had assigned her and nobody attempted to take, and she was at her usual dinner work: running a whole village’s worth of small business through a series of remarks that sounded like conversation and were, in fact, orders.

“Torvald’s mother has a spinning wheel with a bad treadle.” A spoonful. “Colm, that’s a morning.”

“Aye.”

“The Havering man will send a second letter within nine days, more polite, and we will answer that one. Osric, hold his first for me, and put a ribbon on it that means nothing so he sees the ribbon.”

Osric wrote it down. He also, without being asked, put a ribbon on it that meant nothing.

The fiddler began “The Lantern and the Chain,” now ten verses long and wrong in six places. One verse put Yrsa at a gate forty miles from any ground she had walked.

“I wasn’t there.”

“You were morally there,” Suzu said.

“I was in a fen.”

“The fen was there.” Suzu caught Yrsa’s thrown bread crust without looking, and one student fell off the bench cheering.

Afterward the great room was warm, and I ended up in the deep chair by the hearth without any memory of choosing it, with a cup of something in my hand that I had not poured.

This was a tactic. I knew it was a tactic. It happened every time I came back off the road, and it was executed with a coordination that would have shamed a cavalry troop.

Maeva arrived first, because Maeva always arrived first, and sat on the arm of the chair with her hip against my shoulder and took the cup out of my hand to taste it and then gave it back, which was an audit.

“You’re thinner,” she said.

“I’m the same.”

“You’re the same and thinner, which is worse.” Her fingers found my right forearm, turned it to the lamplight with measured care, and traced the silver-grey lines that ran up from the wrist and past the elbow and up under the rolled sleeve to the shoulder and, since a war-vault under a citadel, across the top of my collarbone. She did it ledger-fashion: line by line, expressionless.

A year with no new lines. She checked anyway. Every time.

“Unchanged,” she said.

“Told you.”

“You’d tell me if it fell off.” She let the sleeve down. “The tally-book says you paid Pell for the inspection.”

“Osric moves fast.”

“Osric frightens this hall more than the fox does.” She stole my cup again, drank properly this time, and settled with her shoulder against my head. “I shall write to Pell.”

“Be gentle.”

“I shall be extremely gentle,” Maeva said, in the voice of weather arriving over a fleet, “and he will send us the twelfth barrel, and a note apologizing for its condition, and probably a cheese.”

Yrsa came in with her hair still wet from the yard trough and dropped onto the hearthstone at my knee with her back against the chair, which was as close to sitting in someone’s lap as she got in a room with a door in it. She had my other arm within a minute, unwrapping and re-wrapping the linen over the worst of the old tracery without asking, without looking at me, arguing with Suzu about a dice throw the entire time.

Suzu was upside down over the chair-back, hanging by her knees off the settle behind it, six inches from my ear.

Nahari sat on the floor with her back to the fire, and put one warm hand around my ankle, and did not say anything for twenty minutes, which from her was a full paragraph.

No rota governed it. They converged from four directions in under three minutes and took a quadrant each like a garrison occupying a wall. Mentioning the architecture only made them deny it.

“You’re doing the face,” Yrsa said, to my wrist.

“What face.”

“The one where you’re about to say something about deserving.”

“I wasn’t.”

“He was,” said Maeva, above me, eyes shut.

“He was,” Suzu agreed, from behind and slightly upside down.

“Give him four minutes,” Nahari said, after exactly long enough. “I intend to be asleep by then.”

The old thought tried to surface. Four different women had trained me to keep it behind my teeth.

“The Coldharbour hamlet isn’t on my maps,” I said.

“It’s a fortnight old,” Suzu said, from upside down. “Nine houses and a well. They’re calling it Coldharbour because the family that started it came off the Coldharbour road and they haven’t got the imagination God gave a turnip.”

“How do you know that?”

“I went and looked. Last week. While you were away.” She righted herself in one motion and stole my pencil again, from the same pocket, without any effort at all. “There’s a girl there who can read. I gave her a slate.”

“You gave her a slate.”

“I stole her a slate,” Suzu said, with dignity, “from a man who was using it as a lid. A slate used as a lid is begging for rescue,” and Yrsa said “it’s theft,” and Suzu said “it’s redistribution of an underperforming asset,” and Maeva said, without opening her eyes, “the fox is correct on the law and wrong on the ethics, which is her usual position,” and I sat amid the whole argument with a cup I had not poured and lines under my sleeve that four different women had touched in four different ways in the space of an hour, and thought, not for the first time, that whatever I had paid for this had been cheap.

That was the moment the yard bell went.

The alarm rope stayed still. One pull came from the visitor bell: a rider at the gate that the watch knew.

Yrsa was up before the sound finished. She was simply already standing, as she always was when a noise arrived out of sequence.



Holt came in with the road still on him, and two of his outriders behind him staying carefully by the door, men raised not to track mud into halls belonging to people who could kill them.

He was a fen-man from the Marrowford causeways with a scar that took his face from ear to jaw, and he had led an ambush against me once, and I had hired him instead, and he had kept my roads reliably since Marrowford.

“Warden,” he said.

“Holt. Sit down.”

“I’ll stand, if it’s the same.”

That was not the same, and everyone in the room knew it, and Maeva stood up off the chair-arm and became, in one movement, without changing anything about her clothes, an empress.

“Say it,” she said.

“Border stone,” Holt said. “Dawn this morning. A banner went up.”

“Whose?”

“Nobody’s I know. Nobody local knows it either, and I asked at three farms.” He turned his hat over in his hands once. “Hunt-party colors. Gilt work, proper gilt, not paint. Twelve, fifteen riders, good horses, tired horses. They made camp on the far bank of the stream and they’ve been quiet all day, which is the part I don’t like. Men who ride that far in colors like that make noise. These made a camp and a cook-fire and they sat in it.”

“Sigil,” Yrsa said.

Holt looked at her.

“On the banner,” she said. “What’s on it.”

“A bridge,” Holt said. “White. Three arches.”

Nobody moved.

The fire did what fires do. Somewhere below in the yard, one of the levy boys laughed at something and was shushed.

I watched Yrsa Kaldwyn’s face go from a face into a closed door, and stay there, and it was the same expression she had worn at a pavilion in Veltmark watching a woman walk to heel between a piper and a lance, and I had counted eleven seconds that time.

I did not count this time. I found I did not want the number.

“There’s more,” Holt said, into the quiet, because he was a professional. “The banner-spike. They drove it into the turf right of the stone, deep, and they sealed the collar of it. Wax.”

“That’s normal,” I said. “Keeps the rain out of the fitting.”

“Aye.” He reached into his coat and came out with a broken disc of it, about the size of a thumbnail, and held it out to me on his palm. “Wax’s normal.”

I took it to the lamp.

It was not red, and it was not the black of a house seal, and it was not the plain brown of a working wax that a hunt-master carries in a saddlebag to seal a fitting against weather.

It was the dull, tired yellow of very old coin.

I turned it over. There was a partial impression in it, half a mark, pressed and then smeared, as if it had been sealed and then somebody had put a hand on it before it cooled.

Behind me, Nahari of Sundermere stood up off the floor.

She came and looked at it in my palm and did not touch it, and her breathing changed, and the slow blink stopped entirely, which I had seen perhaps six times since the stone yard.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing,” she said.

“Nahari.”

“Nothing,” she said again, and it was true, and that was the trouble. “I look at it and find a blank margin, stripped clean like a page with the writing taken off it.”

Suzu leaned in past my elbow and sniffed the wax once. Her nose wrinkled. Both ears flattened, and all the play went out of her eyes.

“That’s grave money,” she said.


Chapter 2: Bridgeblood

We rode out at first light with eleven people and a chalk box.

That was Maeva’s arithmetic, and it was better than mine. My instinct had been six: fast, quiet, look at the thing, come back and decide. Hers was eleven, and half of them chosen for what they would look like standing still.

“He has come a long way to be seen,” she said, adjusting a glove on the hall steps in the grey. “It would be discourteous to make him do it alone.”

So: me. Maeva. Yrsa. Nahari. Suzu, who was already gone ahead and would arrive from a direction nobody expected. Holt and two of his outriders, who looked exactly like what they were, which was road-hard men with opinions. Osric with the tally-book and a chalk box, because Osric came to everything. Colm on the wagon, because the wagon made us look like people who had merely stopped by. And Bram, who had invited himself, and who had spent the ride explaining to Osric that a wager book at a border stone was a civic amenity.

The border stone stood where the stream turned: a squat grey block older than the wardenry, with the march’s stones-mark cut into the top and our etchings since the boon down the south face. It glowed faintly at dawn, as all stones do: a light with weight in it, the sum of what a place has done.

Across the stream, on the far bank, the camp.

Fifteen horses on a picket line. Six tents. A cook-fire banked properly. Good gear laid out with the discipline of a party that has drilled its own camp order, which told me more about them than the banner did.

The banner told me the rest.

Gilt cloth, real gold thread. A house paid for cloth like that once in a generation, then repaired it forever. Three white arches on a field the color of a wheat morning.

A bridge.

I did not look at Yrsa. Looking at Yrsa just then would have been a kind of theft.

I felt her instead, through the crowned strand: a cold, still room with every door shut and one candle burning steadily in the middle.

Nahari’s mare came up on my other side without me hearing it.

“He’ll come out in a moment,” she said, “and he will look at the crowd behind you first, and at you second.”

“Is that the glass?”

“That’s twenty-nine years of watching men in front of temples,” she said. “Save the glass for weather.”



He came out in a moment, and he looked at our party first, and at me second.

Hadrian Vael, called the Bridgeblood, thirty-one years old, and I will say the true thing before I say the rest: he was good to look at, and he moved well, and he had a duelist’s frame under a hero’s tailoring, and if I had met him at a deed-fair five years ago I would have written him down in my notebook as competent and expensive and dangerous in that order.

He came to the water’s edge on foot, alone, unhelmed, hair russet and oiled until it took the light like gilt itself, and he stopped at the stream and put his hands where I could see them, which was correct and courteous and which he did with a small flourish, which was not.

And around him, the sheen.

I had seen a blessing before. I had walked five years beside a blessing. Cylas Aurent’s used to come off him like heat off a road in August, and it had brightened when a crowd cheered and dimmed when a crowd got quiet, and I had spent years thinking that was charisma.

Vael’s sat on him: laid over, worked in, applied. Gilt on wood. And it was thin in places, like old gilding gone thin on the high points of a carving where hands have touched it.

“Anchor of Legends,” he called across the water, and his voice was trained and it carried beautifully. “Dorian Marsh. Warden of the Wend-march.”

“That’s me.”

“Hadrian Vael, of House Vael. I have come with fifteen and no engines, and I have planted my banner in the sight of your stone, and I will state my business in daylight before witnesses, as is proper.”

“Then state it,” I said. “There’s tea in the wagon when you’re done, if you want it. It’s honest tea.”

His prepared smile missed its cue. He had planned for a great many things and had not planned for tea.

“Your reputation is for courtesy,” he said.

“My reputation is for logistics. Courtesy’s cheaper than the alternative and it travels well.” I stepped up onto the stone’s plinth so he did not have to raise his voice further. “Business, Lord Vael.”

He drew breath, and then he did the thing.

He checked his crowd.

His men never got the glance. The detail mattered enough that I underlined it twice in my notebook that night. He looked past me, at our party, at Bram, at Osric with the chalk box, at Holt’s outriders, at the empty road behind us where more people might be coming. His eyes went out along the whole audience and came back, and only then did his chest fill and only then did he begin.

“Ninety years ago,” Hadrian Vael said, “my great-grandfather held a bridge.”

Beside me, on her horse, Yrsa Kaldwyn did not move at all.

“Lord Casran Vael held the crossing at the Fallow Water for a day and a night with a broken command,” he went on, “and my house was raised on that stone. On that deed. There is not a hall, a wall, or a well in three cantons of the Vael country that was not paid for by what he did at that crossing.”

He let that stand.

“A year ago,” he said, “someone put a name on a stone in Marrowford, and the name was not his.”

“The stones weigh what’s true,” I said.

“The stones weigh what is SWORN,” Vael said, and his voice did not rise, and I gave him that: he had control, “by whoever is standing in front of them. And a year ago a woman who has been dead for ninety years stood in front of one and swore a version of my house’s founding in which my great-grandfather ran.”

“He ran,” Yrsa said.

It went across the water flat and quiet, and it did not carry the way his voice carried, and every single person on both banks heard it.

Vael turned to her at last, and I watched a very great deal happen in a very controlled face.

“You are the counterfeit,” he said.

“I’m the woman who died there.”

“You are a summoning wearing her name.”

“Then you have a problem,” Yrsa said, “because your house has spent ninety years telling everybody how many people were on that bridge, and I can name them.” She had not raised her voice at any point. She had not shifted her weight in the saddle. “There was a soldier who went back over for a shield with his sister’s mark painted on it. There was a drummer boy whose drum split on the second day and who counted cadence with his voice after. There was a woman with a spear broken at the socket who tried to come back for me and got dragged off by her belt. Your great-grandfather is not on my list, Lord Vael. That’s my quarrel with your family. He’s not on the list, and the list is the only thing I brought with me out of the water.”

Silence, on both banks.

I had heard Yrsa tell that once, on a wound-watch, with the training-hall door barred. She had never said it in front of anyone.

Her real audience was a scatter of drovers and levy men, two of Holt’s outriders who would tell it in a taproom by nightfall, Bram with his book, and the stone, whose whole business is listening.

Vael’s blessing flickered.

It was nothing. It was one heartbeat of gilt going the color of dishwater along his shoulder-line and then coming back. I saw it because I had spent five years learning to see it on a better-fed man. Nahari saw it. Maeva saw it, and priced it, and I felt her mark the price through the strand like a coin dropped on a counting-board.

He saw us see it.

That was the moment the parley stopped being about a bridge.



“House Vael,” he said, “declares a Gilt Hunt upon the Wend-march.”

Behind me, Bram said “oh, lovely” in a tone of pure commerce, and Osric shushed him.

I knew the custom as I knew most things: from somebody else’s route-book, read while waiting for a Hero to finish a bath. A hunt-party plants a banner at a territory’s border stone and declares a Season Wager: two sets of stones, one season, and whichever side carries more true deed-weight by the agreed day takes the stake. It is old, it is entirely physical, and it exists because the alternative is two armed parties in one country with nothing to do.

“Terms,” I said.

“By midsummer,” Vael said. “Weight to weight, stone to stone, witnessed by any who care to witness. If my hunt carries the season: the woman calling herself Yrsa Kaldwyn answers my trial of arms, on my ground, at my calling. And your march muster stands down for a season.”

“And if you lose?”

He did not like the shape of that sentence. He answered it anyway, because a wager unsworn both ways is not a wager, and everyone on both banks knew it.

“House Vael withdraws its claim to the Fallow Water bridge,” he said. “Forever. From every stone that carries it. And every hunt-banner leaves the Wend-march and does not return in my lifetime.”

Maeva’s horse came up level with mine. She had said nothing for the whole parley, and she said nothing now, and she looked at Hadrian Vael the way a customs officer looks at a barrel whose weight does not match its manifest.

I thought about it for longer than I needed to, because I had already decided, and because a man who answers instantly has been waiting to be asked.

“I accept,” I said, “on the stones’ terms, with one clause.”

“Name it.”

“True weight only.” I said it plainly, into the morning, in the flat voice I use for reading out a load list. “Deeds weighed as the stones weigh them, which is by what actually happened and who it happened to. And any deed found manufactured rebounds as a grey scar on the stone that took it, per the ordinary law of the thing, with no allowance, no appeal, and no re-swearing.”

I had merely restated how deed-stones already worked.

Hadrian Vael knew that. He opened his mouth to say so, and I watched him understand that if he said so, he would be a man standing in front of forty witnesses explaining at length why the rules should be restated aloud.

“Naturally,” he said.

“Say it, then,” I said. “For the stone.”

He said it. He signed the wager gold: the palm flat to the border stone, the oath spoken, the light going up under his hand in that thick, laid-on gilt color.

And two paces behind his shoulder, his second-in-command, a broad man with a hunt-master’s scarred forearms and grey coming in at the temples, flinched.

The movement barely registered. His weight came off his front foot and went back, and his eyes went to his captain, then to the ground, and stayed there.

I did not look at him a second time. I put my own palm on the stone, and swore the march’s side, and felt the weight settle like a heavy door closed properly by someone who knows the door.

The stone took it.

“Midsummer,” Vael said.

“Midsummer,” I agreed. “Lord Vael. Your men have ridden hard and your horses are standing on churned ground on the wrong side of a stream that floods on a north wind. If you move the picket forty yards up the bank you’ll have grass and a firm bottom, and you’ll be able to see anything coming down the road, which I imagine you’d like.”

He stared at me.

“Why,” he said, “would you tell me that?”

“Because I don’t want to spend my season fishing your horses out of my water,” I said. “It’s my water. I’d have to explain it to a widow.”

That was when Suzu spoke from the far bank.

“He’s right about the bottom, you know. There’s about eight inches of good turf and then it’s blue clay all the way down. Your grey mare’s already sunk a hand. She’ll be at the hock by Thursday and then you’ll have a lame mare and an opinion about it.”

Every man in the Vael camp turned around.

She was sitting on the tailgate of their own supply wagon. She had been sitting there for some unknown length of time, four foot eleven, boots swinging, eating one of their apples.

There followed the sequence I had watched too often since the fox shrine and had stopped finding funny only in the sense that I no longer laughed out loud.

Three hands went to three sword hilts. Vael’s second, the broad grey-templed one, said something short. Suzu produced a second apple from a pocket she did not have and offered it, at arm’s length, to the nearest man, who did not take it, and who then discovered that his belt-knife was in her other hand.

“You want to check that strap,” she said kindly, handing it back hilt-first. “Riveted, that. Riveted’s for show. Stitched holds.”

“Warden,” Hadrian Vael said, with a very great deal of control, “your thief is in my camp.”

“She’s not mine,” I said. “She’s a free citizen of the march and she goes where she likes. If you want her out of your camp, you’re welcome to remove her. I’d want a wager on it, though.”

“Even money,” Bram said instantly, from his stool.

“Your witnesses will note the discourtesy,” Vael said.

“Record it,” I said. “You planted a banner on my border at dawn without a rider ahead. Everything after that is a conversation about manners between two people who have already decided not to have one.” I let that sit exactly one beat. “Suzu. Off the man’s wagon. Leave the apples.”

Suzu left the apples.

She left, as far as I could tell, considerably more than the apples, and I decided as a matter of policy not to inquire until we were four miles away.



Yrsa turned her horse, rode three lengths, and stopped.

“Vael.”

He waited.

“You want your trial of arms,” she said. “You’ve wanted it since you saw the etch. You’ll want it more every week, and by midsummer you’ll want it so badly you’ll dream about it, and here’s what you need to hear before you spend a season on that.”

“Say it.”

“I fight the fights I choose.” Her voice went over the water like a stone skipping. “A dare doesn’t choose for me, and neither does a man who builds his own crowd. If you want a date, ask my debt-holder, and if he thinks it’s honest ground he’ll put it in his book, and if he doesn’t, you can plant banners from here to the sea.”

She let her horse take one more step.

“You’re not fighting me for your great-grandfather,” she said. “You’re fighting me because your stones are going dark and you think mine are the reason. They’re not. Yours are going dark because they were lit with somebody else’s fire and the loan came due. I know exactly how that feels, so I’ll only tell you once.”

The murmur ran along both banks.

It was very small. It was drovers and levy men and two of his own hirelings, and it was the particular noise a crowd makes when it has heard something it recognizes and has not decided yet whether to be embarrassed for the man it is looking at.

And the gilt on Hadrian Vael’s shoulders guttered like a lamp in a draft.

I saw his hand move: quick, unconscious, up to his own collar, the gesture of a man checking a cloak-pin that is not loose. He mastered it in half a second.

Nobody else caught it.

Everybody caught the light.



Osric had the chalk out before the Vael camp had finished striking their morning fire.

He drew the scoreboard on the border stone’s flat north face, low down where the weather was kindest, two columns, ruled with a straightedge because Osric would rule lines on the surface of the sea if you gave him time.

MARCH. GILT.

“You’ve made it very official,” Maeva observed.

“It’s a wager, my lady,” Osric said, not looking up, ears going red. “Wagers get a board.”

“They do.” She stood back, considered it, then gave Osric one slow approving nod. “Now every drover on this road stops here, and reads it, and carries it. Osric, I want that board legible from horseback.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Bram.”

“Already open,” Bram said. He had a stool. He had brought a stool on a wagon to a border parley. “Even money on the season, which is generous of me, and I’ll shorten it inside a fortnight when they start losing, which they will, and everybody who bets early will feel like a genius, which is the product I actually sell.”

“You are a remarkably honest crook,” Maeva said.

“I’m not employed.”

“You’re a fixture,” she said. “Fixtures don’t get salaries. Ask the fox.”

We rode back at a walk. Maeva brought her horse alongside mine at the second mile and gave me the audit I had been waiting for since the water’s edge.

“He is not the problem,” she said.

“No.”

“Say why, so I know you have it and I am not required to be clever at you for an hour.”

“Because he can’t pay for this.” I watched the road. “Fifteen riders, six tents, real gilt on the banner, good horses ridden a long way and not sold on. A house whose stones are going dark cannot afford a season in the field four cantons from home. That is somebody’s money.”

“That is somebody’s money,” Maeva agreed. “And here is the part you have not yet said, because you dislike saying things you cannot prove. A house in trouble does not spend its last coin on a border wager against a wardenry that has beaten a Chainwright and a Hero. It sells land. It marries a daughter. It takes a governorship on a bad coast.” She flicked a fly off her mare’s neck. “It hunts monsters somewhere lucrative and cries about honor at home. Coming HERE is the worst available option, and he has taken it, and he has taken it funded.”

“So he was recruited.”

“So he was RESCUED,” she said. “Which is worse, because a rescued man will do anything, and will believe the entire time that he is the one doing the choosing.” She let it sit for a hundred yards. “Watch his second. That one has done the arithmetic and has not yet decided whether to run.”



The march found out before we got home, which is what happens when you take a wagonload of people to a parley and two of them are drovers.

By the time the wagon came through the gate the yard had opinions. Colm’s crew had an opinion. The kitchen had an opinion. A woman selling eggs at the hall door had an opinion so strong she had stopped selling eggs.

“Is it a war,” Torvald’s mother asked me, directly, with a basket on her hip.

“It’s a wager.”

“That’s what they said about the last one.”

“The last one we won,” I said, “and the granary got a new roof out of it, and I’ll thank you not to teach my students to expect a war every time a stranger arrives with a flag.”

She thought about that, decided it was acceptable, and went back to selling eggs at a price that had, I noticed, gone up a farthing.

Bram set his board on the taproom wall before he took his coat off. He wrote SEASON WAGER at the top in a hand like a wheelwright’s and then, under it, the odds, and then, under that, three sub-wagers he had invented on the ride home: whether the gilt camp would still be there at midsummer, whether Vael would ask for the trial in writing, and whether Suzu would be caught in their camp again before the month was out.

“That last one’s insulting,” Suzu said.

“That last one’s four-to-one against, which is a compliment.”

“Four to one.” She considered it with the pure focus of a professional. “Put me down for six shillings.”

“On yourself getting caught?”

“On myself getting caught,” Suzu said serenely, “on a day of my choosing, in a manner I will describe in advance to you in a sealed note, so that everyone can see I did it on purpose. I will make a tidy profit and you will make a legend, and the drovers will talk about it for a year, and one of those three is a public service.”

Bram looked at the note she was already writing. Bram looked at me.

“I’m taking it,” he said.

“I know.”

“I’m going to lose.”

“You are.”

“I’m going to lose in front of a full room,” Bram said, with something close to reverence, “and my takings will double,” and he wrote it in the book.

The training hall that evening smelled of dust and lamp-oil and the particular sourness of a room that twelve children have sweated in.

Yrsa had the whole floor. She had lit two lamps at the far end, and left the rest dark, and she was going through the guard forms with a training blade at half speed, which meant she was thinking, because she cleaned weapons when she was angry and drilled when she was working something out.

I sat on the bench and got the notebook open on my knee.

“Say it,” I said.

“He’s good.”

“Yes.”

“Really good.” She turned through the third form without breaking rhythm. “Circuit-good. He’s had proper teaching for twenty years and he’s kept it up, which most of them don’t. If he came at me cold I’d want ground and a plan.”

“He’ll be worse by midsummer.”

“He’ll be worse by midsummer,” she agreed, “which is a different problem, because desperate men fight above their weight for about nine seconds and then all at once fall off a cliff.”

She stopped. Set the point down.

“He’s got a tell,” she said.

I turned the page and licked the pencil, which is a filthy habit that Maeva has twice tried to legislate against.

“His tell is the crowd,” Yrsa said. “It lives in where he looks, which is why I nearly missed it.”

“I saw it at the parley. Before he spoke.”

“The moment before he spoke was a speaker’s habit. Ignore it.” She came over and stood in front of me, and there was heat coming off her, and her hair was stuck to her jaw where the sweat had run. “He checks before he COMMITS. Watch him next time he means it. He’ll set his weight, and then his eyes go out, and then he goes. There’s a half-beat in it. The tell is a load, Dorian, not nerves. That’s the part that matters.”

“A load.”

“Like a man drawing water before a hard pull.” She hunted for it and got it, and when she got it her voice went hard with something close to disgust. “He can’t swing without applause. The load feeds his power. Courage has nothing to do with it. That thing on his shoulders runs on being watched, and he has to fill it up before he does anything that costs, and the filling takes a half-beat, and I can see it.”

I wrote: VAEL. CROWD-CHECK BEFORE COMMITTED SWING. HALF-BEAT. HUNGER-LOAD, NOT NERVE.

Then I wrote, under it: THEREFORE FIGHT HIM WHERE THE CROWD HATES HIM.

I turned the notebook around and showed her.

Yrsa read it. Then she took the pencil out of my hand, a privilege exactly three people in the world possess, and drew a small hard line under the second sentence, and gave it back.

“Bolt the door,” she said.



I bolted the door.

When I turned around she was pulling the wrap off, which she did herself, always, standing square in the lamplight with her feet apart like a woman about to receive a report. The linen came away in a long slow spiral and she dropped it on the bench, and I looked at her because she wanted looking at and because twenty-four years of a body built as a weapon and ninety more of legend does not stop being worth the pause.

Five foot eleven of hard clean lines. Long fencer’s legs, the muscle standing out in the lamp-shadow. Narrow hips. Winter-pale skin with the sweat still on it, and the flush already on its usual climb up her chest and throat. Small high breasts, firm, the wrap-marks still printed pink under them. The old white training scars scattered up both forearms, and the newer one, the shear-claw’s long seam across her ribs, that only I was permitted to look at without losing teeth.

Her blade was on its hook on the wall behind her, in reach, as it always was.

She saw where my eyes went and her mouth set for trouble.

“Terms,” she said.

“Go on.”

“One bout.” She rolled her shoulders. “No stakes. Nothing on it. And I’ll even show you my tells, since you like a notebook.”

“That’s cheating.”

“That’s charity.” She dropped into her stance, bare-handed, and grinned at me with an ugly, honest, absolutely unguarded joy, and said, “Look. Left heel. Loading.”

Her left heel loaded.

At Marrowford I had spent nine days mapping that heel across four pages, then beaten her on the tide-flat with an echoed mooring-post and a counted seventh wave.

“I want you to know,” I said, “that I see what you’re doing.”

“Say it, then.”

“You’re going to lose on purpose and you’ve announced it so you can call the terms yours.”

“I’m going to lose ON MY OWN TERMS,” Yrsa said, “which is different, and which is the entire point, and if you say the other thing again I’ll break your nose and we’ll both be disappointed with the evening.”

“Yes,” I said. “I want this. Now.”

Then she came.

She came fast, because she came fast even at play, and I did not try to out-fence her. Trying that would have ended the bout before I found a way to win it. I gave ground. I took her wrist as it came past and turned with it instead of against it, exactly as she had taught me herself, and got a shoulder under her, and she countered that, of course she countered that, and drove me back three steps into the drill-floor mat.

Then it was a grapple, and grappling with Yrsa Kaldwyn is like arguing with the sea.

I got a leg behind hers. She let me get it. I know she let me get it because she told me later, at length, with diagrams.

We went down on the mat with her under me and her wrists in my hands, and I put my weight on them, and pressed them flat, and held.

She tested the grip.

The hinge turned in less than a second, as it did every time. Her whole body went up against my hands: a hard, honest, full-strength surge, everything she had, the way you test a rope you intend to hang from.

The grip held.

And Yrsa’s tested resistance vanished in a single clean break. Her hips tilted up, her head went back on the mat, and the next tactical word failed in her open mouth.

“There,” she said, wrecked already, to the ceiling. “There. God. There it is.”

I put my mouth on her throat because the throat was what she offered, and she made a noise that had nothing tactical in it at all.

“Don’t be reverent,” she got out.

“I’m never reverent.”

“You are, sometimes, about the ribs, and I hate it, and don’t stop.” Her hands twisted in my grip and did not try to get out. “Harder. Both wrists. One hand.”

I moved both her wrists into one hand above her head, and her spine came off the mat.

The other hand I used. Down the long flat of her stomach, over the hard muscle there, the flush chasing it up her chest, her small breasts tightening under my palm and her breath breaking in the middle when I got my thumb across a nipple. She swore at me. She swore at me the whole way down, in that clipped garrison voice, filth strung together like a drill count, and the swearing was affection and we both knew it and I did not slow down.

She was already soaked. She was always already soaked, and she was furious about it, and she had told me once, at three in the morning, on a floor, that the reason she was furious was that her body had made the decision before any grapple between us was half a minute old and had never bothered to consult her.

Two fingers went into her easily. She bucked. I held her wrists.

She was hot and slick and tight around them, and her hips came up off the mat to meet my hand without any instruction from the woman attached to them, and when I curled my fingers forward she made a sound like something being dropped.

“That’s,” she said. “That’s unfair, that’s.”

“Say the rest.”

“There isn’t a rest.” Her heels scrabbled once on the mat and found purchase and drove her up onto my hand. “There isn’t a rest, there’s just, do that, do that again, do it slower, no, faster, I don’t.”

I worked her with her wrists in one hand and my mouth on her throat until the tactician vanished down the strand in a hot, bright collapse.

Then I released her wrists, went down her body, and put my mouth on her. Her hands locked in my hair to hold on. Within a minute her thighs shook against my ears and clipped curses forced through her teeth.

“Don’t finish me there. I want your cock. Now. I’m calling the bout.”

“You lost the bout.”

“I LOST the bout, so give me the…” and then I did, and whatever the rest of that sentence was going to be it came out as one long syllable that went up at the end.

I fucked her into the drill-floor mat with her wrists pinned over her head and her long hard legs locked at the small of my back, and her commentary died in its usual stages: sentences to words, words to sounds, until there was nothing left but a bitten-off noise on every stroke and her heels drumming once, twice, on my spine.

I gave one hand back when she asked.

“Up. I want you upright.”

I sat back on my heels and she came onto my lap facing me, lowering herself onto my cock in one slow, controlled slide with her forehead against mine and her eyes open the whole way down.

Upright. Astride. Face to face.

She got both her hands into mine, palm to palm, and laced our fingers, and pushed our joined hands down onto my own thighs, and used them as her brace, and rode.

Storm-grey light came up along her scars.

It ran the old training marks on her forearms first, thin as frost on a window, and then the shear-claw seam across her ribs lit like a struck wire, and her whole pale body was edged in it, in the lamplight, moving.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was going. “Since the tide-flats and I still. Don’t stop looking at me.”

“Yrsa.”

“Don’t say it kind.”

“I’m not saying it kind.” I got my hands out of hers, and put one in her jaw-cut black hair, and closed it, and pulled her head back exactly as far as she likes it pulled, and took the tempo away from her. “I’m saying it because you’re mine, and you rode across a stream this morning and let a man call you a counterfeit to your face and didn’t move, and now you’re going to take it how I give it.”

Her whole body clenched around me.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Like that. Harder. Harder, you…”

I drove up into her and she stopped talking.

Her nails went into my shoulders. Her forehead came down on mine again and stayed there, and her breath was coming in and going out through her teeth, and I could feel her getting close through the strand as much as through my own body: that hot bright narrowing, the crowned link running her pleasure back into me until I could not have said whose was whose.

And then, at the edge of it, Yrsa Kaldwyn said, in a shaking voice, right into my mouth:

“Yield.”

I felt it land wrong for half a second. Her word. Mine to say. Hers to come apart on. Ninety years she had spat that at other people; since the tide-flats she had only ever heard it from me.

“That’s mine,” I said.

“I’m lending it,” she gasped. “One breath. Take it. Say it back and take it and go.”

“Yrsa…”

“YIELD,” she said, and she was crying it now, “yield, yield, don’t you dare hold on, YIELD…”

I broke.

I came up into her with my hand fisted in her hair and my other arm crushing her down onto me, and I said her name and then I said the word back to her, low, into her throat: “Yield.”

The word cut the last tactical line in her.

She went absolutely rigid on top of me, every muscle in that long hard body locking at once. Then the saint broke raw and hard around the yield, shaking apart, clenching around my cock in rolling pulls that milked me through the whole of it, spilling into her while her nails opened my shoulders and the storm-grey light blazed white along every scar she owned.

I kept spurting. She kept taking it, hips still working in small helpless jerks, riding it out of me, making a broken repeated noise into my neck.

The light went down slowly. Slower than usual.

We stayed like that, joined, both of us spent, her arms hanging over my shoulders and her forehead on my collarbone and her breath sawing.

“Still mine,” I said, when I could.

“Mm.”

“The word.”

“Still yours,” she said into my skin. “You were borrowing it.”

Then she bit me, not hard, on the shoulder, and slid off, and lay flat on her back on the drill-floor mat with one arm over her eyes.



We ended on the floor against the bench, shoulder to shoulder, passing the water skin according to protocol while the lamps burned down.

She reached across without looking and took my right forearm and started re-wrapping the linen where it had come undone in the grapple, quick and field-efficient, thumb smoothing the silver-grey lines flat as she went.

“He didn’t come for the march,” she said.

“No.”

“He came for my stone.” She tied off the wrap and did not let go of my arm. “That’s what I want said out loud once, tonight, and then I don’t want to talk about it again until it’s over. This is a wager about land and hunt-banners and it isn’t. He crossed four cantons because a dead woman told the truth and it started dissolving his family, and he wants me back in the ground, and the ground with the story he prefers in it.”

“I know.”

“Hold the wager.” She let go of my arm and picked up the water skin again. “You’re better at wagers than anyone alive and you’ll win it in ledger lines and everyone will be very bored and very rich. Hold that. I’ll hold the rest.”

“You don’t have to hold it alone.”

“That is,” Yrsa said, “an extremely stupid thing to say to a woman who has just made you lace hands with her,” and drank, and passed it back, and fell asleep sitting up against my shoulder about four minutes later with the sentence unfinished.



I came out into the yard near midnight to check the lamps, because I always check the lamps.

Both were burning at the hall door. The watch had the brazier going on the wall. Far off to the east, over the black line of the country, there was a low smudge of orange where a camp fire was.

Suzu was sitting on the gate-post with her knees up, perfectly idle, which meant she had been waiting.

“Six tents,” she said.

“I counted six.”

“Seven wagons, though.” She held up fingers and folded them down. “Supply, supply, forge, kitchen, gear, gear. That’s six. Six tents, six wagons, fifteen men, that’s a hunt-party, that’s all correct, that’s a nice tidy little outfit and I could tell you what they paid for the horses.”

“And the seventh?”

“Parked forty yards off from the rest, on its own, with nobody sleeping under it and nobody eating near it.” She dropped down off the post. “Small. Low. Sitting on its axles like it’s carrying stone.”

“Lead-lined,” I said.

“Lead-lined,” said Suzu. “Somebody in that camp has something they don’t want looked at.”


Chapter 3: The Hall That Remembers

Nine days into the hunt season, a peddler came up the drover road with a case full of us.

I learned it in Bram’s annex at breakfast, in the order given here, with a bowl of porridge going cold in my hand.

“Pins,” Bram said, with the flat delight of a man watching money invent itself. “March-lantern pins. Tin, two coppers, one copper if you take a bent one. He’s sold eight since he unpacked and he’s been unpacked forty minutes.”

“Eleven.”

“To my customers. In my house. On which I take nothing.” He said this as if reporting a bereavement. “Then there’s the puppet.”

“The what.”

Suzu came around the doorframe with the puppet held up in both hands at arm’s length, like something that had personally offended her.

It was about a foot long. It was made of felt. It was, unmistakably, a fox in a thief’s coat, with amber bead eyes and a wire frame that let it wave.

“Count them,” she said.

I counted them.

“Nine,” I said.

“Nine.” She lowered it and looked at me with genuine, unfeigned, absolutely sincere emotion. “Dorian. Nine tails. He got it RIGHT. He’s a man from two provinces over who has never seen me, working from a description he got in a taproom from a drover who got it from a bard, and he counted correctly.” She turned the puppet around and inspected the stitching on the coat. “The pockets are wrong. There are four. There should be at least fourteen and two of them should be lying about where they go. But the tails are right.”

“Are you going to buy it?”

“I already own it,” she said. “I’m negotiating the price down out of professional respect.”

The peddler also had, at the bottom of the case, a small stack of two-copper souvenir stones from the Veltmark circuits with a woman’s face stamped into them.

Maeva picked one up between two fingers.

We all waited.

“The jaw,” she said at last, “is a slander I intend to survive.” She put it down. “The nose belongs to a woman I disliked in this march four hundred years ago, and I would like it known that I have said nothing about her since her death. Buy six.”

“Six?”

“Two for the hall, two for gifts, and two so that there are two fewer in the world,” Maeva said. “Do not tell the peddler which of those is the reason.”



The annex had four tables when Bram set it up in the spring. By the ninth day of the hunt season it had nine, three of them outdoors under a sail-cloth he had acquired in a manner he declined to discuss, and a queue.

A hunt-banner on a border does to a road what a fair does to a town. Drovers who would have gone around came through. Bards came, because bards go where the story is going to be, and sit there for weeks eating on credit against a song that has not happened yet. Two horse-copers arrived from two directions and discovered each other with visible disappointment. A man turned up selling waterproofing for boots and was still there in July.

All of them stopped at the board on the annex wall and read the odds.

The crowd escaped Bram’s control the way a fire escapes a man who lit it deliberately in a stove.

“Two provinces,” he told me, in the tone of a man reporting on his own funeral arrangements, which is the only tone he owns. “There’s a book on this in Marrowford now. Marrowford. Coll’s got a slate on the ferry dock. A slate, Warden. On a dock. He’s quoting my numbers and he’s quoting them WRONG.”

“How wrong?”

“He’s got the march at seven to four. Seven to four! I opened even and shortened to five to four in nine days, which is honest work, and that old thief on a wet plank is telling people seven to four because he’s never in his life priced anything but a crossing.” Bram slammed a jug down and, with the same movement, refilled it. “And there’s a man in Havering taking money on whether the fox gets caught. Which is MY sub-wager. That’s my instrument. I invented that instrument.”

“You could send him a letter.”

“I have sent him a letter.” A pause. “Osric sent him a letter.”

“Then he’s finished.”

“He’s finished,” Bram agreed, pleased as a bookmaker whose grievance had just been entered into law, and went to shout at somebody about a barrel.

I sat in the annex for an hour that afternoon and did nothing. Idleness is a skill I have had to learn on purpose and remain bad at.

Two levy men were arguing about the sow. A drover’s boy was being taught the shell game by a girl of about nine who had learned it that morning from Suzu and had already improved it. Somebody’s dog was under a table. Bram was overcharging a bard.

At the corner table nearest the door, four of Vael’s hirelings sat drinking, because the hunt bought its beer where everyone else did, because that is how a wager works and because you cannot besiege a taproom.

They were quiet. They kept their hands where hands go. When the fiddler started up, one of them, a squat man with a burn scar up one arm, sang the third verse of “The Lantern and the Chain” under his breath, and stopped when he noticed he was doing it, and looked at the table.

I put that in the notebook too.



Margrave Helvane came in the afternoon with eight riders, no herald, and a hunting hawk on a block on his saddle-bow, which is exactly how a man arrives when he wants everyone to know he could have arrived with three hundred and chose not to.

He was fifty-four, iron-grey, cropped close, dressed a rank and a half below his station in a coat that had been rained on more than it had been brushed. He hated ceremony. He staged ceremonies that made the province listen.

He came up the hall steps, looked at the sign the cooper had cut, looked at the lintel with WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD carved in it, and made a noise.

“Whose is that?”

“Mine,” Maeva said.

“It’s the best thing in the march.” He turned around on the top step, and his voice changed like a good tool turned over in the hand: from private to public, in about a quarter second, with no visible effort. Below him in the yard were maybe eighty people who had come to see him: levy men, the school, a fistful of drovers, half of Fenwick Ford, three of Holt’s outriders, and Osric, taking notes.

He raised the cup somebody had put in his hand.

“There’s a gilt banner on this march’s border,” he said. “You’ve all seen it. Some of you have been asked about it on the road, and I’d guess some of you were asked by men who had already made up their minds.”

He let that sit.

“So here’s the province’s position, in one sentence, and then I want a chair and a drink and no more speeches for a year.” Helvane’s hunting-hawk eyes went along the yard. “This province stands with true stones. Old names, gold thread, and houses that were great when my grandfather was young can fend for themselves. Stones that weigh what actually happened, wherever they stand and whoever’s standing on them. If your stone is honest, you have the Margrave. If it isn’t, God help you, because I won’t.”

He drank.

Eighty people made a noise that would have flattered a coronation.

“Right,” said Helvane, “that’s done, where’s the chair.”



He got the chair, and the drink, and forty minutes later he was in the hall’s window seat with his boots out, hawk hooded on the sill beside him, and he had stopped performing entirely, which is when he was worth listening to.

“The banner doesn’t worry me,” he said.

“It worries me,” I said.

“It should worry you, you live here. It doesn’t worry the province.” He turned the cup. “Hunt-parties come, hunt-parties get their stones read out loud, hunt-parties go home. I’ve seen nine in thirty years. This one’s House Vael and the ballad-quarrel is the sort of thing bards will chew on for a season and I’ll get two good winters of dinner conversation out of it.”

“But.”

“But.” He looked at me sideways. “You’ve had three letters from the capital this spring.”

I had had two.

I kept that correction to myself. The wrong count was the interesting part of the sentence.

“Have I,” I said.

“You’ve had two and one went astray, which is its own information.” He drank. “Nobody’s angry, Warden. That’s what I want you to understand, because you’re a careful man and careful men assume the storm is the anger. Nobody at court is angry. They’re INTERESTED. There is a border march up here with two legends of history crowned to a support-class summoner, a banner that grows its own petitions, and a town that lights up at night like a fairground, and none of it was granted by anybody in a palace. It was won at a wager and it has been growing ever since.”

“And that’s a problem.”

“That’s an asset with no owner,” Helvane said. “Which in my experience is a dangerous condition for anything valuable.”

He set the cup down on the sill.

“I’ll give you the only advice I’ve got and then I’ll go and be rude to your fox. Crowns travel with armies, Warden. Fighting has nothing to do with it; that’s how a crown moves, the way weather moves with cloud. When it comes, and it’ll come, it won’t come as a threat. It’ll come as a visit, and it’ll be beautiful, and you’ll be expected to be delighted.”

“So what do I do?”

“Build good walls,” Helvane said, “and better granaries. Everything else is conversation.”

He picked up his hawk.

“Also,” he added, “your empress terrifies me and I have decided to enjoy it. Do tell her.”

He did go and be rude to the fox. I watched it from the annex door and it was worth the whole visit.

Suzu had set up a table in the yard with three cups on it and was running a shell game for the school children at a stake of one button, which she had explained to them at length was a lesson and not a swindle, and which was in fact both, since she was teaching them to spot the swindle by performing it on them at their own expense.

Helvane watched two rounds with his hawk on his fist.

Then he put a silver piece on the table.

“Once,” he said. “For that.”

Suzu looked at the silver. Then at him. Then at the hawk, which was the actual message, and she understood the actual message, because she reads a room before most people have found the door.

“My lord Margrave,” she said sweetly, “the house does not take bets it cannot lose.”

“The house is a professional.”

“The house has a policy about provincial lords with birds.”

“And what’s the policy?”

“That they win,” Suzu said, “the first time,” and she ran the cups, and he chose, and he was right, and she pushed the silver back across to him along with one of her own.

Helvane picked up both, weighed them, and dropped one back on the table.

“Keep it,” he said. “That’s the most expensive lesson I’ve had in twenty years and it wasn’t even mine.” He put the hawk back up. “Warden. Your household is a menace and I sleep better for it being on my border rather than somebody else’s. Feed my men and I’ll be gone before the light goes.”



The page came in two days after that, by paid courier, from a man who had ridden from a village two days off and had been given the packet by a woman he could not describe.

Osric brought it to me in the war-loft, holding it out at arm’s length, because Osric had been in the annex the last time an unsigned page had come and had learned what happened to the room’s mood.

One sheet. No seal. No name.

The hand was small, upright, dead level, with the letters spaced as if they had been ruled: a clerk’s hand, an archivist’s hand, the hand of a woman who had spent her working life copying things she intended to be read exactly once and then filed.

Two lines.

The Gilt Hunt has a silent partner.

Count your lamps.

Maeva read it standing at the window and her face did not move at all.

“It’s her,” she said.

“You’re sure.”

“I am sure the way I am sure of a signature.” She held it to the light and turned it. “Look at the ascenders. She drags the pen from the crossbar into the descent without lifting it. It is an ugly efficiency in an educated hand, and I have seen it on a Coil schematic, on a hedge-page in Veltmark, and now on this.” She lowered it. “Odette Calloway is alive, in the province, and afraid.”

“Afraid how?”

“Two lines and no name,” Maeva said. “Odette Calloway does not write two lines. Odette Calloway writes a schematic with margins. This is a woman posting a warning from somewhere she does not intend to stay.”

Nahari came up the ladder, which she must have started doing about the time the courier came through the gate.

“Give it to me,” she said.

I gave it to her.

She held it flat on both palms, and closed her eyes, and stood absolutely still for a count of about eight.

Then she opened her eyes and put the page down on the table very carefully, with the care owed to something hot.

“What,” I said.

“The page has been near it.”

“Near what?”

“The blank,” Nahari said. “The thing at the border-stone wax. The words are ordinary, but the margin has been stripped clean. I can see the table beneath a place where the paper vanishes.” Her voice stayed level. Her hands did not.

Maeva picked the page up again with two fingers.

“Kept,” she said. “Verified. Distrusted. And thank the woman in my heart, where it costs me nothing.”

“You’re keeping it in the lockbox?”

“I am keeping it,” said Maeva, “and I am not burning it, and if you ask me why I shall be extremely irritating about it.”

“Why?”

“Because she is writing to us from inside its shadow,” Maeva said, “which is either brave or calculating past sanity. I have not decided which, and I do not have to decide today.”



The lamp census began that evening as a joke. Nobody sat at a war table and invented it. Nahari read a page that said count your lamps, and she is a woman who does what a warning says while other people are still deciding whether to trust it, and so at dusk she put on sandals, which for her is formal wear, and went out into the town and started counting lamps.

Brenna attached herself within four minutes.

I fell in behind them at the bottom of the yard and stayed a dozen paces back for most of an hour, because the two of them together deserved to be watched without my interference.

“Twenty-one,” Nahari said. “Cooper’s shop, over the door.”

“Twenty-one,” Brenna said, and wrote it on her slate. She had a slate now, of course she had a slate; there was an epidemic of slates in the march and every single one had come from a household that could not account for it.

“Twenty-two, the same shop, inside, on the bench where he works late.”

“Does an inside one count?”

“What do you think?”

Brenna thought about it, walking. She had the fence-wire braid and a stick she was using as a staff for no reason whatsoever.

“Yes,” she said. “Because you can see it through the window. If you can see it, it’s lit for somebody.”

“Good,” Nahari said. “Write why. Next season you may forget, guess, and act on the guess.”

They did the whole town. Every door-lamp, every window, the two braziers on the wall, the annex’s four, the school-yard’s one, the vault’s blue-shuttered one that Suzu kept burning all night on the grounds that a dark treasury is an invitation.

Ninety-one lamps.

Brenna ruled the slate into four columns against the cooper’s wall: OUTSIDE, WINDOW, WALL, and WHY. The last was widest. She made Nahari walk back to the tannery because its window lamp had been counted without a reason, and a number without a reason had become, in the girl’s mind, a structural fault.

“Late hides,” said the tanner when she knocked. “Summer curing. I’m there until the second hour most nights.”

Brenna wrote it down.

At the west lane she found a door lamp burning over an empty house and stopped the count herself. The widow had gone to South River for a week. A neighbor had kept filling the cup because an unlit door looked abandoned and invited boys to test it.

“Does that count?” I asked.

Brenna considered the flame, then the neighbor’s oil flask.

“More,” she said. “Somebody noticed.”

She added a mark beside the number, a little upright stroke of chalk that would later become the KEPT column.

Nahari stopped at the top of the yard and looked back down the slope at all of it, and I came up beside her.

“Ninety-one,” she said.

“Is that a lot?”

“It’s ninety-one more than the ruined hall ever had.” Her braid was half undone. She had been unpicking it as she walked, which was how she thought. “Dorian. Something told a frightened woman to tell us to count our lamps, and she did not say guard them or hide them or douse them. Count.”

“Meaning it wants to know the number.”

“Meaning the number is the thing,” Nahari said, “and a number you have counted yourself is a number that cannot be told to you wrong.”

Brenna, holding the slate to her chest with both arms, said, “Can I do it again on Thursday?”

“Every Thursday,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “until I say otherwise.”

Brenna hugged the slate to her chest.



I found Maeva late, after the annex had gone quiet, in the passage off the great room.

She had her hand flat on the doorframe.

It was the oldest wood in the building, an oak post gone almost black, and it had been standing there when the rest of the hall was a burnt shell with sheep in it. She had raised it. She had told me that once, in the first week, as a piece of information, in the middle of a work order about roof battens: this frame is mine, I had it cut from the north stand, we lost a man doing it and his name was Corwin Ferris and there is nobody left alive who has ever said that name but me.

Now she stood with her palm on it and her other hand holding a list.

She was not sad. Calling it sadness would have flattened the thing into a familiar shape, and it was not familiar. Her face gave the feeling no name. The list in her other hand was a list of hall repairs. She had been walking from one job to the next and had stopped in the middle for as long as it took, a halt no longer or grander than shaking a stone out of a boot.

I rested one hand on the opposite jamb and matched her quiet. That was, I think, the correct answer, and I got it right by luck.

After a while she took her hand off the wood.

“The passage floor wants relaying before winter,” she said. “It has a fall toward the great room, which means every drop of water that comes in that door goes into the room I intend to be magnificent in.”

“I’ll put Colm on it.”

“You will put Colm on it.” She folded the list. “Summoner.”

“Empress.”

“The hall is barred, the yard is set, Osric has gone to bed with his tally-book, which I find touching and slightly worrying.” She turned around at last, and the lamp was behind her, and the green eyes came up. “And nobody has sat in the warden’s seat all day but petitioners’ paper.”



The great room at that hour was one lamp and a lot of dark.

The warden’s seat was a heavy black chair on the low dais at the room’s north end, older than the hall around it, with arms worn pale by three centuries of hands. During the day it held the day’s petitions in a stack that Osric squared twice.

I cleared them off myself, one handful at a time, and set them on the floor, and put the lamp on the arm.

Then I stood in front of it and looked at her.

“Court’s over,” I said. “Attend me, Empress.”

Maeva straightened by half a degree, and her audit sharpened.

“Or I’ll attend you,” I said. “You can decide which, but I’d decide fast, because I’ve had a long day and I’ve been thinking about this since the doorframe.”

Her whole body changed.

Nothing moved. Her gaze narrowed from the room to me, and one hand rose halfway to her braid, to the first pin, and waited there.

“You have been thinking about this,” she said, “since the doorframe.”

“Yes.”

“Say the rest.”

“You put your hand on a piece of wood you cut four hundred years ago,” I said, “and then you went back to a list. And I’ve watched you do that for a year. So tonight the day’s paper is on the floor and the seat’s yours, and I want you in it, and then I want you off it.”

Maeva reached up and took the first pin out of her braid.

She set it on the arm of the chair, beside the lamp, with a small precise click.

“That,” she said, “is a clause.”

The second pin.

“That is a clause.”

The third, the fourth, the fifth. Each one laid down in a neat row like a treaty being initialed, and with each one the gold coil of her hair came further undone, until she pulled the last of it and the whole weight of it came down past her shoulder blades in a slow heavy fall, and my mouth went dry exactly as it had in the tomb.

“The treasury is in session,” said Maeva Castellan, and sat down on the warden’s seat like judgment day.



She sat as she sat on thrones: she made the chair look like it had been waiting for her, spine straight, chin level, one hand on each worn arm, ankles crossed, and looked down at me from a height of about eleven inches with four hundred years of court behind her eyes.

I knelt.

I did it slowly, because slow was the point, and because from that height the lamp put every bit of its gold along the top of her breasts where the bodice held them and failed to hide them.

That bodice. She had re-tailored it herself, by hand, out of a ceremonial thing she had been buried in, and she had told me on the second night I ever spent with her that it was engineered to lose. She never denied the engineering.

The laces were already under strain. They always were. It was not a garment so much as an argument the fabric was in the process of losing.

I put my hands on her knees and ran them up the outside of her thighs through the travel skirt. Her court posture tightened against the chair before she let it ease under my palms.

“Higher,” she said.

“In a moment.”

“Summoner.”

“You said attend me.” I put my mouth on the inside curve of her breast, where the bodice’s edge cut across it, and felt her hand come down into my hair. “So I’m attending. Sit still.”

“I am the empress of three duchies.”

“You were,” I said, “and now you’re the Warden of the Wend-march, and the Warden’s seat is where people bring their requests, so I’d suggest you make one.”

Her fingers closed in my hair.

“Get this off me,” Maeva said, “immediately,” and I found the lace-ends and pulled.

The bodice lost.

It yielded the way it had been built to yield, in one long give, and her breasts came free into the lamplight heavy and full and gold-lit, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that was pure relief and pure appetite at once.

I got my mouth on her.

I stayed there a long time. Her pleasure began with being attended to fully, and men who hurry it remain beyond my understanding. She was warm and soft and her heavy breasts filled both my hands, and every time I moved my thumb across a nipple her spine did something against the chair-back and her diction lost a word.

“Yes. That. There is a. Your competence, summoner, has been inadequately.” Her breath broke. “Adequately priced. Harder. Use your teeth, I am not made of.”

I used my teeth.

“…glass,” she finished, on a rising note, and her hand tightened in my hair to hold me exactly where I was.

So I stayed exactly where I was, and worked her, and listened to an empress lose the ability to finish a clause.

Both hands full of her. That is a thing I could not describe to another man without sounding like a fool, so I will simply put it down: her breasts were heavy enough that holding them was work, and warm through, and they filled my palms and overflowed them, and when I lifted and pressed them together and put my mouth in the seam of them she said something in a language that has not been spoken in this province in three hundred years.

“That,” she said, when she came back to the current one. “That. Again. You are being. You are being deliberate at me.”

“I am.”

“You have learned the pace.” Her thumb moved once against my scalp, absent, approving. “You did not have it in the tomb. In the tomb you were competent and terrified and I found it charming. Now you are neither and I find it. I find it. Do that again with your teeth and I will lose the sentence entirely.”

I did it again with my teeth.

She lost the sentence entirely.

Her other hand had come off the chair arm at some point and was gripping the seat’s edge, knuckles gone pale, and the crowned strand was pouring shaped heat back into me. Beneath it lay something older and quieter, the thing that had been with us on every locked-door night since the antechamber and that neither of us had ever once said aloud. Relief. The specific relief of a woman being wanted for the part of her that was never on a coin.

Court-formal praise narrated down at me from a chair, fraying sentence by sentence. That was the sound of her. That was what four hundred years of being wanted for a throne turns into when somebody wants the woman on it.

Then she pushed my head back and looked at me down the length of herself, and her eyes were auditing me even now, half-lidded, wet-mouthed, thoroughly wrecked and thoroughly in charge of the wreckage.

“Stand up,” she said, “and open your belt. The treasury receives at home.”

I stood, and opened my belt, and Maeva Castellan sat forward on the warden’s seat of the Wend-march and took me between her breasts with both hands.

The soft heavy press of her closed around my cock, and I braced one hand on the chair-back over her shoulder because my knees genuinely required it. She set the rhythm herself, slow and imperial, lifting and gathering, her palms working her own flesh around me, and she kept her eyes on my face the entire time.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I’m looking.”

“The church painted me modestly.” She rolled her shoulders and the pressure changed and I swore. “They painted me in three cathedrals and all three lied about this, and the lie survived me by four hundred years, and the man who receives the truth of it is a porter who apologized to me for the timing of his own death.”

“Maeva.”

“Faster? Say it properly.”

“Faster.”

“You may,” she said, and gave it to me.

She gave it to me the way she gives orders: with imperial certainty and no doubt at all that it would be received. Her palms worked her own flesh around my cock, gathering, pressing, and the head of me came up out of that soft gold-lit press on every stroke and she watched it happen with a small imperial satisfaction that was worse than anything she could have said.

“There is the truth of the portrait,” she said.

“Maeva.”

“Do not look away, summoner. I did not authorize looking away.” Her breath had gone short. Her own hips were moving against empty air, and she had noticed, and she had decided not to be embarrassed about it, which is a decision she makes about four hundred years faster than anyone else I have known. “You will finish where I put you or you will not finish at all, and I am considering which I prefer, and the considering is the entire pleasure of it.”

She dipped her head then and put her tongue on me at the top of each stroke, just the flat of it, once, twice, deliberately, and it was so far beyond the reach of my composure that I heard myself make a noise I would not care to have described.

“Ah,” said Maeva, delighted. “Noted.”

I lasted about a minute and a half at that pace and then I made myself stop, with a hand on her shoulder, because I had a plan and short-term gain had never made me abandon one.

She looked up at me, and understood, and started laughing.

“Ah,” said Maeva. “The coup.”

“Up.”

“Say it.”

“Up, Empress,” I said. “Out of the chair.”

She rose. I sat down in the warden’s seat with the lamp burning on the arm beside five pins in a neat row, and Maeva Castellan gathered her skirts in both fists and came down into my lap like a procession of one.

She took me in one long slow descent with her forehead against mine and her mouth open, and by the time she was fully seated on me she had stopped talking altogether.

She rode it herself through a dozen slow descents at her own imperial pace, hands on my shoulders, the gold hair falling around both of us like a curtain and the gold light coming up under her skin in long lacing lines along her ribs.

Then I put my hands on her hips and took it.

“Oh,” she said.

I took the pace from her, harder and deeper and slower than she had been giving herself, and I drove her down onto it with my hands and let her feel the difference, and her whole court diction failed within four strokes.

“There. There. God, there, don’t. Don’t stop, don’t you…”

“Say it plain.”

“Fuck me,” said the empress of three duchies, “properly, I want it properly, I want…”

I gave it to her properly.

And it was somewhere in the middle of that, with the gold light blazing up her body and her breasts moving in front of my face and her nails in my shoulders, that Maeva Castellan reached out one hand, blindly, sideways, groping across the chair arm past the row of pins, and found a paper.

I got one look at it. It was the school’s expense roll, the thing Osric had left squared on the seat for signature.

“Maeva.”

“One moment,” she gasped, “one moment, I am. I am conducting government.”

She got the pencil out of my coat pocket, which was hanging on the chair-back, and she signed something across the top of the page in a hand that went badly wrong halfway through, and then she wrote one more word under it, and dropped both, and grabbed my face in both hands.

“Witnessed,” she said.

“What did you just…”

“WITNESSED,” Maeva said, “harder,” and her command broke into a raw cry.

Her whole body locked around me. Gold light went through her from the throat down, every line of it, and I felt it hit the crowned strand and come back into me doubled, her pleasure arriving in my own body like a second heartbeat. Her pussy clenched around my cock in long rolling waves while she said my title once and then lost every remaining word.

Her next downward stroke took me past the last of my control. With my face against her chest and both arms locked around the small of her back, I drove up and spilled deep into her while she rode the aftershocks down.

The gold light stayed a long while. It got into the old wood of the seat, into the grain, so that for a minute the arms of the warden’s chair were lit from inside like something in a church.

Then it faded, and the lamp was just a lamp, and we were two people breathing hard in a dark hall.



She sprawled.

That was the aftercare, in its entirety: Maeva sprawled, across me and across the chair both, in a state of absolute imperial dishevelment, one leg over the arm, hair everywhere, and conducted an audit of the damage with enormous satisfaction.

“Your shoulder is bleeding.”

“Your nails.”

“My nails are a national treasure.” She turned my forearm over and ran her thumb along the silver-grey lines, up past the elbow, up over the shoulder, and stopped at the ridge of my collarbone where the tracery ended.

Her thumb followed every ridge from my wrist to the last line at my collarbone.

“The map is climbing,” she said.

“It’s not moved in a year.”

“It will.” She said it without any drama at all. “There is a gilt banner on my border and a wagon under lead in that camp and a woman in a shadow writing us letters. It will move, and you will move it, and I have re-budgeted.”

“That’s a horrible sentence.”

“It is an accurate one.” She put her mouth on the collarbone tracery, once, and then sat up and started, very calmly, putting her hair back into a braid with the pins off the chair arm. “Which is why I do not intend to fight you about it in advance. I intend to be there, and to make you eat afterward, and to know the number before you spend it.”

I picked up the page off the floor.

She had signed the school’s expense roll with a hand that started as court script and disintegrated into something a doctor would have refused to dispense against.

And under the line where it said, in Osric’s careful clerkly print, THE GARRISON SCHOOL OF THE WEND-MARCH, she had written, in that same collapsing hand:

the Kaldwyn School.

Witnessed. M.C.

I read it twice, then a third time.

“You can’t do that.”

“I have done that.”

“She’ll kill you.”

“She will not kill me,” Maeva said, pinning her braid, “because it is signed and witnessed and the cooper will have it on a board by Thursday, and because underneath everything Yrsa Kaldwyn wants very badly to have been a person who existed, and this is the cheapest and cruelest way I have of telling her she was.” She stood, and shook out her skirts, and looked entirely as though she had come from a state dinner. “Also it will be funny. I am allowed one.”



It was funny.

It stayed funny for eleven days, which is how long the fury ran.

Yrsa found out at breakfast when Osric, who has no capacity for theater whatsoever, read the week’s expense lines out loud in a room containing forty people, and got to THE KALDWYN SCHOOL, and stopped, and went scarlet, and kept reading because he did not know what else to do.

The blade came out of the wall-hook so fast that Bram dropped a jug.

“Where,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, “is the empress.”

“Attending to the drains,” said Maeva, from the doorway, “as ever,” and did not run, and was not stabbed.

For those eleven days, Yrsa corrected the name every time she heard it. The cooper put the board up anyway.



Later that same week, Holt’s outriders brought in a dead cow from the low fen east of the drover road. Its death was the least troubling part.

It was that it had been dragged there.


Chapter 4: Manufactured Monsters

The cow had been dragged four hundred yards.

You could read it off the ground like a sentence. Two furrows where the hocks had scored, a smear where they had got tired and let it slew, the trail bending twice around thickets that a man leading a live animal would have gone through and a man hauling a dead one would not.

It ended at the mouth of a drainage gallery in the low fen, one of nine old workings that ran under the peat east of the drover road, and it had been put there with its belly opened.

Holt crouched with his forearms on his knees and let me look.

“That’s four days old,” he said.

“Three.” I got down and put the back of my hand near it and did not put it any nearer. “Three, in this heat, with that much of it left. And it’s not the only one.”

“It’s the only one we found.”

“It’s the only one you found because your man’s dog stopped.” I stood up and turned around slowly, doing what I have done in every dungeon and every bog and every dry hillside for eight years: I stopped looking at the object and started looking at the geometry. “How many gallery mouths on this line?”

“Nine that I know.”

“Nine that you know,” I said. “How far to the next?”

“Six hundred yards. Then a thousand. Then they bunch.”

“Take me to all nine.”



Six of the nine had carrion in them.

Two cows, three sheep, and one thing that had been a horse, all dragged, all opened, all placed exactly inside the mouth where the shade held the smell in and the wet held the rot slow.

By the fourth I did not need to look anymore. By the sixth I was angry in the specific cold way that I have learned to recognize as useful, and I stood at the gallery mouth with my hands in my pockets and made myself say the whole thing out loud so that the fen-men behind me could hear it and carry it.

“They’re farming,” I said.

“Farming,” Holt repeated.

“Bog-wights nest in the deep galleries. They come out to feed. A wight warren is limited by exactly one thing, which is food, and a warren that’s underfed stays small and stays deep.” I pointed at the opened cow. “You put meat at the mouths, the warren feeds, the warren breeds, and in about four to six weeks you don’t have a nest. You have a bloom.”

“And a bloom comes out.”

“A bloom has to come out. That’s what a bloom is.” I turned and looked west, along the fen line, and did the geometry I had been doing since gallery three and had been hoping to be wrong about. “Nine mouths on a curve. Six seeded. Which six?”

Holt looked. Holt was not a stupid man, and he had been living in fens his whole life.

“The east six,” he said slowly.

“The east six. The three unseeded ones are the west end. So the pressure builds on the east side of the warren and the easy ground is west, and when it blooms it moves west.” I got out the notebook. “What’s west, Holt?”

Holt said a word I will not write down.

“East Ford,” I said. “Two hundred and forty people, a bridge, a toll house, and a stone.”



I sat on a rock and drew it. Nahari stood behind my shoulder until I had finished both curves without either of us speaking.

I had known since the second gallery. I did not need the Glimpse for it, and I guarded that distinction because a man given half a second of foresight can start crediting it for the work his own head does. Half a second is worth nothing at a distance of four weeks. What the Glimpse had done was this: three days earlier, riding the drover road, my body had turned my head to the left for no reason at all, toward a line of birds getting up off the low fen in the wrong order, and I had made a note.

The note was: BIRDS OFF FEN E. OF ROAD, 2ND TIME THIS WEEK, WHY.

Half a second, spent on a bird. Then eight years of habit did the rest.

“Say the rest of it,” Nahari said.

“They’ll be in position.”

“Yes.”

“Somewhere on the East Ford road, with witness-stones and a bard or two, waiting.” I turned the page around and drew a second curve on it. “The bloom comes out over four or five days, first at night, then in daylight, and by the time it’s daylight there’s a village screaming. Then the Gilt Banner arrives, and it’s real. That’s the part I want everyone to understand. There’s no cheat in the fight. They will genuinely stand between two hundred and forty people and a wight bloom and they will genuinely kill it, and men will genuinely die doing it, some of them theirs.”

“And the stone will weigh it true,” Nahari said.

“The stone will weigh it true, because it will BE true.” I closed the notebook. “That’s the trick. You don’t lie to a deed-stone. You can’t. So you make a real disaster and then you really solve it. The manufacture is upstream, where nobody’s looking, in a bog, four weeks early, with a dead cow.”

Nahari was quiet for a moment.

“In Cinderwell,” she said, “a Hero’s party cleared a goblin warren for the credit and did not burn the graves, and the graves leached into the spring-line, and a lamplighter died of it, and her name was Esra.”

“Yes.”

“That was carelessness,” Nahari said. “This is a trade.”



We had six days.

I could have taken it to Vael. There is a version of me, a younger one, that would have ridden to the border stone with a dead cow across a saddle and made a speech.

The trouble with that version is that a dead cow is not a receipt. A cow in a gallery mouth is a cow in a gallery mouth. Anyone can say a fox dragged it. And a man who accuses and cannot prove has spent his credibility to buy nothing, which is the single worst trade in the ledger.

So instead we did the boring thing, which is what we are for.

The plan came together over two nights at the war-table and it had four parts, each belonging to somebody’s specialty.

The first part was the bloom itself. You cannot un-feed a warren. Six weeks of carrion is in them; it is not coming back out. What you can do is decide where it goes.

Wights follow warmth and light, in that order, and they follow light stupidly. I had proved that at the edge-farms outside Marrowford, when I had one queen, no money, and a borrowed mule.

[Summon Echo] gives me faint copies of ordinary objects for a handful of seconds each. A rope. A plank. A bar. A lantern.

A lantern that burns for nine seconds, and costs almost nothing, and can be put anywhere I can see.

“How many can you hold?” Yrsa asked.

“At once? Four, comfortably. Six if I’m standing still and nobody needs me for anything else.”

“Six is not a line.”

“Six is a line if the line walks.” I put six pebbles on the table map, in a curve, along the fen’s north edge. “Watch. I light one. It burns out. I light the next one before it dies, forty yards along. Then the next. From the ground, six lanterns become one moving light. And a bloom will follow a moving light the way a dog follows a thrown stick, because they are extremely stupid and they are extremely hungry, and I have got about a hundred and fifty yards of walk in me before I have to sit down.”

“And where does the light walk them?”

I moved my finger northeast, away from East Ford, away from the drover road, away from anything with a person in it, to the place where the old peat workings ran down into standing water and the galleries went under.

“Home,” I said. “Then we drown the galleries with them in it.”

The second part was the gates. Mirefen doctrine, unchanged since the breach: barrel-stave gates weighted at the base, set into the runners the old drainage crews cut into the gallery mouths, dropped at high water so the flood fills the workings and the nest galleries go under their own drainage.

Colm’s load-and-line crews built nine of them in four days. They complained the entire time and they built them beautifully.

The third part was the one true breach, because there is always one true breach, and a plan that assumes otherwise is a plan drawn by a man who has never been in a bog.

“There’ll be another mouth we don’t know about,” I said. “There always is. A capped spur, a collapsed roof, or a working somebody opened after the survey and never marked. We can gate all nine on the map and still lose the bloom through a tenth. When it starts moving, it’ll find that hidden mouth, and whatever comes out first will be the biggest thing in the warren, because the biggest thing gets to the front.”

“That’s mine,” Yrsa said.

“That’s yours.”

“How many will I need?”

“You’ll want a line at your back and you won’t get one, because the line is walking lanterns four hundred and forty yards away.” I met her eyes. “You’ll have Maeva.”

“Then I won’t need a line.”

The fourth part was the counting, and the fourth part was the one that mattered, and the fourth part was children.

The story has already been told wrong twice. The students stayed four hundred yards from anything with teeth. On the firm causeway spur, Brenna’s cohort formed a line eleven deep at forty-yard intervals, each child carrying a shuttered lamp.

One flash: hold. Two: gate ready. Three: gate dropped. Long: breach.

A message crossed four hundred yards in under nine seconds. Brenna ran the relay from behind the line and logged every signal against a sand-glass on her slate.



It came out on the fifth night, one day early, which is what always happens and is why you build the thing before the count says you need it.

I was on the north edge with Nahari and four of Holt’s men and a lantern I had not yet spent.

“Now,” Nahari said.

“How now?”

“One breath now,” she said, and I lit the first echo-lantern forty yards out on the peat.

It came up as a small dirty-gold smudge with no shadow, hanging at knee height. An echo-lantern holds only the memory of a flame, and it does not light the ground.

The fen answered.

I have heard men describe the sound a warren makes when it comes up and none of them get it right, because they all reach for something dramatic. It makes an enormous wet rustle, coming from everywhere at once, like rain starting in a wood.

“Count,” I said.

“Forty and more at the first three mouths,” Holt said, “and that’s just what’s clear of the reeds.”

Forty and more. Since the Mirefen breach we had never seen eleven at once on that fen.

“Signal three-mouths,” I said. “Long flash. Then hold.”

The lamp behind me shuttered: long.

Eight seconds later, four hundred yards west, on the causeway spur, a twelve-year-old girl wrote LONG, EAST, on a slate and passed it on, and the whole line knew.

Osric had the slate copied into the book and then Brenna took it back, because it was hers, and it lives on a shelf in the school now with the chalk fixed under a coat of size so it cannot smudge.

It reads, in a child’s careful capitals, with the sand-glass times against each entry:

LONG. EAST. (a mark) HOLD. HOLD. HOLD. TWO. (a mark) GATE READY. LONG. SOUTH. (three marks, hard enough to have broken the chalk)

Nine of the eleven were farm children who had trained for under four months; the oldest two were fifteen. Every child held position for five hours and passed each signal correctly. The eleven-year-old nearest the water wet himself during the second hour, said nothing, and kept the relay intact.

Yrsa invented a lamp-warden rank on the spot and promoted him.

I walked my lantern.

The trick is only walking light, though men have told it back to me as though I did something magnificent. I lit a false lantern forty yards ahead of me on the open peat, and I walked toward it, and when it had four seconds left I lit the next one forty yards beyond, and let the first die, and I did that eleven times, and behind me in the dark a hundred and some hungry things came up out of the ground and followed the light.

You cannot look back. That is the only difficult part. You can hear them behind you. You can hear the wet slap of them in the shallows and the clicking that the bloated ones make, and every animal instinct in a man’s body says turn around, and if you turn around you lose the line of your next lantern and you stop, and if you stop the ones at the front of the bloom stop caring about the light.

Nahari walked beside me the whole way.

For the first six lanterns, Nahari kept pace beside me with her bare feet finding every sound patch of peat. On the seventh she said, “Left three paces, in a moment,” and I moved left three paces, and the peat where I had been going to put my boot let go into black water with a sound like a mouth opening.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Eight is fine. Nine you will want to be quicker; there is a stone.”

Eleven lanterns took us four hundred and forty yards northeast, into the old workings, where the ground goes from bad to comical and the galleries run down under standing water.

At the last one I stopped and put my back against a spoil bank and lit two at once, one either side of the gallery mouth, and stood between them.

They came past me on both sides.

I had them close enough to smell. Bog-wights are grey and long-armed and they run bent, and a bloom-fed one is bloated at the belly and moves badly and does not care, and for about forty seconds I stood in a gap between two false lights while a river of them went down into the dark, and not one of them looked at me, because I was not lit and the lights were.

“Signal gate,” I said, and my voice came out fine, which surprised me.

Two flashes went west. Eight seconds.

Then the count. I had put Colm on the count because Colm had run the flood-notch drill at Fenwick since the boon and could feel water the way a musician feels a beat.

The seventh pulse of the tide up the drowned workings is the one that runs highest. That comes from a standing wave in a system of connected channels, and Corvin the water-engineer knew it four hundred years ago and left a joke about it scratched in a wall under a lake. I had used the count in three different places without a failure.

Six.

Seven.

“NOW,” Colm bellowed, four hundred and forty yards away, and nine barrel-stave gates went down into nine sets of runners with a sound like a house falling over.

The water came up.

The galleries filled. Everything in them stayed in them.



And a hundred and ten yards south, where my map showed an unbroken peat bank, the breach came.

The long flash went up from the south picket.

A hidden tenth working had opened under the bloom’s pressure. Its old cap had collapsed inward, exposing a gallery mouth with no runners because no survey in living memory had known it existed. Nine gates held nine mapped mouths. The warren found the tenth.

I was already running. I was three hundred yards away and it did not matter what I did, and I ran anyway, which is the part of me that two Crowned queens have been trying to legislate against since Veltmark.

Yrsa was closer.

She and Maeva had held the south picket as the mobile reserve, knee-deep in water beside the long-flash lamp. They crossed the hundred and ten yards before the first shape cleared the fallen cap, because Yrsa had asked for the worst position and had gotten it.

What came out was a shear-claw. I had a scar to compare it to, personally; a shear-claw is a wight variant with a long curved bone-blade grown out of the forearm, and the one that gave Yrsa the seam across her ribs at Mirefen had been about seven feet.

This one was nine, and it came out of the mouth at a dead run with sixteen more behind it.

She let it come.

That was the first thing. She stood in the water and let a nine-foot thing come at her out of a hole in the ground, and she did not move her feet at all until it committed, and then she went inside the arc of the bone-blade in a diagonal step that took her past its right side, and the blade came down where she had been and buried a foot deep in peat.

The second thing was that she did not kill it there.

She went past it. She took its right knee on the way through, one cut, no flourish, and left it, because a shear-claw with a ruined knee is a shear-claw that is now a wall, and a wall in a gallery mouth is worth more than a corpse.

Then she turned and put herself in the gap between the wall and the bank, which was about six feet wide, and killed everything that came through it for eleven minutes.

I got there for the last four of them, and I am going to write down what I saw, because I have read the ballad version and the ballad version has her wading into a horde, and she did nothing of the kind. She did the opposite of that. She stood still.

Six feet of gap. She had chosen the entire battlefield, and everything that wanted to reach two hundred and forty sleeping people had to come through six feet of black water with a crippled shear-claw thrashing on its left and a peat bank on its right.

They came two at a time, because two was what fit.

She took the first of each pair high and the second low, and she did it in the same tempo every time, and the tempo was slower than you would believe. A wight comes in fast and stupid with its arms up. Yrsa’s answer was one short step off the line, a cut into the inside of the leading arm where the tendon runs, and then she was already moving her weight back the other way for the second one, and the second one always came in under the first, because they always do, and she took those under the jaw.

Cut. Weight. Cut. Weight.

She did not retreat a full pace. When she gave ground it was four inches, and she took the four inches back before the next pair arrived, and I understood, standing on the bank with my lungs burning, that I was watching the gate-hinge drill. The thing she made twelve farm children do in a yard until they cried with boredom. Count and step. Give them one pace at a time and make them pay rent on it.

She was teaching it every day because she was going to need them to do it, and she was doing it herself in a bog at midnight to prove the rent was payable.

At minute nine a bloated one came in sideways off the crippled shear-claw’s back and got past her guard, and her left forearm went up and took the whole of it across the outside, and she did not make a sound. She turned her hips, put the thing’s own weight into the peat, and killed it on the ground with two hands on the hilt like a woman driving a stake.

Then she was back on the line before the next pair reached her.

Maeva stood four paces behind her with a lamp and the Standard.

Every explanation of the Standard fails people who have not stood inside it. Courage remains your own. The Standard takes the thing that happens in your chest when you are frightened, the loose racing scatter of it, and holds it still, so that you find you are doing the next thing on the list instead of the thing your legs want.

Four of Holt’s fen-men held that bank with her. All four held. Two of them had never been in a fight larger than a tavern.

When the last of it came, a bloated one that got past the wall and past Yrsa’s guard and reached the bank, Maeva Castellan put her lamp down on a tussock, took a spear off a man who had dropped it, and killed the thing with one straight thrust under the jaw with her weight behind it, and picked her lamp back up, and said, “Left flank, someone, thank you,” in the exact tone in which she orders pepper.

Eleven minutes. Sixteen through the gap. Seventeen counting the one on its knee, which Yrsa finished last, with one measured cut when there was nothing left to make a wall against.

She came up the bank with her arms shaking and blood to the elbow and looked at me.

“Two,” she said.

“Two what?”

“Two cuts I’m proud of,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “The rest was work.”



East Ford woke up the next morning to nothing at all.

That is what a village gets when a thing is done properly. No wight came out of the fen. No child was taken off a bank. The sun came up on two hundred and forty people who had spent an ordinary night asleep and would never know what the sleeping had cost.

They found out by about ten, because Holt’s men are incapable of not talking, and by noon there were forty of them out at the workings looking at the drowned gallery mouths and the dead shear-claw and the churned bank.

The stone took it at three in the afternoon.

I put my palm on East Ford’s stone and swore the plain account: the seeded carrion, the bloom, the walked lights, the gates, the count, the breach and who held it. I named the coalition. I named Holt’s four by name, and Colm’s crews, and the eleven lamp-runners on the causeway spur, which took a while, and which Osric had written out for me on a card because I would have got the order wrong.

The stone weighed it, and it etched, and the light came up in the cut letters as it always does, slow, like something warming.

MARCH COALITION: THE DRIVE BROKEN AT THE SOURCE.

And under it, unsworn, added by the village’s own stone-keeper in the old way, because a stone will accept witnessed truth from those who saw:

THEY CAME BEFORE ANYONE ASKED.

East Ford’s stone-keeper was Hanne Voll, a widow of about sixty. She added the line without asking, then told me in the tone of a person expecting an argument.

I said it was her stone.

“It is my stone,” she agreed, satisfied, and then, having won, softened. “You’ll want feeding.”

Country gratitude again. It arrives as bread rather than words.

By noon there was a table out on the green with two hams on it that East Ford could not afford, and all of Holt’s fen-men had been given something, and one of them had been given a wife’s dead husband’s coat and had gone away behind the toll house to be alone for a minute. The children of the village had discovered the eleven children of the lamp-line and had extracted the entire story from them at a level of detail I could not have got out of a grown scout, and were re-enacting it in the road with a lantern that nobody had given them permission to take.

Brenna stood at the edge of that with her slate against her chest and did not join in.

“You can go and play,” I said.

“They’ve got it wrong,” she said, without heat. “They’ve got the signals wrong. Long means breach. Three means gate dropped. If they teach it wrong to the little ones, then when it’s the little ones on the line, they’ll flash three and everybody will drop gates on nothing.”

She went and corrected them.

She was twelve years old, and she went over and corrected eleven strange children in a strange village about signal discipline, and they let her, because she had the slate and she had been there, and that is how doctrine actually travels: sideways along a road between children, far from any war-table.



The Gilt Banner arrived at half past four.

Fifteen riders down the East Ford road at a good pace with a witness-stone bard on a pony trailing behind, and Hadrian Vael at the head of them in full colors with the gilt catching the afternoon sun, riding hard into a village that was standing around a glowing stone eating bread.

I watched from the toll-house wall, because I had made a point of being visible, and because Maeva had told me that morning, in the tone of a woman explaining fire to a child, that I would be standing exactly there.

He pulled up.

He came in expecting to save two hundred and forty people. Everything about the way he was riding said so: the pace, the spread of his men, the bard placed for the angle. Somewhere in his chest, a starving thing had been waiting four weeks for a crowd of terrified farmers to look up and see gold coming down the road.

What he got was a field of people who had already been saved, standing in front of a stone that said so, and who turned around and looked at him with the mild, incurious, faintly embarrassed expression of country folk looking at a man who has arrived at the wrong wedding.

Nobody cheered.

Nor was anyone rude. A wheelwright nodded at him. Somebody’s child waved.

And the gilt on Hadrian Vael went out.

For perhaps four seconds it guttered to the dull yellow of old brass across his shoulders and down his arm, in daylight, before two hundred and forty people and one witness-stone. His horse felt it and shied. He got the horse under control with a good hand and by then the shine was coming back, thinner.

I expected satisfaction. None came.

What I felt, watching a man’s borrowed light go out of him in front of a village, was the thing you feel when you watch someone’s rope fray at the third strand while they are still climbing on it.

He found me on the wall.

We looked at each other across sixty yards of road for about three seconds.

Then Hadrian Vael turned his horse and took his hunt back the way it had come, at a walk, in good order, which took more out of him than the gallop had.

Osric chalked the board that evening.

MARCH: 4. GILT: 1.

Bram shortened his odds within the hour, exactly as advertised, and made a noise of profound professional grief while doing it.



That night the war-table lasted about twenty minutes and then quietly stopped being a war-table.

It happens. It happened after the Mirefen breach and after the Undercourt and it happened here: there is a particular exhaustion that comes down two or three hours after a thing has gone right, when the body finally accepts that it is not going to be needed again, and it takes a room the way water takes a boot.

Yrsa went first, which she would deny. She had scrubbed to the elbow four times and there was still fen under her nails, and she sat down on the floor with her back against the table leg to argue a point about the south picket and was asleep inside two minutes with her chin on her chest.

Maeva put a hand flat on the map, said “we will finish this in the morning and I will hear no objection,” and put out two of the four lamps, which is how an empress announces a policy.

Suzu was already up on the table, on her stomach, across three villages, going through the copied roster page by page with her chin on her fists and her tails moving slowly.

I got as far as the bench and then Nahari got hold of my sleeve and pulled, and I gave up and sat on the floor with the rest of them, and she settled against my side and took my burn arm across her lap and started working her thumbs up the tracery in her own slow fashion, without oil, just warmth and pressure.

“Say the thing you have not said,” she murmured.

“Which one?”

“The one from the fen. You have been carrying it for four days and it has a shape.”

I followed two smoke-dark rafters to their join before I answered.

“Six mouths,” I said. “Not nine. If you wanted a bloom you would seed nine. Six gives you a bloom that moves in a direction.”

“Yes.”

“So the man who paid the drover wasn’t buying monsters. He was buying an arrival.” I turned my hand over and let her get at the inside of the wrist. “No hunt-captain conceived it, nor any ordinary cruel man. The plan came from somebody who understands that a rescue is a transaction and has worked out what the goods cost.”

“Mm,” said Nahari.

“And the second thing is that it was drawn about six weeks ago, which is two weeks before the banner went up on my border, which means the hunt was already funded and already scripted before Hadrian Vael ever looked at my stone. He thinks this is his season. He is a bought seat at somebody else’s…”

She was asleep.

Mid-sentence, mid-thumb-stroke, with her cheek against my shoulder and her hand still around my forearm. I still cannot tell whether she does that on purpose.

Suzu leaned over the table edge upside down and considered the four of us.

“Two coppers says she finishes it at breakfast,” she said.

I did not take the bet, and Nahari finished it at breakfast the next morning, over porridge, without preamble, to a room that had not been present for the first half.

“…a bought seat at somebody else’s table,” she said, “and he will find that out at the worst possible hour, and it will be the making of the man or the end of him. Good morning. Is there honey?”



The receipts came in over the following three days, and they came in the wrong shape, which is how you know you are in trouble.

The first was thread.

There had been gilt thread at four of the six seeded gallery mouths, snagged on the rough of the stone at about chest height, as a thread snags off a cuff when a man reaches into a hole to place something.

I knew gilt thread. At Veltmark somebody had wound gilt thread through the clapper of the fourth bell of a Bell-run, and Osric had recorded its color, twist, and knot, because I had told him to record everything and he had taken that as a religion.

He had the page. Of course he had the page. He had brought the tally-book from Veltmark to the march in a wax-cloth wrapper.

“The color matches,” Osric said, laying it out. “The twist matches. Three-ply, S-twist, same chandler, or the same trade at least.”

“And the knot?”

“The knot is wrong,” he said, and his ears went red, and he pushed the page at me. “Look. Look, Warden. On the bell, she’d used a slipped figure-of-eight with the tail tucked back through, twice, which is a stopper knot for something you intend to retrieve. This is a granny.”

I compared the granny knot with Osric’s copied figure-of-eight until the difference felt louder than the room.

“Someone copied her work,” I said.

“Her kit, not her hand,” said Maeva, over my shoulder. “It is not her hand.”

“Which means?”

“Which means someone has her tools,” Maeva said, “or someone has bought a copy of them, and is using them like a stolen seal: correctly enough to be believed by anyone who does not know the owner’s habits.” She straightened up. “Somebody wants this hunt’s sabotage to look like Odette Calloway’s work. Which is fascinating, since Odette Calloway is the person who wrote to warn us about it.”

The second receipt was a man.

Holt’s outriders picked up a drover on the Coldharbour road with two heavy purses and a story, and brought him to the hall, and Maeva talked to him until his untouched beer went flat.

She did not threaten him. She never does. She sat him down, gave him beer, and then priced his entire life in front of him: what he was owed, what he owed, what the two purses would and would not buy, and what a grey scar on a drover’s road-name does to a man’s ability to get hired for the following twenty years.

He confessed in four sentences.

He had been paid, twice, to drag dead stock to six specific gallery mouths. He had never met the man who paid him. It had been a hunt-party quartermaster with grey at his temples, broad, a scarred forearm, who had not liked doing it and who had said one thing while counting out the coin that the drover had thought was strange enough to repeat.

“He said, ‘It’s a shame. It’s a good fen.’”

Maeva let that go past without moving her face.

Then she said, “The coin.”

“My lady?”

“Put it on the table.”

He put it on the table.



The third receipt was on their own camp post, and Suzu brought it in at three in the morning, her usual hour for bringing things in.

The Gilt Hunt kept a roster nailed to a board outside the quartermaster’s tent, as any organized company does: watches, duties, the day’s assignments. She had copied it and put it back.

But she had not brought me the copy. She had brought me the original bottom corner, torn off, one inch by two.

“You tore a piece off their roster.”

“I tore a piece off their roster,” Suzu agreed. “They’ll think it was weather. It’s been raining for two days and the board leaks, I checked, I made sure it leaks.”

“You made sure it leaks.”

“I improved a drainage fault,” she said, “which is a service, and which your empress will defend at any dinner table in the province.” She put the scrap on the table under the lamp. “Look at it, Dorian. Look at it and tell me I’m mad.”

I looked at it.

It was a countersignature. Rosters get countersigned; it is how a company confirms the day’s orders have been read by someone with authority. This one was a single mark, a small closed loop with a stroke through it, of a kind I had never seen.

The ink had dried from the center outward.

I have written more words in my life than most men. I have kept route-books in rain and ledgers in bilge water and I have watched ink dry on ten thousand pages, and ink dries at its edges first, always, because the edges are thin and the middle is deep. Water makes that rule.

This mark was set hard and matte in the middle, and at the outer rim of every stroke the ink still had the faintest wet shine on it, three days after somebody put it there.

Maeva’s fingers settled flat beside the coin. Suzu watched her instead of the silver.

Then Suzu reached into her coat and put a coin down next to it.

“And that’s off the pay-ledger,” she said. “I copied the ledger, I didn’t take it, and I’ll tell you what’s in it in a minute, but first look at the coin, because the coin’s the thing.”

It was silver, struck sharp at every edge as if it had left the mint that spring, with a crowned head on it that I did not recognize.

“That’s a Ruthelm penny,” Maeva said, from the doorway. She had come in without any of us hearing, in a shawl over her nightgown, with her hair down. “Struck under Ruthelm the Third. He died two hundred and ninety years ago and his house went out with his granddaughter.”

“It’s good silver,” Suzu said. “It’s better silver than anything minted this century, but the ledger matters more. Fifteen men, four weeks’ wages, plus the drover, plus a chandler’s account and a horse-leech. All of it paid in coin. Not one piece of it minted in living memory. All of it out of circulation, and all of it in beautiful condition, which is the part that made me sit down in the mud for a minute.”

“Because coin that’s been in circulation wears,” I said.

Suzu’s amber eyes came up, and there was nothing in them of the woman who had reviewed a felt puppet for accuracy.

It was Maeva who picked the penny up off the table. She weighed it on two fingers, the way she weighs anything that calls itself money, and she had the standing: her own face is on a coin in my map-bag, worn nearly flat by four hundred years of other people’s hands. She knew what she was holding.

“Coin that’s been in circulation wears,” she said. “Coin in a hoard doesn’t. This silver has not bought so much as an egg since Ruthelm died, and this month it is paying fifteen men’s wages.” She set the penny down without a sound. “Somebody is paying gilt men out of a hoard that has been sitting still since before anybody’s grandmother. Four different dynasties, summoner. All of them dead.”


Chapter 5: Old Ash

The hunt had gone quiet the week the last fen receipt came in, and the quiet was the window I had been saving since spring.

Vael’s camp had shifted forty yards up the bank exactly as advised, which had annoyed me more than anything else he did all summer, and had then done nothing for eight days but drill and sulk and lose a hireling. Osric’s chalk read four to one. Holt had the roads. Bram had the odds and, more importantly, the gossip, which is a better watch than a wall.

So we took five days and rode north.

“Say the reason out loud,” Maeva said, on the first morning, once the hall was behind us.

“Because I want to see it before somebody makes me see it.”

“Better.”

“Because the thing under that mountain has been counting my heartbeat for a year and I am going to go and stand where it can hear me properly.” I shifted in the saddle. “And because if the day ever comes when I need to know what’s up there, I do not want to be learning it at speed.”

“That,” Maeva said, “is you describing a reconnaissance as being for you.”

“I’m surveying the price of the door before I need it.”

“It’s a survey of the price of a door you have already decided you may one day have to open,” she said, “which is painfully personal for something you intend to put in a route-book, and I shall not tease you about it more than four times.”

She teased me about it six times.



The drover road runs north-east out of the march for a day and a half and then it stops pretending.

You feel the detour before you see the reason for it. The road climbs a long easy grade through good grazing country, all of it sheep and stone walls and the occasional hut, and then at a certain point the road simply refuses. It bends east for four miles for no visible cause, crosses two streams it did not need to cross, and rejoins its own line beyond, having spent a day of every drover’s life for what a stranger would swear had no cause.

I had mapped that bend before Veltmark and written NO CAUSE FOUND beside it and had been irritated by my own handwriting ever since.

The last house before the bend belonged to a sheep-man called Ewart, who had thirteen acres, a wife, a great many dogs, and the settled manner of a man who has answered the same question from strangers for forty years and has developed a policy.

We stopped for water. He gave us water. He looked at the four women with me for slightly longer than politeness required and then decided, visibly, to have no opinion, which I respected.

“You’ll be going round,” he said.

“We’ll be going up.”

He put the bucket down.

“Ah,” he said.

He gave no warning or story. Most tellingly, he did not ask us why, which strangers in this province ask about everything.

“Is there anything up there?” Yrsa said.

“There’s grass.”

“Anything else?”

“There’s snow in August,” Ewart said, “which is nobody’s business,” and went and got us a second bucket for the horses, and would not take money, and when we rode out his wife was standing at the door watching us go with her arms folded, and she did not wave.

Four hundred yards on, where the road bends, there was a wayshrine.

It was a good one: cut stone, roofed, kept. Somebody had swept it that week. There was a cup, and there were coppers in the cup, and a lot of them, far more than a road that carries perhaps six travellers a week has any business collecting.

I paid a copper into it, out of habit, as an old ferry-dock master taught me: a thing under a road is still a debt.

Maeva watched me do it. “How many?”

“Sixty or so. Four months of coin on a road with no traffic.”

“Then the men who turn are paying, rather than those who pass.” She looked at the unnecessary eastward bend. “Every drover pays at the exact point he decides against going north. That is a toll.”

We took the bend the wrong way.

The grass changed within a mile.

That is the first honest thing about the Cindermaw. Its plainness is why nobody talks about it. The grass stays alive but goes coarse, and blue-green, and it grows in tufts with bare ground between them, and there is heather where there should be gorse and bare ground where there should be heather.

“Sheep won’t crop that,” Yrsa said.

“Sheep will crop anything.”

“Sheep will crop anything they can be persuaded to walk to.” She stood in the stirrups and looked ahead. “Where are the birds?”

There were no birds.

There were birds behind us, all the way back down to the bend, larks and pipits and a great deal of argument in the thorn. Ahead, wind moved around the horses and our own gear. The birds alone were gone.

By the second afternoon the ground began to show its old burns.

Scorch-lines. I have no better word and neither did anyone in the party. Long parallel bands of blackened rock running down the slopes from the north, twenty and thirty feet wide, with a hundred yards of ordinary hillside between them, and grass growing over the edges of them and never over the middle. Old. Four hundred years old at the least, and probably very much more, because moss does not grow on them and moss will grow on a battlefield inside a decade.

I got down and put my hand on one and it was warm.

The warmth came from below. The day was overcast and cool and there was a wind off the height that had been going through my coat since noon. This was the warmth of a stone that has a fire under it somewhere and always has.

“Don’t,” Suzu said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t put your palm flat on it.” She was standing well back, arms folded, tails held close, which she does about twice a year. “Sorry. I know that’s not a reason. But don’t.”

I took my hand off the rock.



We came up onto the rim on the third morning, and there was snow on it, in summer, and the snow was rotten with warmth from below.

Picture a ring of broken hills eight miles across, dark grey and red-black, with a lip you can walk. Inside the ring the ground falls away in steps and shelves down to a floor you cannot see the whole of, because there is steam standing in it. Steam stood in slow columns, coming up off standing water in a dozen places and being taken sideways by the wind.

The snow lay on the outer slopes in patches and did not lie on the inner ones at all, and where the two met there was a line of black wet ground four feet wide running around the entire caldera like a hem.

“It has a lid,” Yrsa said.

“It has a mouth.”

“It has a lid,” she said flatly, “and everything about it is wrong. A mountain is a mountain. This is a room.”

Nobody argued with her, because she was right.

I got the notebook out and started drawing, and my hand stopped.

It had come up through my boots.

One beat in four. Slow, so slow: about the pace of a man walking who is not in a hurry, but distributed, coming up through the rock in every direction at once, so that you could not have said where it was and could not have said it was anywhere else.

I had felt it under the world for a year. In the hall it was a rumor at three in the morning. On the rim of the Cindermaw it was a fact you could set a watch by.

And my own heart, which had been going along at its ordinary summer-morning business, took two beats to arrive and then arrived, and fell in with it, four to one, cleanly, like a man matching stride with somebody on a road.

I stood there with a pencil in my hand and let it happen.

“Dorian,” Maeva said.

“I’m fine.”

“You have gone the color of the snow.”

“I’m fine, it’s not.” I made myself breathe out. “It’s not doing anything to me. It’s not pulling. It’s like.” I hunted for it. “You know when you carry a load with somebody and you get in step without deciding? It’s that. It’s courtesy.”

Nahari had not spoken since the rim.

She was standing eight feet away with her back to us, looking out over the caldera, and her hands hung at her sides and were not moving at all.



We found Halden Rusk’s marks that afternoon, and I found them as one finds a colleague’s work: by looking where you yourself would have put it.

The rim has one good approach, a saddle on the south-west where the lip drops and the rock is sound, and any man surveying that caldera would use it, and any man surveying it properly would leave marks he could re-find in bad weather.

He had built cairns.

They were knee-high: three stones, with a fourth laid flat on top pointing. Twelve of them along the rim road, spaced by line of sight. And under the flat stone of each one, cut into the stone with a knife-point and a lot of patience, the arithmetic.

I sat down at the fourth one until the rim’s heat soaked through both knees.

It was distances and bearings and a running head-count of the shelves, in a hand I had read before: terse, itemized, numbers first, the courier-hand of a man who had spent his life delivering things exactly.

RIM RD, MK 4. 1,140 PACES FROM MK 3. BEARING 62. SHELF COUNT UNCHANGED. HEAT AT NOON: HAND-HOT AT ANKLE, COOL AT HEAD. NOTE: NO CARRION ANYWHERE. NOTHING DIES HERE, WHICH MEANS NOTHING LIVES HERE, WHICH MEANS SOMETHING DOES.

“He was good,” I said.

“You have said that about four separate men since the tomb,” Maeva said, “and three of them were dead.”

“They’re the ones whose work I can read all the way through.”

Halden Rusk had been the last Anchor before me. He had been hunted through his final year, had hired an uncatchable thief to hide his testament, had paid road-shrine coppers like he meant them, and had died on schedule, as sixty before him had. I had called him once, at a mother-stone in Veltmark, and he had confirmed his own hand in front of a province, and asked for the morning he had missed, and gone gentle, and I had held the door open until the sun cleared an arch.

He had stood here. Probably at this exact cairn. Sixty-some years ago, alone, with a knife and a pace-count, doing the boring work.

Suzu had gone ahead along the rim.

She came back at a walk, which for Suzu is an alarm.

“There’s a thirteenth,” she said. “Under the overhang. It’s not on the line.”

Away from the line, a flat face of rock waited beneath an overhang where the rain could not reach, and the marks on it were bigger, cut deeper, cut fast.

The first three lines were arithmetic. A weight. An estimate of a call-cost, worked twice, the second time in a smaller hand as though he had gone back and tried to make it smaller and it had not gotten smaller.

And under it, not arithmetic:

SHE WATCHES THE GLASS.

ASK THE ORACLE WHY.

Behind me, I heard Nahari stop walking.



“He didn’t know me,” she said.

We were sitting on the rim at the thirteenth mark with the wind coming up the slope. She had her arms around her knees, which she never does, and her feet were bare on the warm rock, which she always does.

“He died sixty years ago,” I said. “You’d been dead a hundred and forty by then. He can’t have meant you.”

“He meant an oracle. There were four in the histories he could have read and three of them were charlatans.” Her thumb moved on her own ankle, on the old temple script that circles it. “He meant: if an anchor comes here with a seer, ask her. He was leaving it for you.”

“That’s a long shot to leave on a rock.”

“He left a testament in a monument with a thief,” Nahari said. “Long shots were his profession.” She looked out over the steam. “And he was right, which is the part that is going to take me the rest of the day.”

“Right about what?”

“That I am the one who has to be asked why,” she said, “and that I could not have told you before this morning, because until this morning I did not know, and now I do, and I would like a moment.”

I gave her the silence through three slow columns of steam rising from the caldera.

Then she said: “My glass is clear.”



Nahari had once looked a year down a road. Since Veltmark, the Factor’s whiteout had reduced her to one breath ahead, and she had turned that limit into doctrine without complaint.

On the Cindermaw rim, she could see a year again.

“Try it again,” I said.

“I have tried it four times.” She was shaking, faintly, in the way of a hand that has been gripping something too long. “It is not a trick of the light and it is not the altitude and it is not my wishing. Dorian, I looked down the road at the harvest and I saw the color of the barley.”

“Why here?”

“Because it has never read this ground.” She said it slowly, working it out as she said it, a thing I had almost never heard her do. “The thing that stands in my light stands in every light it has ever been given. It is in the province because heroes are in the province and heroes carry its lamps. It has never been up here, because there has never been anything up here to lend to.” She turned and looked at the caldera floor. “And it will not come up here, because whatever is under this mountain frightens it, and it does not do things that frighten it. It is a creditor. Creditors do not walk into rooms where they might be the smaller party.”

“So this ground is blind to it.”

“This ground is blind both ways,” Nahari said. “Halden could only guess at that piece. I cannot see out into its shadow, but inside this ring there is no trace of it. Neither side has looked at the other since before my city was built.”

I traced the caldera’s black inner ring with one finger until the useless safety of it settled.

“Then we can’t fight it here,” I said.

“No.”

“Because it won’t come.”

“Because it will not come, and because a caldera cannot hold a town.” She said that flatly, the general’s version of it, and I saw her do the sums I had been doing. “It is the safest ground in the world and it is worth nothing to us, unless the thing we want from it is the thing that lives in it.”

Then she stood up.

“I am going to look one year,” she said, “properly, standing here, because I will not get this again and I would be ashamed of myself if I wasted it.”

“Nahari…”

“Hold my elbow,” she said. “It will not be dignified.”

It was not dignified.

She looked for perhaps forty seconds. I cannot describe the cost from inside, and she has never described it either. From where I stood, she went absolutely still, stopped blinking, and received more information than her body had remembered how to carry.

She came back retching, and I held her elbow, and then I held all of her, and she sat down hard on the warm rock and put her forehead on my shoulder until the shaking in her hands eased.

“Well,” she said eventually.

“Was it worth it?”

“Ask me tonight,” said Nahari, “and I will answer you properly, and I will pick which pieces to give you and in what order, because there is a very great deal and some of it needs a night’s sleep first.” She sat back. Her eyes were wet and her mouth was doing something complicated. “One thing now, because you should have it before dinner and not after.”

“Go on.”

“Midsummer,” she said. “Whatever the shape of this year is, it comes to a point at midsummer, and after midsummer I could not see, and I have not been unable to see anything from here, all afternoon, except that.”



The lenses came out at dusk, on the inner rim, lying on our stomachs on warm rock with the wind going over our backs.

They were Suzu’s: a pair of ground-glass tubes, stolen from an observatory two provinces away sixty-one years ago, which she had recovered from a cache in a monument and refused every offer to sell, which for her is love.

“Third shelf down,” she said. “Follow the slag line to where it goes flat. There. See the flat?”

“I see the flat.”

“Now count.”

Under the glass-slag, in the last of the light, at a range of about half a mile, there were rows.

They were laid out with the precision of a granary floor. Ranks running north to south, files running east to west, the spacing dead even, the whole arrangement perhaps two hundred feet on a side and covered over with a sheet of what looked like poured dark glass with the color of smoke in it.

And under the glass, in ranks, curved shapes the size of ale casks.

Hundreds.

I lay there through two full passes of shadow across the slag, doing what I always do: counting. Roughly a dozen to a file that I could see clearly, at least twenty files, more running away into the shadow at the shelf’s back.

“That’s not gold,” I said.

“No.”

“There’s no gold at all. There’s no coin, no plate, no arms, no anything.”

“There’s no gold,” Suzu agreed.

I lowered the glass and looked at her.

Suzume Kagehana had spent sixty years sealed under a shrine and a girlhood before that in the professional appreciation of other people’s property. She could price a candlestick by the sound it made going into a sack. Since the fox shrine I had watched her value a chain-focus, a march, an empress’s hairpin, a felt puppet, and a twelve-year-old’s slate. None of those appraisals took more than a glance.

She stayed quiet through two full passes of shadow across the slag.

“That’s not a hoard,” she said at last.

“Then what is it?”

“That’s a vault.” Her voice had gone flat and quiet and had lost all of its edges. “Look at the spacing, Dorian. Look at the lines. Nobody piles treasure. Treasure gets piled, that’s the whole point of treasure, you pile it and you lie on it and you enjoy it. That is INVENTORY. That’s laid out by somebody who wanted to be able to walk between the rows.”

She took the glass back and looked again. Her tails lowered one by one until all nine rested on the hot stone.

“Somebody’s keeping something safe down there,” she said. “That’s my complete appraisal, and you can have it for free, and I would like to go back up the slope now.”



Camp on the rim that night was improbably good. Explaining why has always defeated me.

We were four days from a wall with a gilt banner on it, sitting on top of a mountain with a lid, above two hundred unknown objects under glass, with an oracle who had just seen a year and could not yet say most of it. And the evening was good.

Maeva had appointed herself the fire.

“The soil,” she announced, turning a piece of the rim’s black crumble in her fingers by lamplight, “is astonishing.”

“It’s ash.”

“It is volcanic soil, which is ash that has had four hundred years to think about what it did.” She rubbed it into her palm. “Do you know what grows in this? Vines. This is Kellisan soil. This is what the whole southern face of the Kellisan valleys is made of and the wine from those slopes paid for a war and two cathedrals.”

“You want to plant vines,” Yrsa said, “on a volcano.”

“I want to plant vines on a slope that faces south, holds heat, drains beautifully, and is currently generating no revenue whatsoever.”

“On a volcano.”

“Empires have been founded on worse collateral,” said Maeva, with enormous serenity, “and if it goes up, we shall have had the wine.”

“You can’t sell wine from a volcano,” Yrsa said.

“You can sell nothing BUT wine from a volcano. Do you imagine the Kellisan houses hide it? They put the mountain on the bottle.” Maeva had gotten out her little travelling ink-block, which is never a good sign, and was writing on the back of a supply list. “Cindermaw. It is a repellent word in this language and it will be magnificent in three others. Osric will hate the accounting and will do it flawlessly out of spite.”

“He’s not here.”

“He will find out,” said Maeva, “and he will be furious, and spite will carry him through the week beautifully.”

Suzu had produced the dice about half an hour after the fire settled. Dice are her sunset.

“Sundermere rules,” she said.

“No,” said Nahari.

“Sundermere rules.”

“You want Sundermere rules because Sundermere rules have a doubling call at the fourth throw and you have been practicing the doubling call in a mirror since Veltmark.”

“I don’t own a mirror.”

“You own seven mirrors,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and five of them are somebody else’s,” and took the dice.

They played for about an hour. Suzu lost her belt-knife, won it back, lost it again, and then, in a display of pure professional dishonesty, wagered a knife that was not hers and had to be made to give it back to Yrsa, who had not noticed it was gone.

“How,” said Yrsa.

“At the second cairn. You leaned on a rock.”

“I leaned on a rock.”

“You leaned on a rock like a woman who has never been robbed in a landscape,” Suzu said, “which, given your century, is a gap in your education, and I am plugging it for free.”

Yrsa condemned the entire mountain twice more before she went to sleep. She condemned the lid, the steam, the absence of birds, the temperature of the rock, and the specific fact that the snow was wet from underneath, which she called “backwards weather” and took as a personal insult. She then ate an amount of food I have seen sink small boats and fell asleep sitting up against a rock with her sword across her knees, at which point Maeva put a blanket over her and neither of them ever mentioned it.

Suzu did not go to sleep. She went off along the rim in the dark for about twenty minutes and came back with her hands in her pockets.

“Where were you?”

“Nowhere.”

I found out in the morning. At the thirteenth mark, on the flat rock under the overhang beside Halden Rusk’s arithmetic, somebody had set a single copper piece, polished, standing on its edge in a crack so the wind would not take it.

I did not tease her about it and neither did anyone else. The whole household reached the same decision without discussion.



The rain came in after midnight, off the north, and it hit the caldera’s inner slopes and turned to steam before it landed.

You could hear it. That is a thing I did not expect and will remember when I have forgotten better things: rain hissing on hot stone, half a mile off and eight hundred feet down, a sound like a huge sheet being torn very slowly.

Nahari’s tent had one lamp in it, and the smell of the little pot of oil she carries warming over the flame, and her.

“Come in,” she said, before I got there.

“You cheated.”

“I have been able to see a year all day,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “I am going to cheat about everything until the sun comes up.”

She was sitting on the low bench with her hair down, and she had already begun, which is to say the outermost shawl was folded on the tent’s floor and she was working a comb through the length of silver-white as if she had all night, which she intended to.

I sat down at the tent’s other end and waited. Nahari moved at half everyone else’s pulse, a lesson I learned in the Cinderwell mill-house and had never regretted.

“The year can wait until we are off this rim,” she said. “I want to spend the clear glass on something better.”

“On what?”

“On a night I can see whole.” She set the comb down. “Do you understand what I am offering, Dorian? Since Veltmark I have known one breath ahead. I have loved it. I have made a doctrine of it and I meant every word.” Her thumb moved over the comb’s teeth. “But tonight, for one night, I can see every way this goes. Every one. I have looked, and it is astonishing, and there are forty-one of them and thirteen are extraordinary.”

“That sounds like a boast.”

“It is entirely a boast.” Her slow blink slowed further. “So. Here is what I want, in full sentences, as we do. I want you to take me apart in this tent while I tell you what you are going to do a heartbeat before you do it, because I have not been able to do that since Marrowford and I have missed it the way you miss a language. And then I want you to find the one I missed. There will be one. There is always one.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“Then I shall have been perfect,” she said, “which is a hollow way to spend an evening, and I shall be very gracious about it and very bad company. Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes.” I said it plainly, because that is how she asks and that is how she requires it back. “Yes. All of it. And you’ll say if you want to stop, in words, and I’ll stop in the middle of anything.”

“I know you will. You have, twice, and both times I was wrong to be surprised.” She held out her hand for mine. “Come here and take these off me one at a time. You know the order.”



I knew the order.

Ember, ash, and bone: three wraps, four layers, one at a time, each set aside rather than dropped. When I once hurried the ritual, she stopped me with two fingers on my wrist and said the wrapping was the prayer and the woman was the answer. I could have both if I learned to wait.

The lamp did the work.

That is the other thing about her and light. In lamplight her skin goes from deep brown to something with gold under it, and where the oil has been it holds a line of shine along every curve, and her hair is the exact color of the flame’s own edge and falls to her waist and moves when she moves.

I got the last layer off her shoulders and she stood up in the low tent, and I sat back on my heels and looked at her the way the murals of a dead city looked at her, which is the only correct way.

Wide hips. Soft strong thighs. Her heavy, round ass filled my gaze, and the sculptors of Sundermere who carved it at twice life size in three public places had been, if anything, restrained. The temple script circled her ankle, faint and old and gold in the lamp.

“You’re staring.”

“I’m counting.”

“Liar,” said Nahari, “you are appreciating, and you are allowed, and I have seen you do it four ways tonight and this is very good.” She turned at her patient pace, put her palms flat on the tent’s low bench, and looked back over her shoulder at me with her hair falling forward off one side of her neck.

“Oil first,” she said. “You are bad at warming it and I have decided I am fond of the flaw.”

I was bad at warming it. I am always bad at warming it. I have watched her do it a hundred times and the trick of holding the little pot at the right distance still eludes me, and she corrected my grip, as she does, in a full sentence, and then stopped correcting.

Then I put my oiled hands on her.

She made a low sound and her head went down between her arms.

I worked up from the backs of her thighs, slow, both hands, thumbs on the inside where the muscle is soft, and up over the swell of her ass with my whole palms, lifting her heavy curves, spreading the oil, and by the time I got to the small of her back she was already breathing in the deliberate measured way that means she is holding herself at a level on purpose.

“Now,” she said, “the glass.”

“Go on.”

“In a moment you are going to put your right hand between my shoulders and hold me down against this bench, and you are going to do it because you want to see the arch it makes, and you will be gentler than you mean to be for the first two seconds.”

I put my right hand between her shoulders and held her down against the bench, and I was gentler than I meant to be for about two seconds.

She laughed, undone, into her own forearm.

“Oh, that’s GOOD,” she said. “I had forgotten. Again. In a moment you will use your thumb and you will not warn me and you will be pleased with yourself.”

I used my thumb. I did not warn her. I was extremely pleased with myself.

She was soaked, open, ready far ahead of her own litany, and when I got two fingers into her she said a word in a language nobody has spoken in two hundred years and then went back to narrating.

“You’ll go in behind me now,” she said, “slowly, because you always do the first stroke slowly and you think it is patience and it is actually showing off. Half a breath. Now.”

I went into her slowly, and it was absolutely showing off, and the noise she made went up into the rain on the hot stone outside.

Nahari at full prophecy played her own accompaniment. Every whisper landed a half-second before the sensation and doubled it; each correct call tightened her body around me.

“Deeper. There. Hold there and do nothing, for four, because you are going to want to move and I want to feel you not.”

I held there and did nothing for four, and it nearly killed me.

“Good. Now hard, and keep it, and I will tell you when you may slow.”

I gave her hard and kept it. Her palms slid on the oiled bench and she planted them again. Her hair went everywhere. The lamp threw her whole silhouette up on the tent’s canvas, and I could see it over her shoulder, the two of us, and the shape of her hips and the roll of what I was doing to her rendered enormous on the wall in gold light.

“Slow,” she gasped, eventually. “Now. Slow.”

I slowed.

“And this,” said Nahari, breathing hard, forehead down on her own wrist, “is where I hand you the count. Are you listening?”

“I’m listening.”

“I have seen forty-one ways this ends and in thirty-nine of them I finish us both on my own count, and it is glorious, and it is also the thirty-ninth time.” She turned her head and looked back at me with the lamp in her dark eyes. “So. I will count from ten. And somewhere in it you will break it, and I have deliberately not looked at where, and if you break it where I would have expected then I shall be disappointed in both of us. Take the number away from me, anchor. Anywhere but the obvious.”

“Full sentences,” I said. “Say it properly.”

“I am asking you to finish me somewhere I did not see coming,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “Please.”

She started counting.

“Ten. Nine.”

I set a rhythm and let her have it, hands on her hips, watching the ember filigree start at her ankle where the old script is and begin to climb.

“Eight. Seven. Six. That’s. Oh. That’s very good, that’s exactly what I…”

“Five,” I said.

She faltered for half a beat, losing which voice was counting.

“Five,” she agreed, unsteady, “four…”

I stopped.

Completely. All the way out, one hand still flat on the small of her back, everything gone in a single moment while she was still saying the number.

She made a sound like a door blowing open.

“That,” she said, “is not…”

And then I turned her over.

The turn was the piece she had left unseen. I put her on her back on the blankets, knees up, and went into her face to face. On the eighth stroke of a position absent from all forty-one futures, her pussy locked around me and the delighted cry tore free.

“OH,” she said.

She said it very loudly. Then she said “that one” and then she stopped making words at all.

She detonated under me with her nails in my forearms and her heels locked at the base of my spine and the ember light going up her whole body in a lattice, deep brown and gold-orange in a lamp-lit tent, and I felt it come back through the bond in a wave that took my own legs out from under me.

Her body pulled the finish out of me while my mouth pressed to her throat and her name came out of me somewhere in the middle. She wrung every pulse from me, laughing and shaking as her slow warm register broke into the same delighted words:

“That’s the one. That’s the one I missed. That’s the one.”



The afterglow ran an hour.

They always do with her. Nahari does not sleep after; she stretches out on her side with one leg over me and finishes conversations.

“Forty-one,” she said. “And you found the forty-second, and you found it by doing something so obvious that it did not occur to me to check.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said obvious.”

“Call it a diagnosis rather than an insult.” Her hand was on my chest, tracing where the tracery came over the collarbone. “I look for the clever thing. I have looked for the clever thing for two hundred and twenty-nine years. You look for the thing that is in front of you, and half the time it is the same thing, and half the time it is not, and the half where it is not is the entire reason I am here.”

Her thumb stopped on my collarbone and stayed there through the next hiss of rain.

Then she said, “I will give you one piece of it now.”

“Of the year?”

“Of the year.” Her voice did not change at all, and that was how I knew. “There is a night. Everything in what I saw is around that night the way water goes around a stone. Midsummer, and it is dark, and every lamp I could see was leaning.”

“Leaning.”

“Every flame, in every window and every hand, pulled over to one side against its own draft, all in the same direction, all at once, across a whole town.” She said it evenly, looking at the tent’s roof. “I have seen a lamp lean in Veltmark. One lamp, on a table, for a heartbeat. This is a sky full.”

My hand tightened once in the blanket.

“And among the leaning flames,” Nahari said, “there was someone I do not know.”

“Vael?”

“No. A woman.” Her thumb had stopped moving on my collarbone. “Crowned. Standing among the flames without leaning, and wearing fire like a court gown. I did not recognize her, Dorian, and I have seen every face in your life since before you were born.”

“Then look again. You’ve still got until dawn.”

“No,” she said.

She sat up on one elbow and looked down at me and there was nothing sleepy in her face at all.

“That is the last long look I take,” said Nahari. “I decided it on this rim, and I want you to witness it. Past this, I walk blind on purpose. I refuse the glass.”

“Why?”

“Because the thing that stands in my light reads what looks at it,” she said. “That is what a shadow in a seer’s glass IS. It watches every attempt I make. And a seer who refuses to look is a page that cannot be read, and there is exactly one weapon on this side of midsummer that it does not know how to price.” She lay back down and put her head on my chest. “It is not a wound anymore. I would like you to stop treating it like one. It is the sharpest thing I own.”


Chapter 6: The Grave of the Plum Tree

The Gilt Hunt’s second play came from the other end of the same scheme, far older and much cheaper, and I had seen it four times in five years with Cylas.

You endanger, and then you guard.

Lost Granary was one of our three dead villages coming back. Nineteen households, a rebuilt kiln, a well they had re-sunk themselves with help from South River, and a stone that had been dark for a hundred and forty years and had lit again the previous autumn when the first harvest came in. They were extremely proud of that stone. They swept the plinth. Somebody had planted stock roses at it.

Two of Vael’s men rode in on a Tuesday and offered them protection.

It was well done, that is the honest part. Nobody threatened anyone. Two gilt-liveried riders came through, admired the kiln, mentioned in passing that there had been a great deal of movement in the fens lately, that the drover roads were less safe than they had been, that hunt-work was expensive but that House Vael was in the country anyway and would be glad to stand a picket over a village that asked, at a rate.

Then on Thursday night somebody killed four sheep in the top fold and left them.

The village sent to us on Friday morning. I sent Maeva.



“Not you?” she said, pulling on gloves in the yard.

“If I go, it’s the Warden coming down on two hirelings, and then it’s a quarrel between my banner and his and everybody’s watching the wrong thing.” I checked her girth, which she permits and pretends to find tiresome. “If you go, it’s an inspection.”

“It is an inspection.” She swung up. “Yrsa.”

“Already mounted,” Yrsa said, from the gate, where she had been already mounted for some time.

They rode out with four of Holt’s men, and they came back the next evening, and I got the account in three separate versions over the following week and I am going to give the composite, because the composite is the true one.

Maeva did not accuse anybody of anything.

She arrived at Lost Granary at midday, in travel dress that read as court dress, and spent two hours doing exactly what a warden’s officer does on a village visit: looked at the kiln, looked at the well, asked about the roses, and then went up to the top fold with the shepherd and looked at four dead sheep.

Then she asked the shepherd, in front of fourteen villagers, a series of questions to which she already knew the answers.

Were the throats cut or torn? Cut. How high off the ground was the cut? Here, at the shepherd’s own hip. Would a fen-wight, which runs bent, take a sheep at hip height, or lower? Lower, my lady. Were the carcasses taken? No, my lady. Would a hungry thing kill four sheep and eat none of them? No, my lady.

“Then it was men,” Maeva said. “Which men, I do not know, and I will not guess in front of you, because a guess said out loud by someone with a banner behind her becomes a fact in about nine days and I have had quite enough of that in my life.”

Then Yrsa cut the roof-tree.

Roof-tree was our wrong name for it. Yrsa and I never learned the proper one. The thing exists in every fold country in the world: the shepherds put a marked stake at the high corner of a fold to show whose grazing it is, and by long custom a stake with three notches means the fold is under the local lord’s watch, and one notch means it is under nobody’s.

Lost Granary’s had one notch. On Wednesday, somebody had cut a second and third into it.

Yrsa took it out of the ground, held it up so the whole village could see the cuts, put it back with the two new notches shaved flat, and said, “Two days old. Green wood, cut with a knife bevel, not an axe. Whoever did that was telling the fen a story about who was watching this hill.”

She handed the shepherd a knife.

“Cut your own,” she said. “One. You watch it. That’s the true one.”

The two gilt riders came back that afternoon.

They had been due; that was the shape of the play. Sheep on Thursday, a rate on Tuesday, and a courteous return visit on Saturday to see whether the village had thought any more about it. What they had not been due for was an empress standing in the square with a shepherd’s fold-stake in her hand.

Maeva greeted them beautifully.

Everyone who tells this story gets her manner wrong. She received them with devastating charm. She asked after their captain’s health, she admired one man’s horse in specific and knowledgeable terms, and she offered them both beer, which they drank, standing, in a square where nobody was talking.

Then she said, in exactly the same voice: “The village will not be taking your offer. They have a picket of their own from tomorrow, provisioned out of the wardenry, at no cost, for as long as they want one. You may tell Lord Vael that I said so and that I said it warmly.”

The elder of the two said something about the fens being dangerous.

“They are,” Maeva agreed. “Four sheep in one night, at hip height, cut and not eaten. Every wight I have known would have fed. Have you?”

Silence.

“I ask professionally,” she said, “because if there is a fen creature in this province that kills at hip height with a knife bevel and takes nothing away, then it is new, and the Warden will want it surveyed, and I shall write to the Margrave this evening about it in the greatest possible detail. Shall I?”

The younger man looked at his own boots.

The elder one said, carefully, that he did not think it would be necessary.

“No,” said Maeva Castellan, “I did not think it would,” and gave him back his cup.

Yrsa had not said one word throughout. She was leaning against the kiln wall about nine feet away with her arms folded and her blade on her hip, and she was looking at the elder man’s belt-knife with open, undisguised, professional contempt, and she kept looking at it until he left.

Then Maeva went to the stone.

I would have paid a great deal to be there. I have it from four witnesses and from Yrsa, who described it, in full, as “boring,” in the tone of a woman describing an execution she enjoyed.

Maeva put the village’s own reeve in front of the stone rather than taking the place herself. The reeve was an old woman named Cairn who had re-sunk that well with her own hands at sixty-three.

“Swear what happened,” Maeva said. “Only that. Leave names and motives out. Give the stone what happened.”

The reeve swore it: two riders in gilt, an offer, a rate named, four sheep dead on the third night after, throats cut at hip height, the fold stake re-notched.

The stone weighed it and etched it, and the light came up in the letters.

That plain oath was the entire weapon. No accusation was made against anybody. No name was spoken. Maeva Castellan stood in a village square and had an old woman say what she had seen out loud in front of a rock, and the rock believed her.

Nine days later, when Hadrian Vael’s hunt swore its next deed at the border stone, the stone took it and rebounded grey.

It went through the whole entry. A grey scar came up the face of the border stone under the Gilt column, a dead pale seam through gold, and it stayed, and Osric chalked it, and forty drovers read the board that week.

I asked Nahari, that evening, why.

“Because the stones weigh what is true,” she said, “and a deed sworn by men who manufactured the need for it is a deed with a lie load-bearing inside it. The stone does not know who cut the sheep. It only knows that this deed does not hold its own weight.”

“So we didn’t beat them.”

“We did not beat them,” she agreed. “We simply stopped standing between them and the consequence. That is nearly always the cheapest way and it is almost never the one people choose.”

Two hirelings left the Gilt camp that week and took work with a caravan factor out of Veltmark, honest road-guard rates, a third of what they had been getting.

One of them had been in Duran Kolbeck’s screen at the Undercourt last spring. He recognized Holt on the road and did not run, and the two of them shared a smoke, and he said one thing worth writing down.

“The losing I could stand,” he said. “The captain’s stopped sleeping.”



Fenwick Ford’s burying ground is on the slope above the water, inside a drystone wall, with a gate at the bottom corner.

There is a plum tree at the north end of it.

It is a wild plum, and it is old, and it grows crooked out of the wall’s corner where the ground is deepest, and every year it fruits three weeks before any other plum in the march. The Gorrow family, whose plot it stands over, had never been able to explain it and had stopped trying about forty years ago. Ana Merrick told me they used to send a basket down to the ford-house every year in the last week of July and had recently started sending two.

We came past it on the first supply run after the rim expedition, and Suzu stopped.

I did not notice for about a hundred yards. Then Colm said “Warden,” and I looked back.

She was at the wall.

She had her hands in her pockets and she was standing at the gate of a graveyard in the middle of a warm afternoon, looking at a plum tree, and she was not moving at all.

I sent Colm on with the wagon.

Then I walked back and leaned on the wall next to her. For about four minutes I watched a bee work the early plum blossom and kept my mouth shut, which everybody who knows me calls my one reliable social skill.

“Sixty years,” Suzu said.

“For what?”

“Since I should have said thank you,” she said, “and couldn’t. From the outside, silence looks the same either way.”

Then she told me in pieces over the rest of that afternoon and into the evening, in the way she does when a thing is real: bright, quick, in complete sentences, with the jokes doing less work each time.



“His name was Piet,” she said, at the wall. “He was nine. That’s the first thing you should know, because everybody hears the rest and starts assuming it’s a love story, and it is, but not that kind, and I’d like to head that off.”

“All right.”

“He was nine, and I’d been sealed for about four months, and I was still doing the thing you do in the first year, which is being furious in a way that takes up a lot of room.” She was looking at the tree. “There’s a crack in the shrine’s seal-stone. Two fingers wide at the top. You could see out of it if you got the angle. You couldn’t be seen, or I don’t think you could, the light went wrong in there, I never worked it out.”

“And he saw you.”

“He never saw me,” Suzu said. “That’s the part that matters. Not once.”

I waited.

“He was walking the east road in the summer eating a plum,” she said, “and he stopped, because a nine-year-old stops at a fox shrine, that’s what fox shrines are for. And he sat on the step. And he said, out loud, to a rock, ‘This is a good one.’ And then he broke it in half and he put half of it in the crack.”

She was quiet.

“Nine-year-olds do that,” she said. “They give food to statues. They’re being social rather than religious; they’re being polite to the biggest thing in the field. It meant nothing. It should have meant nothing.”

“But you were in there.”

“But I was in there,” said Suzu, “and I hadn’t eaten in four months, and I couldn’t have told you at the time whether I could still taste things.”



“And he came back,” she said, later, on the road, walking her horse.

“How much later?”

“Four days.” She laughed, and it was a real one, and it was awful. “Four days, Dorian. He came back four days later with another plum and he was very serious about it, and he broke it in half and put it in the crack, and then he did the thing.”

“What thing?”

“He whistled.” She stopped walking, and did it: two fingers, a short blast, low then high, ending flat. “That. That was his crossing-whistle. His family had the ferry above the shrine, and every ferryman’s family has a whistle, so the people on the bank know it’s your boat coming and not somebody else’s, and the boy had just learned his.”

“Why whistle at a shrine?”

“Because,” Suzu said, “he had decided that if there was something in the rock, it might be somebody who owed money, and he did not want it to think he was a debtor coming for it. He said that. He said it out loud, sitting on the step, aged nine. ‘That’s me, that’s not a debtor, that’s Piet.’”

She started walking again.

“He was making sure I knew it was him,” she said. “So I wouldn’t be frightened.”



“Every crossing,” she said, that night, at the fire, to me, with everyone else asleep or pretending. “For about eleven years. The offering changed with the season; there aren’t plums in February. In winter it was whatever there was. Chestnut. A bit of bread. Once, memorably, a piece of salt fish that made the entire inside of that shrine unbearable for a season and remains unforgiven.”

“Eleven years.”

“Then he stopped for two, and I thought that was it, and then he came back with a woman and made her stand at the shrine while he explained the whistle, and she thought he was an idiot, and married him anyway.” Suzu was turning a stick over in the fire. “Then it was both of them, then three, and eventually three and a baby. They taught the whistle to the child. By then I had spent more than a decade in the rock, listening to a family preserve a greeting for a fox they did not believe in.”

“Did they know? Ever?”

“No.” She said it without any weight at all. “They knew there was a shrine and that their father was odd about it and that it was lucky. That’s all. That’s what these things become in three generations. He never told them because I don’t think he ever really believed it. He just kept doing it. That’s worse. That’s so much worse, Dorian, and I’ve had sixty years to think about why and I’ve got it down to this: if he’d believed, it would have been a bargain. He didn’t believe, so it was just kindness, going out into a hole in a rock, four hundred times, for nothing.”

She fed the stick into the fire.

“And I couldn’t say one word,” she said. “Not one. Sixty years I couldn’t even say the name of what I was sealed for, and I certainly couldn’t shout THANK YOU through two feet of temple-forged stone at a man eating his lunch.”

“He moved north.”

“He moved north at thirty-one, when the ferry-work went bad.” She nodded toward Fenwick. “He ran this ford for twenty-seven years, raised his family, caught the cough, and made one last walk south.”

“To the shrine.”

“To the shrine. He was fifty-eight and walked four days on a bad chest to leave one last plum. Then he put his crossing-whistle in the crack because he knew he wasn’t coming again and wanted whatever lived there to remember the sound.”

The fire settled between us.

“He went home and died. I sat in the rock with his whistle for eleven more years.”



She spent the whole of the next day at the Gorrow plot.

She did not tell anybody she was doing it. The work itself was the payment.

The gate had been sagging on its hinges for a decade and screamed like a gull. She took it off, chiseled the post, packed the mortice, and re-hung it on a pair of hinges I recognized from the hall’s spare box, and greased them, and it swung silent. Then she oiled it again, twice, because she had time.

The hen coop at the bottom of the plot had a wire gap you could put a fist through. She wired it. Then she went round the whole thing on her knees checking the boards, and replaced two, and dug the wire in eight inches at the back where a fox would go under it, because that is where a fox goes under it, and she knows.

Then she took a slate and wrote out, in a beautiful copperplate hand nobody knew she had:

THIS HOUSEHOLD IS INSURED. NO FOX WILL TROUBLE IT. SIGNED, THE UNDERWRITER.

She hung it inside the coop where the family would find it and nobody else would.

Somewhere around the middle of the afternoon a Gorrow came down.

He was about seventy, which made him a son or a nephew or something in that country, and he came down the slope with the specific gait of a man who has seen a stranger doing work on his land and has decided to be pleasant about it for as long as pleasant holds.

“You’re mending my gate,” he said.

“I’m mending your gate.”

“Why.”

Suzu did not miss a beat. I watched the answer arrive clean despite everything behind it.

“Because it screams,” she said, “and I couldn’t stand it.”

He considered that.

“It does scream,” he admitted.

“It screams because your post’s gone soft on the hinge side and somebody’s answer to that, forty years ago, was a longer screw, and a longer screw in soft wood is a man shouting at a problem.” She had not stopped working. “I’ve chiseled it out and packed it. It’ll hold nine years. After that, new post, and don’t let anybody tell you to use oak, use larch, oak’s for people who like being right at funerals.”

The old man stood there.

“Are you charging me?” he asked, eventually.

“No.”

“Then what do you want?”

And there it was: the exact question, from a Gorrow, on that slope, sixty-one years late.

Suzu sat back on her heels and looked up at him with her hands filthy and her hair in her eyes, and for one second I thought she was going to do it.

“A plum,” she said.

He blinked.

“Off the tree. When they come in. One.” She went back to the hinge. “Send it to the ford-house with the baskets and tell them it’s for the underwriter.”

“The what?”

“They’ll know,” said Suzu, who had invented the underwriter approximately four hours previously and had already established a distribution network for it.

He went away up the slope. Halfway up he stopped and watched her finish three turns of the hinge-pin, unable to place her, and then he went in.

At the top of the plot, beside a low grey stone with GORROW on it, a date a little over a decade old, and a ferryman’s boat-hook cut into the corner, she planted a tree.

It was two feet high and had been living in a pot on our wagon since before Veltmark.

I had seen it. I had assumed it was a herb. It had come north from Marrowford with us and it had been on that wagon through the Veltmark circuits and the Undercourt and a boon and a march, and it had been watered every single day by somebody. I had never asked.

“It’s a graft,” she said, patting the soil down. “Off the shrine’s own tree. His half-plums went in that crack for eleven years and about six of them sprouted and the shrine’s got a plum growing out of the seal-stone now, and it’s a disgrace, and the priests will hate it forever.”

“And this one’s from that.”

“This one’s from that.” She sat back on her heels and looked at it. “Which means in about six years, that tree and this tree are the same tree, twice, and one of them’s on him.”

She got up and dusted her knees.

“There,” Suzu said. “A debt paid at a loss.”

She had been aiming for something. I know what she had been aiming for, because I had heard her land it a hundred times: the flip, the price, the joke that puts the thing in a box.

It did not land.

Her voice went wrong on the last word and she heard it go wrong, and she stood there in a burying ground with dirt on her hands, and did not try again, and did not turn away, and let me watch her not manage it.

That was new. That was very new.

“You could still say it,” I said. “There’s a stone right there.”

“No,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because it wouldn’t be for him.” She wiped her hands on her thighs. “He’s not in there listening, Dorian. Nobody’s ever in there listening. If I stand at that stone and say thank you, that’s me buying something, and I’ve spent sixty years wanting a receipt for a debt where the other party never once wanted paying.” She put her hand in her pocket. I heard the small dull knock of copper against her knuckles. “So. Not payable. Some principal you just carry.”

Then she walked out of the gate she had fixed, and it did not make a sound, and she stopped dead.

“Oh, that’s much worse,” she said. “I’ve made it quiet. Now nobody will ever notice it.”

“That’s the job.”

“That’s the job,” said Suzu, in a voice I had not heard from her before, and got on her horse.

The Gorrow family found a single copper piece on the gatepost that evening, polished so bright it was almost white, standing on its edge in a knot-hole so the wind could not take it. The repaired hinge held without a sound.

The family put the copper on the ford-house shelf and called it a gift from the good folk. Before dark, the old man tested the silent gate three times, found the slate in the coop, and brought his wife down to read it. She read the signed exemption twice before setting the polished coin beside their household lamp by the window.



Her room is above the vault.

That is professional policy, stripped of sentiment. She had it built that way, over the strong-room’s ceiling, on the argument that a treasury with somebody sleeping on top of it is worth four guards, and that anybody drilling up through a floor is going to have a bad evening.

I went up the stair at about the tenth hour and she had the door open and one lamp lit and was sitting on the end of the bed doing nothing, which for Suzume Kagehana is a medical emergency.

“You’re going to say something kind,” she said.

“No.”

“You’ve got the face.”

“I’ve got a proposal,” I said, “and you’re going to hate the first half of it.”

She looked up. Amber eyes, low light, fox-red hair chopped at the chin and going in four directions because she had been dragging her hands through it.

“Go on then.”

I shut the door behind me.

“Full inventory,” I said. “No glamour. Nothing hidden badly on purpose, nothing hidden at all. I count. You hold still.”

Her mouth opened.

“That’s the game,” I said. “There’s no second half. I’m going to look at all of you and say the number out loud, and you’re going to let me.”

She recovered fast. She always recovers fast; that is the entire architecture of her.

“That’s a terrible offer,” she said. “There’s no price in it. There’s no upside. Where’s my consideration? You can’t just…”

“Suzu.”

“…open with an audit, that’s not how you open, you open with a lowball and I counter and we…”

“Suzu,” I said. “Say it straight.”

She stopped.

The key clicked in the quiet. That is the ritual, and it started as a joke in the Veltmark festival camp and has not been a joke since: she says it flip, and I ask, and she says it once, plainly, and it costs her.

She looked at the floor.

“Yes,” she said. “I want that. Please do that.”

Then, before I could move: “And lock the door.”

I went to lock the door.

“No,” she said. “Wait.” She got there first, turned the key herself, and then, very deliberately, left it in the lock, and stepped back and looked at it.

“There,” she said. “It’s locked and the key’s in it and I know exactly where it is and I’m not going to think about it again all night. That’s as far as I’ve ever got with a door and I’d like it noted.”

“Noted.”

“Right,” said Suzu, and dropped the glamour.



She never wore much of one. That was always the joke: ears and tails badly hidden on purpose, one slipping at parties, a flick of red at the edge of a crowd. Suzume Kagehana’s glamour was a piece of theater she ran so that she would have something to be caught at.

She dropped all of it, at once, and the room got brighter and smaller.

The ears came up first, high on her head, fox-red with the dark tips, and they moved with everything she did, a motion she cannot control and hates. Then the freckling: a faint dusting of fox-fire across the bridge of her nose that only shows when she stops managing her own face.

Then the tails.

Nine of them, and I have counted them before, and it still took the breath out of me. They came out and around her in a slow spreading fan in the lamplight, low, brushing the boards, and every single one of them was moving independently and none of them was pretending to be anything.

Four foot eleven of her stood inside the spread of tails, chin up and fists at her sides.

“Well,” she said. “Go on then. Count.”

I did not hurry.

I took the layered silks off her one piece at a time, and there are more of them than there have any right to be, and half of them have pockets, and I emptied every pocket onto the table as I went, which she had not expected and which broke her completely for about a minute.

A lockpick roll. Two rings that were not hers. A pencil, mine. A dried plum stone, wrapped in a scrap of cloth. Four coppers. A child’s copper whistle, worn bright at the mouthpiece.

She went very still when the whistle came out.

I put it on the nightstand, upright, facing us, and left it there.

“That stays there,” I said.

“That’s…”

“It stays there,” I said. “It gets to watch. It’s owed that.”

Suzu made a sound and shut her eyes. Her ears folded flat, then rose by degrees. When she opened her eyes again she was fine, and she was not fine, and both of those were true.

Then I laid her on her front on the bed and started counting.

I went along the base of her spine where the tails join, and there is a ridge of hot skin there that she lets nobody near without a negotiation, and I put my mouth on the first joint and said, “One.”

She jumped like she had been stung.

“Two.”

“That’s not…” she started, and her voice cracked in the middle of the word.

“Two,” I said again, and kissed the second, and put my hand flat between her shoulders to hold her down. “Three.”

By four she had stopped talking.

Suzume Kagehana has narrated every moment of her life since she was let out of a rock. She narrates fights. She narrated a Crown-vault descent. She has, on two separate occasions, provided running odds on her own orgasm.

By the fourth tail she had her face in the blanket and was making a small helpless noise every time my mouth landed, and she did not say one word until nine.

Her fox-fire came up.

The fire rose without flaring. When Suzu’s control frays, fox-fire flickers and gutters and jumps around a room; it has cracked shutters, startled a fairground, and once set fire to a curtain. This glow came up slow and low, gold-orange, close to her skin like something on a hearth, and stayed.

“Nine,” I said, against the last one.

She turned over under me.

She got up on her elbows and then all the way up, and put both hands on my face, and climbed into my lap facing me, and locked her ankles behind my back.

Facing me. That mattered. I did not say so and neither did she.

“Now,” she said.

“Suzu…”

“I said now, and I’m saying it straight, and I’ve said it straight three times tonight and I’ll say it again if you make me but I would prefer to be busy.”

I lifted her and brought her down onto me, and she said something with no words in it and her forehead came down on my collarbone.

Petite is the wrong word. Compact. Every part of her was hot and quick and she was so much smaller than me that the whole thing differed from every other woman: I could move her. I could take her hips in my hands and lift her clean off me and set her back down, entirely, at whatever pace I chose, and I did that, and she let me, and she made a noise on every descent that went up at the end.

I slowed her on purpose. Suzu’s instinct is always to turn appetite into velocity, to get there before the moment can inspect her. I held her suspended with the head of my cock just inside her and made her stay there, thighs trembling around my waist, amber eyes fixed on mine.

“This is extortion,” she whispered.

“Hold still.”

“You’re withholding an asset already transferred. There are laws.”

“Say what you want. Straight.”

Her ears flattened, and the joke ran out before it reached her mouth.

“I want you to make me wait,” she said. “I want to know you’ll still be looking when I can’t perform my way through it.”

“I’m looking.”

I lowered her one inch. Her pussy clenched hard enough to make my hands tighten on her hips.

“Still?”

“Still looking.”

Another inch. She pressed her forehead to mine but kept her eyes open, fox-fire steady across the freckles on her nose. I took her down the rest of the way over four slow counts, feeling every small surrender of muscle as she accepted the pace instead of stealing it. By the fourth, the running commentary had narrowed to my name.

Then I lifted her again, set her firmly back onto me, and let the quickness return under my command. She took it with a sharp cry, nails catching at my shoulders, all that compact heat closing around me as if waiting had made every nerve brighter.

Her tails came round.

I have been wrapped in them before, on a rooftop and a balcony and a war-loft floor, and it has always been part of the act, tactile flavor thrown in with the flourish. This was different. They came around both of us, slow, one at a time, and closed, until the world narrowed to a yard of lamplight, nine tails, and the two of us enclosed together.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

Amber eyes gone vertical-slit, wide open, fox-fire on her cheekbones, and there was nothing performed in her face at all, and it was almost unbearable.

“Say it,” I said.

“Say what.”

“What you are.”

Her ears flattened. The fox-fire across her nose held perfectly still.

“Seen,” said Suzu.

“All of it.”

“All of it. Every…” She had to stop; I had changed the angle and she lost the sentence and clawed it back. “Every tail, every pocket, the whistle, the bit where I fixed a gate for a dead man and couldn’t land the joke. All of it. You’ve got all of it, and you’re still…”

“Still here,” I said.

“Still HERE,” she said, and shook.

I felt her start to go and I held her still on me and did not let her rush it, and she swore at me in three currencies, and then she stopped swearing.

“Counted,” I said. “All assets verified.”

Suzume Kagehana laughed.

She laughed out loud, the real fox laugh, bright and cracked and absolutely delighted, at the peak of it. Her pussy clamped around me in quick, fierce pulses while all nine tails drew tight, and the laugh climbed until it broke.

And in the middle of the laugh, without any change at all, she started crying.

Once. That is the correct word for it and I am not going to soften it: once, the way you drop something, one hard sob out of the middle of the laughter with her face six inches from mine and her eyes open, and she did not turn her head away and she did not hide it and she did not make a joke, and she left that one hard sob visible and unjoked-about between us.

The fox-fire went white.

My release pulsed into her with both arms locked around her and my mouth on her jaw. She rode every spurt out on me, shaking and laughing and wet-faced, tails cinched around us both; neither of us hurried it, and she did not count anything.



Afterward we lay in the tail-tangle until the lamp wick charred, bent, and began to smoke.

She had her head on my chest and one hand doing an absent professional appraisal of the tracery over my collarbone, tapping it, vein by vein, the way she does.

“Balance holding,” she reported.

“Good.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a soft market.” She was quiet. Then: “Dorian.”

“Mm.”

“I’m not going to be able to un-do that.”

“No.”

“I’ve spent eighty years making sure that if anybody ever looked properly there’d be something left over that they hadn’t seen. That’s the trade. It’s the reason I’m alive, actually, in a very literal way, twice.” She turned her face into my chest. “And you counted to nine and there’s nothing left over.”

“Is that bad?”

She thought about it for a genuinely long time.

“It’s terrifying,” she said, “and I’d like it every day.”

She reached over, then, and took the copper whistle off the nightstand, and put it back in the pocket of the coat on the floor. And then she took my pencil off the table and put it into my hand and closed my fingers on it.

“Collateral rotates,” she said.



She woke me at some black hour with her hand on my shoulder and her ears flat.

“Get up,” she said. “You’ll want to be awake for this one, and I’d rather tell you twice than once.”

“What?”

“I went out.” She was already dressed. Of course she was already dressed. “Two hours ago, an hour, I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep and I ran the camp, don’t look at me like that, I’ve run it often enough, they’ve got the watch rotation of a roadside chapel.”

I sat up.

“Vael writes at night,” Suzu said. “That’s not news, I’ve watched him do it for a fortnight. He writes and then he burns it and then he goes to bed and doesn’t sleep. Tonight he wrote and burned one, same as always.”

“And?”

“And then he sat there for about fifteen minutes,” she said, “and then he lit a new candle and wrote another one, and he did not burn that one. He sealed it.”

“Where’s it going?”

“That’s the thing.” Her ears were still flat. “He gave it to his own man, the grey one, the second. And the grey one asked him where. And Vael said a word, and the grey one said, and I’m quoting, ‘There’s no road to that, my lord.’”

“And Vael said?”

“Vael said,” Suzu said, “‘There doesn’t need to be.’”


Chapter 7: The Rider on the Circuit Road

She came in on a Thursday, alone, on a horse that had been ridden hard for four days and looked after every night of them.

The watch called her at eight hundred yards. By the time she reached the gate half the yard had found something to do in the yard.

Copper hair, shaved close at the sides and longer on top, road-dirty. A duelist’s rig, worn plain: no house colors, no patron’s badge, no sash. A sword on her hip that was not the one she had carried at Marrowford and had the look of a working blade re-hilted twice.

Twenty-seven years old, and she had come four cantons on her own coin.

Saskia Roehn swung down inside our gate and looked around at the yard of a march she had never seen, and the first person to reach her was Bram Tideman, one-armed, in an apron, with his good hand out.

“Roehn,” he said. “Nine to one.”

“What?”

“Nine to one,” Bram said, “is what I got on you at Veltmark, second circuit, after they mispriced you at twelve and everyone else piled in on the correction and I did not, because I had watched you lose to the Blade Saint and I know what a woman looks like when losing has taught her something.” He was beaming. “You bought my winter. There’s a barrel with your name chalked on it and I have been waiting since Veltmark to say that sentence.”

Saskia stood there holding her reins.

The barrel decided it before anybody said anything of substance. Her grip on the reins loosened when she saw her name chalked there.

Then Yrsa came out of the training hall.

The whole yard turned into an audience without moving. Osric stopped writing. Two levy men found themselves standing where they could see. Bram, who has a professional’s instinct for the moment a room turns, took two steps back and shut up.

They looked at each other across about forty feet of packed dirt.

At the Veltmark river shallows, Yrsa Kaldwyn had put a blade to Saskia Roehn’s collarbone. Saskia said “fair” in her own time, then promised a rematch when she had earned it honestly.

“Kaldwyn,” Saskia said.

“Roehn.”

“I’ve been earning it honestly.” She said it fast, like a line rehearsed for four days and gotten out before the nerve could go. “A full circuit season with no patron, no colors, and no ballads. Twelve bouts, ten wins, one draw, one loss to a Spinehold pike-master who deserved it. I have not looked at a crowd since the river shallows.”

Yrsa said nothing.

“Ask me properly,” Saskia said, “and I’ll show you.”

“Properly,” said Yrsa.

“Stones. Witnesses. In daylight. Nothing hidden.” Saskia’s chin came up. “I’m not here to ambush you at a river with four people watching and then spend the next sixty years arguing about it in taverns. I want it on a stone.”

Yrsa measured her through three breaths.

“Dawn,” she said. “Border field. And you’ll eat first, and you’ll sleep in a bed, and if you tell me you’re not tired I’ll make you run the causeway spur and then we’ll do it the day after and everyone will be embarrassed.”

“I’m not…”

“Say it and find out,” Yrsa said, and walked back into the training hall.

Saskia stood there.

“She likes you,” Suzu said, from the top of the gatepost.

“She does not.”

“She gave you food advice.” Suzu dropped down. “Do you know how many people in this march get food advice? Four. It’s a shorter list than the people she’s stabbed.”



The warnings came out over supper, in the annex, at a corner table with the shutters open, and she gave them in order, the way you hand over goods.

I had learned, at the Veltmark river shallows, that Saskia Roehn pays debts nobody has invoiced.

“Three banners,” she said.

“Go on.”

“There are three hunt-banners mustered in this province this season and you know about one.” She had a bowl of Bram’s stew in front of her and had not touched it, which was its own information. “Vael’s on your border. There’s a second out of the Spinehold country, sitting on a border stone at Harrowgate, sixty miles south-east. And a third that planted in the Coldharbour hills ten days ago against a manor I’d never heard of.”

“Coldharbour,” Maeva said.

“You know it?”

“We have had a letter from a manor near there,” Maeva said, “asking about a haunting. We did not answer it.”

Saskia absorbed that with the flat professional face of a woman filing it.

“They’re all the same,” she said. “That’s the piece. I’ve ridden past two of them and I’ve asked in three taprooms and I’ve bought drinks for a farrier who shod for the Spinehold outfit, and it’s the same on every one. Fifteen or so men. Real gilt on the banner. Good horses, better than the house should own. Wages paid weekly in coin, in silver, and here is where you sit up.”

“Old coin,” I said.

Saskia looked at me.

“Bright old coin,” she said. “The farrier had eight pieces off them and not one of them minted in the last hundred and fifty years, and all eight in a condition you’d expect off a die.”

Maeva put her cup down without a sound and every lamp on that side of the annex straightened its flame.

Saskia noticed. She did not comment on it. That was, in itself, a change: before the river shallows she would have said something.

“There’s more,” she said.

“Go on.”

“All three banners have a countersignature on their rosters. Same mark, all three, a little closed loop with a line through it.” She turned her hand over. “I got a look at the Spinehold one because the quartermaster’s a drunk. The ink’s wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“Wrong like it dried inside out,” Saskia said, and then, with real irritation: “and I know how that sounds, and I watched the rim stay wet through an entire cup of ale like a fool, and it isn’t a trick of the light, and a piece of paper had never frightened me before.”

Yrsa’s knife stopped halfway to the bowl. Maeva’s fingers settled flat beside her cup.

“That’s one,” she said. “Here’s two. The circuit roads are emptying of leash-summoners.”

“Emptying,” I said.

“There were nine working the spring circuits last year. Malchor’s fall didn’t kill the trade; it just made it cheaper and less respectable, so the small men came out. This spring there were six. As of a month ago there are none.”

“Retired?”

“Recalled.” She said the word carefully, as you set down something you are not sure of. “That’s what the wagon-yards say. They kept their businesses intact, packed the codices and husks, and went, and they all went the same way, which is north-east, which if you get a map out and put your finger on it is roughly the quarter of the sky where I am currently sitting eating stew.”

Yrsa’s knife went down flat on the table.

“How many husks?” she said.

“Nobody counts husks.”

“Guess.”

Saskia met her eyes and did her the courtesy of an honest guess.

“Forty,” she said. “Maybe sixty. Small men keep three or four each and the ones that came up after Malchor bought his stock cheap at his creditors’ sale.”

Bram stopped wiping the same patch of table. Yrsa turned her knife until its edge faced inward.

I looked at the shutters, and at the yard beyond them, and at ninety-one lamps in a town that had been half a ruin a year ago.

“And three?” I said.

Saskia stopped.

She had been fine up to then. She had been steady all the way through it, delivering with the flat competence of a woman who has learned the value of accurate reporting.

Now she picked up her cup and put it down again without drinking.

“Three is the one I rode hardest to get away from,” she said, “and it’s the one I’ve got least of, and I want that said first because I know what it’s going to do to this table.”

“Say it.”

“The golden one walks again.”

Bram, three tables away, stopped moving.

“Cylas Aurent,” Saskia said. “I saw him twelve days ago at a crossroads shrine on the Harrowgate road, at dusk, and I want to tell you exactly what I saw and nothing more, because I have already caught myself embroidering it twice and I don’t trust myself on it.”

“Go.”

“He was standing at a shrine. He was in gilt.” She turned her cup. “His old colors were gone. I know them; I wore the matching set for four years. This was plain gold. Plain, good, correct, no house on it at all.”

“And the blessing?”

“He had one.” She gave the impossible fact the clipped delivery of a duel result. “That’s the first impossible part. I stood in Veltmark’s mother-stone square and watched that man’s light go out. It went out, Warden. The whole square saw it. He walked out of that province grey and ordinary and I passed within three feet of him and he was NOBODY.”

“And now?”

“And now he’s got a sheen on him you could read by,” Saskia said. “And it doesn’t gutter.”

I did not understand that at first. Then I did, and the whole back of my neck went cold.

“It’s supposed to gutter,” I said.

“It’s supposed to gutter.” She looked at me. “That’s the trade. A blessing runs on belief, it brightens when a crowd cheers and it dips when they don’t, and I spent four years watching a man arrange his entire life around keeping the level up. That’s what it IS.”

“And his doesn’t move.”

“It does not move,” said Saskia Roehn. “He was standing alone at a shrine on an empty road at dusk with nobody watching him but me, and it did not move a hair. It was exactly as bright as it had been when I first saw him at four hundred yards and exactly as bright when he turned his back.”

“Steady isn’t bad,” Bram said, from three tables away, in a voice that wanted to be reassured.

“Steady is bad,” Nahari said.

She had not spoken all evening. She had been sitting at the end of the table with her feet up on the bench and her eyes half shut, and she said it without opening them.

“A flame that answers nothing draws its fuel from somewhere else,” she said. “That light belongs to its source. He merely holds it.”

“Carrying it,” I said.

“Carrying it,” Nahari agreed, and opened her eyes. “Say the last part, duelist. There is a last part; you have been sitting on it for an hour.”

Saskia flattened her sword hand beside the untouched cup.

“He casts no warmth,” she said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I was fifteen feet from a man lit up like a forge on a cold evening and there was no heat coming off him, and the dew on the shrine step under him hadn’t lifted.” She pushed the untouched bowl away. “And there was a lamp burning at that shrine, in a little iron box the way they do on the Harrowgate roads, and there was a good wind out of the west, and that flame leaned east.”

She looked around the table.

“It leaned toward him,” she said. “Against the wind. And I got on my horse and I left, and I ran, and I’m not ashamed of it, and I’d do it again.”

Nobody at the table moved. I looked past the open shutters at the nearest annex lamp, found it burning perfectly upright, and caught myself checking it anyway.

I checked what I felt the way you check a load before lifting it, and the answer surprised me.

Fear came later, on the wall, at about two in the morning, arriving quietly the way the real ones do.

What I felt at that table was tired.

Since the Sunken Crown, the man’s name had kept returning to rooms I occupied. He ordered my death under the lake and went home to sing about it. I rebuilt my name in daylight, then watched a province stop believing in him at Veltmark, and heard afterward that his creditor had collected the rest. I believed the account shut.

Somebody had bought the emptied man at his own creditors’ sale and was wearing him like livery.

“Dorian,” Maeva said.

“I’m all right.”

“You are not, and I am not asking you to be, and I would like you to say the actual sentence before Yrsa says it for you and gets it eighty percent right.”

I put my hands flat on the table.

“The person is gone,” I said. “That’s what she’s describing. A blessing lives by answering a crowd; the crowd IS the blessing. This steady light comes from outside him, held there by something that doesn’t care whether anyone claps.”

“Yes,” said Nahari.

“Whatever’s walking around on the Harrowgate road is using Cylas Aurent as a container.” I heard my own voice come out flatter than I intended. “Which means when I meet him, and I will meet him, there’s nothing there to be angry at. And I have been angry at that man in a low steady way since the Sunken Crown, keeping it somewhere I never bothered to name, and I have just been told the receptacle’s been repossessed.”

Yrsa said, “Good.”

“It isn’t good.”

“It’s good,” she said. “Anger at a man is a debt with a face on it and you’d have paid it eventually and it would have cost you something you’d have never got back. You’ve been let off.” She went back to her food. “You’ll hate it for about a month. Then you’ll notice you sleep better.”

Saskia had gone very still at the end of the table.

“You people,” she said, “have an extremely strange way of comforting each other.”

“We have four hundred years of experience between us,” said Maeva, “and none of it is in comfort.”



We took it to the war-loft and we sat with it for two hours, and about halfway through, the shape of the season turned over in my hands like a map you have been reading upside down.

The turn did not come from me.

“Say the obvious thing,” Maeva said. “Nobody has said the obvious thing and we have been circling it for forty minutes.”

“Which obvious thing?”

“Three banners,” she said. “Grave coin. One mark on all three rosters. Every leash-summoner on the circuits called north-east. And a man whose light was eaten in front of a province walking around with a new one that answers to nothing.” She had a finger on the survey map, on the border stone. “Somebody is assembling. This hunt season is a muster.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Then why is Hadrian Vael standing on my border playing at wagers?”

Silence.

“He’s serious,” Yrsa said. “He means every word of it. That’s his problem.”

“He means it,” Maeva agreed. “He is not the one who has to mean it.”

And I saw it.

Four or five times in my life, a piece of arithmetic sat on the table for a month until I finally totaled it. The answer always humiliated me.

“The seeding,” I said.

They looked at me.

“Six gallery mouths out of nine, four weeks before the banner went up.” I pulled the fen map over. “I said at the time that whoever drew that plan understood a rescue as a transaction. That’s true, and it’s wrong, and I’ve had it wrong for three weeks.”

“Say it properly,” Nahari said.

“They didn’t seed a bloom to make a rescue.” I put my finger on the fen line. “They seeded a bloom to see what we’d do about it.”

Nobody moved.

“Think about what that season has bought whoever’s paying,” I said. “It has bought them: how fast our roads report. How we break a drive. How many gates we can build in six days and where we put them. What our lamp signals are and how far they carry and how quickly. Who holds a breach and who stands behind her. How long it takes the Warden’s household to get from the hall to East Ford. What our stone does when a lie is put on it. Whether our villages panic.”

“And the protection racket at Lost Granary,” Maeva said slowly.

“Bought them how we handle a village under pressure. Whether we come with a banner or with a question. Whether the villages trust us enough to swear.”

“And the wager itself,” said Nahari.

“And the wager itself buys them the right to have fifteen men camped on my border for a whole season, in daylight, legally, watching everything,” I said. “Which is ruinously expensive intelligence and Hadrian Vael is paying for it with the last of his family’s name and he has no idea.”

Yrsa put both fists on the table.

“He’s a survey,” she said.

“He’s a survey.”

“He came four cantons to erase me,” she said, “and he’s a survey.”

“He came four cantons to erase you,” I said, “and somebody made sure he could afford to, and gave him a fen to work with and a village to squeeze, and every single thing that man has done since he arrived has been sending a number back to somebody. He’s the appraisal before the attack.”

Maeva stood very still, both hands flat on the map.

“Then we are not fighting for the wager,” she said.

“No.”

I turned the survey map and marked the physical returns the hunt had bought: East Ford’s approach time, the north road’s rider interval, the gate crews, the depth of our lamp relay. Saskia added the postern’s old cart opening. Yrsa marked the main gate hinge. Suzu drew the vault stair and crossed it out.

“They know the obvious defenses,” I said. “So every obvious defense stays visible. We change the reserves, the routes between walls, and the signals after first contact. Nothing else. A man pricing a house notices renovation. He misses furniture moved after dark.”

Maeva shifted three cache markers without comment and put the infirmary behind the second wall.

“We are being priced.” She looked up. “And when the pricing is finished, the buyer will decide whether to bid.”

“Yes.”

“Then here is the change of doctrine, and I want it said in one sentence so that everyone in this loft carries the same sentence to bed.” She straightened. “We continue to win the wager, publicly, easily, and with enormous good humor, because a march that looks like it is enjoying itself is a march nobody has learned anything about. And privately, from tonight, we prepare for a siege.”

“A siege,” Bram said, in the doorway, holding a tray he had entirely forgotten. “Of the march.”

“Of this town,” said Maeva.

“With what coming at it?”

“Forty to sixty husks,” Yrsa said, “three banners, and a man who carries a light that doesn’t move.”

Bram put the tray down.

“I’m not taking odds on that,” he said.

“Bram…”

“No.” The word landed with tap-side finality, and I had known that man since Marrowford and had never heard him say no to a wager once. “You want odds on the fox, on the duel, on the sow at Old Wintering Barn, on anything with two men and a stopwatch, I’m your creature. That thing on the Harrowgate road?” He picked the tray back up. “There’s no book on weather.”



She stayed, and it took four sentences and about seven minutes and it was a delicate negotiation conducted mostly at a fence post.

“I’ll winter,” Saskia said, at the yard rail, the next morning.

“It’s June.”

“I’ll summer.” She scowled. “That’s not a word.”

“It’s a word.”

“I’ll stay,” she said, angrily, at the fence post, as if it had argued with her. “There. I’ll stay. My decision. I’m not coming into this house with a conscience in my hands like a dead bird.”

“Nobody’s asked you to.”

“Somebody will. Somebody always does, eventually, at about the third month, with a drink in their hand, and I’d like to be very clear in advance that I have paid what I’m going to pay and I paid it at a river in cold water and I’m not doing it again in a taproom.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.” She let go of the fence post. “Hired blade. Paid rate. No oaths, no banner, no bond, no stone. I’ll take a gate and I’ll hold it and you can pay me weekly and if I stop liking it I’ll ride.”

“That’s acceptable.”

“And I want the assignment in advance,” she said. “Give me a gate instead of a place in a line. Mine. So that if it goes bad, there’s a piece of this wall where everyone knows whose fault it is, and it’s mine.”

Maeva wrote the contract herself at the annex table with three people watching.

It was eleven lines. Rate, term, duty, the assignment of the postern gate, the right to leave on a day’s notice, and the specific clause, which Maeva insisted on and which Saskia argued about for four minutes and lost, that the march would bury her under her own name and her own arms if it came to that.

Bram notarized it, which is not a thing that has any standing anywhere, and which he does with enormous ceremony and a stamp he had made in Veltmark specifically to be ridiculous.

Then Suzu added a rider.

“What is this,” Saskia said, reading it.

“That’s insurance.”

“On my sword.”

“On your sword,” Suzu agreed. “One blade, duelist-grade, re-hilted twice, insured to full replacement value against fire, theft, loss, breakage, forfeiture, and acts of weather.”

Saskia read it again.

“Acts of weather,” she said.

“Acts of weather,” said Suzu.

There was a pause of about three seconds while a woman who had ridden four days to get away from a lamp leaning against the wind worked out that she had just been told, kindly, in the only language this house speaks, that somebody had thought about it.

“Right,” Saskia said, and signed it.



Before the march could absorb her, Saskia inspected the postern she had demanded.

The gate sat in the south-west wall where an older cart opening had been narrowed to four feet. One oak leaf, iron-banded, opened inward against a stop-block Colm had replaced that spring. Saskia made him pull the lower hinge-pin. She rolled it across her palm, wiped away grease with her thumb, and held it to the light.

“Too soft,” she said.

Colm folded his arms. “It’s held since thaw.”

“It’ll hold a door. It won’t hold a man using the door as a lever.” She fitted the pin, lifted the gate leaf by its edge, and made the hinge complain in a note I had never heard. “Hear that? The eye’s oval. Under a ram the leaf drops half an inch, catches the sill, and gives you a wall that opens neither way.”

“Which means they can’t come through.”

“It means we can’t close it after the first three do.” Saskia let the gate settle. “I want a hardened pin, a second stop behind the upper third, and the sill shaved so a dropped leaf still swings. Also two lamp hooks inside, one high and one at my knee. A line-cutter watches shoulders. I need to see them before the steel arrives.”

Colm looked at me. I nodded.

He spat into the dust and measured the hinge eye. “Hardened pin by supper. Stop by dawn.”

“Before midnight,” Saskia said.

“Dawn.”

“Midnight, and I’ll take your third watch while you fit it.”

Colm considered the exchange. “Done.”

Saskia crouched at the threshold and traced the worn sill. “There were carts here once.”

“Warden-road grain carts,” Maeva said from behind us. She had arrived with the contract under one arm. “Before the hall burned. The postern carried flour in and wounded men out.”

Saskia looked through the four-foot opening toward the road. “Then it knows the work.”

She spent the next hour marking ranges in chalk on the inside paving: sword reach, one retreating step, the point where a second defender would crowd her elbow. She tested each distance twice before trusting the chalk at all. She had Colm hang a grain sack at shoulder height and threw the back-cut into it until the chalk showed exactly where her heel landed. No speech, no remorse performed for anyone. She learned the doorway.

By supper the postern had an owner. At dusk she ran the doorway once under shuttered light, making Colm shift the lamp twice until the shoulder tell stayed visible. She marked the low sightline and rehearsed closing it blind. After the bell she returned alone, loaded the leaf with two grain sacks, and proved the new pin still turned under weight before trusting it. Colm hung the second lamp hook at her knee and chalked SASKIA above the hardened pin. She rubbed the name out, tested the hinge once more, then left the chalk mark on the paving that showed exactly where her rear heel belonged.

She made Colm douse the high lamp and advance through the postern three times carrying a blunted spear. In the knee-height light she read his shoulder before the point crossed the sill. On the third pass she shut the gate against the spear, drew her practice blade, and laid its edge against the gap where his wrist would have followed.

“Keep both hooks,” she said. “If one goes out, the other still buys me the shoulder.”

Then the march happened to her, which nobody could be warned about.

Bram produced the barrel. It was a real barrel; he had chalked ROEHN on the head of it at Veltmark and had carted it to a province and a half since, and it had been sitting behind his bar in the annex all season with a cloth over it because he did not want anyone asking.

He took the cloth off in front of about thirty people.

Saskia looked at her own name on a barrel for slightly too long.

“That’s been there since Veltmark,” she said.

“That’s been there since Veltmark.”

“You didn’t know I’d come.”

“I knew somebody would come,” Bram said, “and I’d got nine to one on it, and a man in my trade would be a fool to be surprised by his own arithmetic,” and he tapped it, and the annex went up, and that was the end of any prospect of Saskia Roehn maintaining a professional distance from this household.

Then Suzu appraised her.

She did it openly, walking a full slow circle around the woman in the middle of the taproom while the woman stood there and let her, which was itself a decision.

“Boots: three seasons, resoled once, good. Rig: cheap leather, expensive stitching, which means you paid a man to fix something you couldn’t afford to replace, which I respect. Sword: re-hilted twice, the second time badly.” Suzu stopped in front of her. “Purse.”

“What about it.”

“Nothing,” said Suzu. “It’s just empty and I wanted you to know I could tell.”

There was a pause of the sort that has preceded a number of stabbings in this house.

“How empty,” Saskia said.

“Nearly a fortnight empty. You’ve been eating once a day since Harrowgate and you paid for your horse’s feed before your own, which is why the horse looks better than you.”

“And you’re telling me this because?”

“Because you’re about to be paid weekly by an empress,” Suzu said, “and in about a month you’re going to have money for the first time since leaving the Blessed, and when that happens people make bad decisions, and I want to be the first name you think of when you do, for reasons of my own.”

Saskia stared at her.

Saskia’s sword hand loosened against her thigh before she forced it back to parade-neutral, and Suzu looked professionally offended by the recovery.

The children were worse.

Twelve students discovered within an hour that there was a real duelist in the hall who had fought the Blade Saint and lived to schedule a rematch, and they came at her the way weather comes at a coast. She handled it disastrously. She had no idea what to do with children at all; she answered every question with a flat, exact, technically correct answer and no warmth whatsoever, and it turned out that this was precisely what they wanted. Adults usually softened answers until the useful edges disappeared; Saskia gave them the edges.

“Does it hurt when you get cut?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“Depends where. Forearm’s nothing, you don’t notice for a minute. Ribs is bad. Thigh is the worst and it’s also the one that kills you, because there’s a vessel in there and you’ll be dead in four minutes and you’ll spend two of them thinking you’re fine.”

An adult would have stopped there. Saskia Roehn added: “So if you get cut in the thigh, sit down and shout. Don’t be brave. Brave in the thigh is how you get a small funeral.”

The children went off and told everybody in the march about the thigh.

Brenna did not ask a question. She stood at the edge of the group with her practice sword and watched Saskia’s hands, and when the others had gone she said, “You’re left-dominant and you fight right.”

Saskia turned around.

“Say that again.”

“You carry on the left and you eat left and you took the cup with your left,” Brenna said. “But you’re right-guard.”

“Who taught you to watch hands?”

“Warden Kaldwyn. And the Warden. He writes it down.”

Saskia looked at me across the room for about two seconds, with an expression I could not read at all, and then looked back at the child.

“I broke the left one when I was fifteen,” she said. “Badly. It set wrong and it doesn’t hold a bind. So I learned the other and I let people think it was the strong one, because a man who thinks he knows which of my hands is which will spend the whole first minute being wrong about it.”

“Can I write that down?”

“You can write it down,” said Saskia, “if you write down that it took two hard seasons and hurt the entire time, because otherwise you’ll polish it into cleverness. I learned it because it was what I had left.”



I went up onto the wall near midnight because I always go up onto the wall near midnight, and Yrsa was already there, sitting on the parapet with her back against the merlon and a whetstone in her hand.

She was not using it.

That is a thing I have learned to read like a flood-notch stick. Yrsa Kaldwyn cleans weapons when she is angry. She drills when she is working something out. And when she is carrying something she has not decided what to do with, she sits somewhere high with a whetstone in her hand and does not use it.

I sat down on the walk with my back to the parapet, a foot below her, and looked east.

Black country lay beyond the wall, the border stream holding the last moon and the Gilt camp a small orange smudge. The quiet was worth sitting in.

“She’s good,” Yrsa said, eventually.

“You’ve watched her fight for four minutes since the shallows.”

“I watched her get off a horse.” The whetstone turned over in her fingers. “She dismounted on the wrong side, on purpose, because our gate opens inward and the wrong side put her hand toward the hinge. A soldier learns that, not a duelist. She learned that during her solo circuit season and nobody taught it to her; she worked it out.”

“Are you worried?”

“I’m interested,” she said, with disgust, “which is worse, and this is your fault.”

“How is it my fault?”

“You collect people,” Yrsa said. “You’ve done it since Marrowford. You did it to me. It’s very annoying and it works and I am going to fight a woman at dawn who I would have killed at Marrowford and I find that I want her to do well.”

I did not answer that, because there was no version of answering it that would not have gotten me pushed off the wall.

After a while she came down off the parapet and sat beside me, and took my right arm across her lap without asking, and started unwinding the linen at the shoulder where the tracery ran up under the collar.

She checked it in the dark by touch, which is how she prefers to do it, thumb running the ridged lines up over the shoulder to the collarbone and back.

“No change,” she said.

“Told you.”

“You tell me a lot of things.” She started re-wrapping. Quick, tight, field-efficient, as she had done it since Marrowford: in the dark, mid-conversation, then gone before anybody could say anything.

She finished the wrap.

She did not get up.

That was so unusual that I held my tongue for fear of breaking it and watched her thumb rest on the wrap. She sat there with my forearm still across her knees and her thumb resting flat on the last inch of silver-grey at my wrist, and looked out at the black country, and stayed.

Ten seconds. Twenty.

I said: “Thank you.”

Ninety years of gratitude-allergy. She had told me once, on a floor in Marrowford, that being thanked made her want to leave the building, and that she had no idea why, and that she had stopped trying to work it out somewhere around her sixteenth birthday.

Yrsa Kaldwyn did not move.

“Yeah,” she said.

She sat there another minute with her hand on my wrist, then got up to check the north stair without looking back. I stayed until the next watch bell, feeling like a man who had watched a very old lock turn a quarter of the way.



I found Nahari at the bottom of the north stair with a slate under her arm.

“Ninety-four,” she said.

“You counted tonight? It’s not Thursday.”

“I have moved the count to whenever I want it and I have not told Brenna, because Brenna would ask why, and the answer is that I do not like this week.” She handed me the slate. “Ninety-one on the last count. Three new: the annex’s back store, Saskia’s window, and one that the smith has hung outside his door because his neighbor did and he did not want to be the dark house on that row.”

“That’s good.”

“That is very good,” Nahari said. “People are lighting lamps because their neighbors have lamps. No order can produce that. The town is doing arithmetic in its sleep.” She took the slate back. “Sleep, Dorian. Your saint is fighting at dawn and she will pretend not to want you there.”

I got as far as the yard.

Suzu was sitting on the well-head with her knees up, waiting, which by now I could read as surely as Yrsa’s whetstone.

“He’s gone,” she said.

“Who?”

“The grey one. Vael’s second.” She hopped down. “Rode out about two hours ago, alone, no baggage, one horse, and he took the north-east track past the shepherd’s cot and not the road, which is a route you only take if you don’t want to be seen leaving.”

“Deserted?”

“That’s what I thought for about a mile,” Suzu said. “I followed him a mile. He isn’t running, Dorian. Running has a shape and he hasn’t got it. He’s making a delivery, and I don’t think it’s his first.”

She put her hands in her pockets.

“He rode out sitting up straight with a letter in his coat,” she said, “and he never once looked for a road.”


Chapter 8: What a Bind Is Worth

The border field at dawn had about sixty people standing round it, which was fifty-eight more than Saskia had asked for and exactly the number Yrsa had promised.

Those fifty-eight witnesses separated this from the Veltmark river shallows, and both women knew it.

Osric set the witness-line: a rope on stakes, forty paces on a side, with the border stone itself at the north end so that whatever happened would happen in front of it. Two adjudicator-bards had come up from the Coldharbour road on hearing there might be something worth carrying, and one of them had a witness-stone shard in a leather cup on a strap, and had asked, very politely, whether he might.

Yrsa had said yes before he finished the sentence.

Saskia had gone slightly grey.

“Stones,” she said, to nobody. “I said stones. I did say stones.”

“You did,” I said.

“I said it at a fence post at midday like a hero,” she said, “and now there are bards.”

The Gilt Hunt came to watch, which I had not expected. Hadrian Vael brought nine of his men to the far side of the rope and stood there in colors with his arms folded, and I watched him through the opening salute, because a man watching a fight tells you everything about how he fights.

He watched Saskia the whole time, ignoring Yrsa.

That was worth knowing.

Bram set up a plank on two barrels and opened his book, and did brisk trade, and then did something unexpectedly useful: he shouted out the odds every few minutes in a voice that carried.

“Four to one the Saint! Four to one! Roehn at four, and I’ll take Roehn’s own money at three if she’s got the nerve…”

Saskia turned around.

“Three?”

“Three,” said Bram.

She dug into her coat and put every coin she had on the plank.

It was not much. Nearly a fortnight of empty purse leaves very little to stake, and what went onto that plank was four shillings and a handful of copper and one foreign piece she had probably been keeping for the reason people keep foreign pieces.

Bram counted it in front of her, out loud, without a flicker.

“Four and nine,” he said. “At three. Recorded.” He wrote it in the book, and then, because he is who he is, he turned the book around and showed her the line, a courtesy he extends to about one bettor in fifty and has never explained.

The march had come out for it.

That was the other thing about that morning and it caught Saskia sideways. She had ridden four days expecting to fight a woman in a field. What she got was a wardenry’s entire social calendar arriving at dawn with breakfast.

Ana Merrick had come up from the ford with two of her sons and a basket. Colm’s load-and-line crews had walked out at four in the morning and were sitting on the wagon in a row like crows. The school was there, all twelve, with strict instructions from Yrsa that had been delivered in one sentence: “You watch. You don’t cheer. Cheering is for people who don’t understand what they’re looking at.”

They did not cheer once. Children from nine to fifteen, and their silence held all morning, disciplined and complete.

Nahari stood at the rope with her feet bare in the wet grass and her arms folded inside her wraps.

“Are you looking?” I asked her.

“No.”

“Not even a breath?”

“Not even a breath,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “There is a woman in that rope who has come four cantons to have one honest morning, and I have decided that the least I can do is find out how it goes at the same time she does.”

Maeva arrived last, as she always does, and did not stand where the crowd was thickest, and therefore the crowd rearranged itself around her within ninety seconds. I have watched her perform that trick in six towns without catching her setting it up.

Suzu ran a side-book on the number of exchanges before first blood.

She lost it, badly, and paid out with visible pleasure, on the grounds that a market which is never wrong is a market nobody plays.



Movement one lasted a minute and thirty seconds and neither of them touched the other.

Most duels I have seen start with a lot of noise, because most duelists have learned that a crowd wants to see something and will forgive a man almost anything except being boring.

These two circled.

Saskia opened at a measured distance with her point low and slightly off-line, and she did not move it. The still point was pure discipline, too difficult and unspectacular for any ballad, especially before sixty people who had paid to be entertained.

“She’s changed her guard,” I said.

“She’s changed everything,” Yrsa said, before she stepped over the rope. “That’s a Spinehold low line. That’s what beat her. She got hit with it and went and learned it.”

The first exchange came at ninety seconds and it went: Saskia stepped, Yrsa answered, Saskia was already not there.

No beat, no bind, no clash. She had made an attack that was a question and had withdrawn it before it could be answered, which is the mark of a fighter who has stopped needing to be seen trying.

She did that four times in the next forty seconds. Four questions, four withdrawals, and each one from a slightly different distance.

She was measuring.

The crowd got restless. Somebody at the back said something about getting on with it and a woman near him told him to be quiet in a tone that suggested she knew a great deal more about swords than he did.

Saskia never looked at them.

Her refusal to look away ended up on the stone, so it belongs in the record. Sixty people, two bards, a hunt-captain in gilt, and a woman who had spent twenty years of her life arranging herself for exactly that kind of audience, and Saskia Roehn’s eyes never once left the four feet of ground in front of Yrsa Kaldwyn’s boots.

“She’s found it,” Nahari said, beside me.

“Found what?”

“The distance where she can live.”

Then Saskia committed for the first time.



Movement two ran six and a half minutes. On the second proper bind, Saskia Roehn worked out what was being done to her, and got furious.

Yrsa was fighting down.

I need to be exact about this. When Yrsa Kaldwyn was crowned, in an annex room at Veltmark with a blade left outside a door, her ceiling came off. Her speed stayed measurable; the gap between deciding and doing, which in ordinary people is measurable and in a saint is very small, in her stopped existing. She thinks and the blade has already gone. Watching her work at full extension is like watching a door slam: there is no travel, there is only before and after.

That morning she gave none of it.

She suppressed the storm-grey edge and every measure of crowned speed. She fought at the top of what a very great living duelist can do, and she held herself there, all nine minutes. The discipline frightened me more than full extension would have.

Saskia figured it out at the second bind.

I saw it happen. They came together in a proper bind for the first time, blade on blade, and Yrsa took the leverage and Saskia gave ground and disengaged clean, and as she came out of it she said one word, and I could not hear it, and I did not need to.

The whole shape of her changed.

“Oh, she’s angry,” Suzu said, delighted.

“That’s bad.”

“That’s very good,” said Yrsa afterward. “Anger’s fine. Anger’s just fuel with bad manners. It’s the ones who get embarrassed that die.”

Saskia came in properly then, and through the middle of the bout the two of them had an actual conversation.

It went like this. Saskia opened the low line and drew a parry that was not there, because Yrsa does not parry things she can step out of. Yrsa came off the step with a cut at the forearm, close enough that Saskia’s sleeve took it, and Saskia rolled her wrist under it and put a thrust up the inside that would have gone into the hip of anybody who was not already turning.

Yrsa was already turning.

They broke. Came in again. Saskia feinted high and went for the leg. Yrsa let the leg go and took the bind above it and turned her wrist over to lock, and Saskia did something I have not seen anybody do: she kept her one-handed grip, turned her whole body inside the lock, and came out the other side with the blade still hers.

The crowd made a noise.

“That’s new,” Yrsa said, mid-bout, out loud, with real appreciation.

“Spinehold,” Saskia said, and went again.

Then Saskia did something I had to have explained twice by two people who disagreed.

She started losing exchanges on purpose. She threw an attack at the outside line, let it be beaten down, and gave half a step. Forty seconds later she repeated it from an inch farther out. Each small defeat bought information at the price of distance.

On the next pass she changed her lead foot but kept the same shoulder line. Yrsa answered the shoulder and found the point coming under instead of over. Steel scraped along steel. Saskia’s tip missed the inside of Yrsa’s wrist by less than my thumbnail, and she came away before the saint could close the bind.

“Bought that one,” Suzu said.

Saskia heard her. She did not look.

Yrsa shifted her grip by a finger’s width. Saskia saw it and changed the question again, driving a short thrust at the hip, then turning her wrist at the last instant to threaten the forearm. Yrsa withdrew the arm and left the hip in line. Saskia refused the offered target. Her point stopped, quivered once, and came back.

That refusal mattered. The old Saskia would have taken the cheap touch because a crowd could see it. This one knew the hip was bait and preserved her balance.

Yrsa’s mouth flattened. Approval, from her, can look alarmingly like murder.

They circled left. Wet grass took a fraction off Saskia’s rear boot. Yrsa pressed at once, point describing a tight circle that closed every clean exit. Saskia gave ground, turned her ankle with the slip, and used the recovery to throw a cut from below. Yrsa caught it on the strong third of her blade. The bind rang. Saskia’s point stayed centered through the recovery, her balance low enough to absorb the answer, her elbow close to deny the bind any leverage against her shoulder. She rolled under the pressure, changed the angle by an inch, and forced Yrsa to reset her front foot before the lock could close.

Saskia broke contact before the lock formed, but Yrsa’s pommel clipped her shoulder on the way out. She staggered two paces and recovered with her point still between them.

“Again,” Saskia said.

Yrsa gave her the same pressure from a different line. High feint. Shoulder threat. A low cut that stopped an inch before commitment. Saskia answered all three without chasing the blade. On the fourth beat, Yrsa stamped forward and took the center.

Saskia let her have it.

Three paces vanished. Saskia reached the rope, knew it from the crowd’s feet without looking, and turned along it rather than across. Her shoulder brushed the line. A child at the front leaned back to give her an inch. Saskia used that inch, planted, and escaped across Yrsa’s outside with a cut that shaved one black hair from the saint’s jaw.

The hair landed on Yrsa’s shoulder.

“Better,” Yrsa said.

“Still patronizing.”

“Still losing.”

Saskia showed her teeth and bought the next answer.

“She’s buying,” Suzu said.

“Buying what?”

“Buying the price list.” Suzu had gone up onto the border stone’s plinth, which nobody had authorized. “Watch. Every time she pokes, the saint answers the same way, and the answer costs the saint exactly nothing, and she doesn’t vary it because why would she. So the duelist’s finding out what everything is worth. That’s an audit, that is. That’s my whole trade with sharp things in it.”

Yrsa broke the pattern halfway through.

She came forward for the first time all morning, and the field found out what the difference between a very great duelist and a saint is, which is about a foot and no warning at all. Two cuts, high and then low, thrown so fast that the second one was in the air before the crowd had reacted to the first, and Saskia was suddenly going backward with her guard being taken apart in pieces.

She gave four paces. She gave them in a curve, which is the only correct way, because a fighter who retreats in a straight line is a fighter who runs out of field.

On the fifth pace she stopped giving.

She stopped by planting her back foot in a divot she had stepped over twice already that morning, and I saw her do it. She had been mapping the ground with her feet since the opening salute while everyone, including me, watched her hands.

Yrsa’s cut came in and Saskia was four inches further forward than the cut had been priced for.

They fouled. That is the only word for it. Two blades and two bodies arriving in a space that fitted one, and both of them went shoulder to shoulder for a half second, close enough that Saskia’s forehead was under Yrsa’s jaw.

The crowd made a noise like a door opening.

They came apart. Saskia got the worse of it: she took a knee-strike coming out that put her down on one hand in the grass.

She was up before anybody could shout.

“Good,” Yrsa said.

“Shut up.”

“Best thing you’ve said all week,” Yrsa said, and came again.

The next stretch was extraordinary fencing, clean enough to make everything beyond the rope go quiet.

Saskia abandoned the exchange and started building toward the bout. She threw three attacks that were meant to be answered, in the same line, at the same tempo, and let Yrsa answer all three the same way, and then threw the fourth a half-beat late.

Yrsa’s answer went to where the fourth should have been.

For one instant there was a gap on the outside of the saint’s guard the width of a hand, and Saskia Roehn put her point into it.

Yrsa turned her whole body out of the line from the hip, leaving her blade where it was, the way a door turns, and the thrust went past her ribs by about two inches and Saskia was suddenly very close and committed and out of distance to recover.

Which is when she hit her.

It was a snap-cut off the recovery, thrown from the wrong side, at a target most people would not have seen was available, and it took Yrsa on the outside of the left shoulder.

It did not break the leathers. It would leave a bruise the size of a plum and nothing else. Sixty people saw it land.

Yrsa stopped for a quarter second and looked at her own shoulder as though it had said something.

“Huh,” she said.

Then she stopped playing quite so far down, and through the eighth minute Saskia Roehn was busier than anybody in the province had been all season, and she held.

She held. Plainly and stubbornly. She gave ground on a curve, she kept her point on-line, she conceded nothing stupid, and twice she made Yrsa change her mind about something in the middle of doing it.

At the eight-minute mark she was blown, and bleeding from a nick over the eyebrow that was going into her eye, and her front leg was going.

She did not look at the crowd.

She did not look at Vael.

She wiped her eye on the back of her wrist without taking her eyes off Yrsa’s boots and came forward.



Movement three took the final minute. The bind at the end of it took four seconds.

Saskia did not rush the decision. At eight minutes she had one working leg, blood in one eye, and enough air for perhaps three committed exchanges. She used the first to show the low line again. Yrsa closed it with the same economical turn she had used all morning.

The second came high. Saskia’s shoulder rose, her point followed, and Yrsa shifted her guard by the exact finger’s width Suzu had priced earlier. Saskia withdrew before steel met steel. No purchase there either.

She circled left, dragging the tired front foot just enough to make the weakness visible. Yrsa tracked it without biting. The crowd had stopped making any sound. Even Bram’s odds went quiet.

Saskia changed feet.

That should have cost her balance. Instead she used the change to square her hips and shortened her grip by two fingers, a duelist’s ugly answer to an empty body. It gave her less reach and a stronger wrist. Yrsa saw it, lowered her point half an inch, and waited.

Saskia offered one last feint toward the shoulder she had touched. Yrsa refused it. The point came back to center. Saskia’s heel skidded in the wet grass, caught, and held.

Then she went for the bind.

Deliberately. She had avoided it since first contact because it was the one place she could not win. With four seconds left in the ninth minute, she entered it anyway. The low line had nothing left for her and both of them knew it.

Steel met steel at the midpoint. Saskia drove through with the shortened grip, spending the last strength in her shoulder to make the contact honest rather than decorative. Yrsa’s blade gave a fraction, accepted the pressure, then turned over it.

Saskia tried the Spinehold escape she had used at the second bind: elbow close, shoulder rolling under, body following the blade through the narrow side. Yrsa remembered it. Her front boot moved six inches across the wet grass and closed that side before Saskia’s hip could clear.

For half a heartbeat Saskia had another choice. She could release the hilt, preserve the hand, and turn the loss into something neat. Her fingers stayed closed. She looked straight at the pressure coming through the blades and spent the last of herself holding an honest bind she knew she could not keep.

They locked.

Yrsa took the leverage the way she takes leverage, which is instantly and completely. She rolled the bind, dropped her point under Saskia’s guard, and put her wrist into the position where the disarm becomes arithmetic: the blade goes, and the blade is going, and the only question is where it lands.

Saskia’s sword started to turn out of her hand.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn stopped.

The point went down. Her wrist came off the lock. She stepped back a full pace and put her blade at rest along her own forearm and stood there in the trampled grass.

Saskia stood with a sword she still held, staring at the unbroken line of her own guard as if the bout had ended in the wrong language.

“Finish it,” she said.

“It’s finished.”

“It’s not finished, you had it, you had my…” She was hoarse. “You had it, Kaldwyn. Take the hand. Take it, I’ve been carrying that since Marrowford, I want it done properly.”

“It’s finished,” Yrsa said again.

“WHY?”

And Yrsa said it loud enough for sixty people and two bards and nine men in gilt.

“Because you stood in a fair bind with a saint,” she said, “and you didn’t look at the crowd once.”

The rope creaked as sixty people leaned toward the same still point.

“At the river, you’d have looked,” Yrsa said. “You looked in the shallows, and there were four of us there. You’d have checked what it looked like. You’d have made the disarm pretty or you’d have made losing pretty, and either way you’d have spent something on it.” She sheathed. “You’ve spent nothing all morning. You fought me the whole nine minutes as if nobody was here.”

She turned around and walked to the border stone.

“So there’s nothing to finish,” she said. “The disarm’s an ending for a fight about who’s better and we both know who’s better. That wasn’t the fight.”

Then she put her palm flat on the border stone, in front of everybody, and swore what she had seen.

She left victory out of the oath and swore a plain account of nine minutes: the low line, the Spinehold turn out of the lock, the snap-cut that landed, the bind in the ninth minute taken on purpose by a woman with nothing left, and the eyes that never went to the rope.

The stone weighed it.

The light came up in the letters slow, and then, since it was true, it came up all the way.

SASKIA ROEHN: FOUGHT A CROWNED SAINT FAIR, AND STOOD.

She read it three times.

The best account I can give of her face is this: she read it like a woman reading a sentence in a language she had spoken as a child and had not heard since.

Then Bram bellowed “PAYING OUT” from behind his plank, and started counting silver into her hand at three to one on her own name, and Saskia Roehn laughed.

I had known that woman since the deed-fair. I had watched her cut my guide-line in a flooded stair and say carry this for us too, porter. I had seen her sneer, smirk, jeer, and go white.

When the laugh came out, it sounded nothing like the cruel noise she used to make at deed-stones. It was ugly and cracked and far too loud and outlasted the moment she meant to stop it, and half the crowd started laughing at the sound of it, and somebody handed her a cloth for her eyebrow, and that was the end of that.



The packet had come during the bout.

A boy on a mule from the south road, who had been given it at a crossroads by a woman in a hood who had paid him two coppers and had walked, not ridden, away east.

Osric had held it for an hour with visible discomfort and then handed it to me the moment the crowd broke.

One sheet, folded in three. No seal.

It was a schematic.

Odette Calloway had drawn for the archives all her working life and it shows: a clean line, a ruled frame, three views, and annotations in a hand so level it might have been printed. There was no wasted stroke anywhere on that page and no decoration at all.

The subject was a leash.

The Brand and Coil sat small in the corner for comparison, labeled in her flat way: MORTAL COPY, GEN. 1 and MORTAL COPY, GEN. 2. She had put a line under each showing where its grounding ran.

Both of them grounded through the wielder. That was why they had failed. A leash-arc must ground somewhere; the Brand had grounded through Cylas Aurent’s arm and had eaten a layer of his blessing when it inverted, and the Coil had grounded through Malchor Stane and had made him scream for one full breath while a Crowned bond fed it back down the tether.

Above them, larger, in the main frame, she had drawn a third.

There was no wielder on it.

There was a chain of leashed points in a fan, twelve of them sketched in and a note saying AND SO ON. Every line bypassed the device and the man’s arm to converge on a single point at the top of the page.

She had drawn the point as a hand.

She had drawn an actual ordinary hand in three strokes, palm down, the way you would sketch a hand resting on a table.

Under it, in that ruled level printing:

The Saint’s own instrument grounds through the Factor’s hand. Its badly made copies grounded through their wielders.

Cutting at the leashed man cuts nothing. There is no anchor-point in him. He is a line, not a knot.

Break the hand. Nothing else severs.

I read it four times standing in a field.

Then I took it to the war-table.



Before that, in the afternoon, we had the school.

I put it in that order deliberately, and I would do it again, because there is a version of that day where a man reads a page like that and cancels everything and stands in a war-loft until midnight, and the march would have felt it by supper.

Saskia taught lesson two.

Nobody had planned it. Yrsa asked her at noon, out of nowhere, over food, in the flattest possible voice: “Can you teach?”

“Teach what?”

“The back-cut.”

Saskia put her spoon down.

The table went quiet. Everyone at it knew what the back-cut was. It is her signature. It is a cut delivered on the recovery, low and behind, at the thing your opponent has stopped defending because they think the exchange is over. It is fast and it is filthy and it is entirely legal, and it is what she used at the top of a flooded stair in the Sunken Crown to sever a porter’s guide-line while he was hauling a priestess clear with a halberd wound in his side, and I still carry the fall.

“Why,” Saskia said.

“Because twelve children out there are going to be behind a shield-line one day,” Yrsa said, “and somebody is going to come at that line with a line-cutter’s trick, and I can teach them to hold a gate and I cannot teach them your cut, because I don’t throw it and I’ve never bothered to learn it properly.”

“You want me to teach children the back-cut.”

“I want you to teach them the read,” said Yrsa. “How it’s thrown. What the shoulder does the half-second before. Where the feet are. So that when it comes at them out of a mess, at night, with something screaming, they see it coming and they step.”

Saskia studied her until the room’s shifting feet went quiet.

“You want me to teach them to refuse it,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That’s a punishment.”

“It’s a use,” Yrsa said. “Take it or don’t.”

She took it.

She was, God help everybody, extremely good at it.

She had them on the drill floor for two hours and she did not say one word about herself or about anything she had ever done, and she taught it like a craftsman: here is the cut, here is why it works, here is where it comes from, here is the exact tell, and here is the step.

“Watch the back shoulder,” she said, throwing it slowly at a post for the ninth time. “It drops. It has to drop; you can’t get under a guard from that line without dropping it. So the shoulder goes down and the point goes away from you and everything in your body says the exchange is over.”

“And then?” said Brenna.

“Then safety vanishes.” Saskia threw it at speed and the wooden waster cracked into the post at knee height and the whole cohort jumped. “That’s the sell. That’s the trade. It only works on somebody who has already decided they’re safe.”

She straightened up.

“So don’t decide you’re safe,” she said. “That’s the entire lesson. You can go home now, I’ve saved you two hours.”

Nobody went home.

A boy of about ten put his hand up.

“Is it a coward’s cut?”

Dust settled around the post. Even the levy men at the fence held still.

Saskia stood there with a wooden waster in her hand and a bruise coming up on her eyebrow and considered a ten-year-old for long enough that the levy men at the fence started shifting.

“No,” she said.

“My da says…”

“Your da’s wrong, and he’s wrong in a way that’ll get you killed, so listen.” She put the waster down. “Cuts don’t carry courage or cowardice. A cut doesn’t know anything about you. Honor belongs to what you were doing when you threw it, and that’s a question about the man, not the sword.” She picked up a second waster and handed it to him, hilt first. “I threw that cut for twenty years at people who’d stopped defending, and it worked every time, and it made me better at winning while my fencing stayed exactly where it was. Those are separate trades, and I found that out very late and it cost me everything I had.”

“So it’s bad.”

“It’s a tool,” said Saskia. “I’m the one that was bad. Don’t confuse us; I’ve had enough of that from my own head.”

Then she made him throw it a dozen times until his shoulder dropped correctly, and told him it was rubbish, and told him it was better, and did not mention any of it again.

Yrsa watched the whole two hours from the top of the yard wall with one boot up on the coping.

She did not come down. She did not correct one thing. At one point Saskia taught a footwork detail that I am fairly sure Yrsa disagrees with, because I have watched her teach the opposite. Yrsa’s jaw moved once, and she kept the correction behind her teeth through the entire lesson.

They drilled the read forty times. Then Saskia put shields in their hands and changed the exercise.

“A back-cut against one fighter is a trick,” she said. “Against a line it is a disease. One person sees the shoulder drop and steps away. The person beside them sees the gap and tries to fill it. That helpful step opens the next gap, and the cut walks down your line.”

She set Brenna on the hinge and Torvald beside her, then approached at half speed with a blunt waster.

“Call the tell.”

“Shoulder,” Brenna said.

Saskia dropped it. Torvald started to turn toward the threat.

Brenna struck the back of his shield with her own. “Hold yours.”

The cut found empty air. Saskia recovered and drove her shoulder into Brenna’s shield hard enough to move the girl half a boot. Brenna gave the half-boot on the count, kept the hinge, and did not chase.

“Again.”

They ran it until the call travelled down twelve shields without one head turning. Shoulder. Hold yours. On the last run Saskia threw the cut at full pace. Brenna called before the point vanished behind the guard, Torvald held, and the line stepped together. Saskia’s blunt blade met twelve overlapping shields and stopped with a crack that sent dust out of the seams.

Yrsa watched the last run all the way through to the crack of the twelve shields, and when it came, she nodded once, at nobody.

Afterward Brenna drilled the cohort while Saskia stood with folded arms. At the end, the girl approached with a slate.

“How do you spell your name?” she said. “For the log.”

“The what?”

“We keep a log of who taught us what,” Brenna said. “Warden Kaldwyn’s rules. So we know who to thank when it works.”

I stood fifteen feet away and studied the mortar until the moment passed.

Saskia Roehn spelled her name.

Brenna wrote it beneath Yrsa’s entry, blew the chalk dust away, and turned the slate so Saskia could inspect it. Saskia corrected one letter where the girl’s line had wandered, then added beneath her own name: BACK-CUT READ. HOLD YOUR LINE.

“That’s the lesson,” she said.

Brenna nodded and carried the slate to the school shelf as carefully as a witness-stone. Torvald followed behind, repeating shoulder and hold yours under his breath until the other children picked it up. By the yard gate it had become a drill count the youngest could repeat without stumbling over a single word.



The war-table went until the second hour.

I put Odette’s page in the middle of the map and everybody read it, and then Yrsa said the thing that made the whole rest of the season possible.

“So the unbinding doesn’t work,” she said.

“No.”

“Say it properly, Dorian. Say it out loud in front of everyone, because you’ve cut sixty chains since the Sunken Crown and you’ve got a habit.”

I made myself say it.

“If we meet a leashed man of the Saint’s own making,” I said, “and I do what I did at the Undercourt, and I cut at the chain where it meets him, nothing will happen. Nothing at all. It will not be hard. It will not half-work. There is no knot at that end. I will spend whatever I spend and it will do nothing, and the price will still come out of my body, because the anchor charges for the attempt and not for the result.”

Maeva folded Odette’s page along its ruled margin. Suzu stopped spinning a pick between her fingers.

“Good,” Yrsa said.

“Good?”

“Good, because now you’ve said it in a room with witnesses, which means when it happens you’ll have four women who can shout the sentence at you while you’re doing it anyway.” She sat back. “Which you will. Let’s all be honest about that in advance and save the argument.”

Maeva had not touched the page.

She was looking at it from about a foot away with her hands behind her back, the way she looks at things she does not intend to be seen wanting.

“The question,” she said, “is where the hand is.”

“With the muster,” I said.

“With the muster, at some point in it. And it must be present in person for a mass collection, or she would not have troubled to write the word HAND three times on one sheet.” She straightened. “Which means that whatever else is true, at some hour, the thing that holds every chain on that field will be standing on the ground we are standing on.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It is enormously comforting,” said Maeva. “An enemy who must be present is an enemy with a location. I have spent my whole life fighting men who could be reached. This is the first time anyone has told me that this one can.”

Nahari picked the page up.

She held it at arm’s length between two fingers, and turned her face slightly away from it, as you hold a lamp while your eyes adjust, and she went absolutely still for a count of six.

Then she put it down.

“White,” she said.

“How much?”

“Everything past the second line. The paper, the table under it, my own hand.” She flexed the fingers. “It is worse than the first page. She was closer to it when she wrote this one, and not by a little.”

She looked up, and she was smiling, and it was the smile she gets when a joke is also a prophecy.

“She writes to us from inside its shadow,” Nahari said. “She sits down within reach of the thing that ate her patron’s name, and she rules a frame, and she draws its hand, and she puts it on a mule.” Her voice was perfectly steady. “Price that courage, Empress.”

Maeva turned Odette’s page face-down before answering.

“I already have,” she said.

“And?”

“And it is why I have not burned the pages,” said Maeva Castellan, and picked up the lamp, and left the loft.



Saskia told me about Vael the next morning, at the wall, while she was working out which of the postern’s hinges she disliked most.

“He came to me after,” she said. “At the rope. While Tideman was counting my silver into my hand, which I would like recorded as the worst possible moment to be offered a job.”

“He offered you a place.”

“He offered me a place.” She got her thumb under the lower hinge-pin and worried at it. “Very well done, actually. He didn’t insult you. He didn’t mention money in the first sentence, which puts him ahead of about eight men who’ve tried. He said he’d watched me fight, and that he’d never seen anybody hold that long against a saint, and that House Vael had a place for a duelist who could do it.”

“And?”

“And then he said the thing.” The hinge-pin came loose. She looked at it. “He said, ‘You’ll want to be on the winning side by midsummer.’”

I turned that over.

“He said be on the winning side,” I said.

“Exactly,” Saskia agreed. “Be ON the winning side. By midsummer. Forget the wager, Warden. Somebody told that man the date.”

She put the pin back and hit it home with the heel of her hand.

“I said no, obviously,” she said. “And then he looked at me, and here’s the bit I’ve been chewing on all night. He looked at me and the hunt-captain vanished from his face for half a second. A man about to ask me something looked back instead.”

“What?”

“He didn’t ask it,” said Saskia. “He checked the field first. Same as always. And there was nobody watching, so he didn’t.”


Chapter 9: Two Appraisers

Treasury day happens four times a year and is ridiculous even by the standards of this household.

The premise is simple. Deed-payments come in from seven villages and forty-odd contracts across a quarter, mostly in coin and partly in kind, and they get counted, recorded, and put in the vault. In any other wardenry in the province this is a morning’s work for a steward and a boy.

Here it is a production.

Suzu had built the vault herself, which is to say she had designed it and then supervised a mason with such relentless intimacy that he had taken to hiding. It went down two courses below the hall’s foundation, with a stair that turned twice, an iron grille at the head of it, a door that weighed as much as a horse, and an internal arrangement of shelving and counting-desks laid out with the precision of a surgery.

She had also installed nine things that did nothing.

“Decoys,” she had explained, at the time. “A respectable vault gives a thief false floors. Anyone who breaks in and finds pure real security is going to feel patronized.”

On treasury day she wore a coat.

She had traded her ordinary layered silks for a long dark coat, buttoned, with the tails and the ears tucked away under a glamour she maintained all day at visible effort, and she stood at the head of the stair with a ledger under her arm and greeted every arriving village reeve by name and title.

“Goodwife Cairn. Lost Granary. Kiln share, nineteen households, two contracts.” A small bow. “You’re four minutes early. That’s the third quarter running. I’ve told the empress and she’s stopped believing me.”

Osric came behind with the tally-book, and Colm carried, and the whole thing moved down the stair in a procession, and every single person who came out of that vault came out feeling like they had participated in something.

Which was the point, and which I did not understand for the first two quarters, and which Maeva had understood inside four minutes of the first one.

“It is theater,” she had said, “and it is the good kind. Every reeve in this march walks down a stair into a strong-room and watches their village’s money go onto a shelf with their village’s name on it, and then walks back out past a broken chain hung over a door. You could not buy that loyalty for four times the coin.”

The quarter’s receipts came down in seven lots.

Fenwick Ford paid in clipped silver, lamp oil, and three signed ferry tallies. Lost Granary brought kiln-share coin in a flour sack whose knots Goodwife Cairn had tied herself. South River paid partly in nails, which meant Colm weighed every keg and rejected one after hearing the wrong note when he rolled it.

Suzu made each reeve watch the count.

“Your shelf,” she told them, pointing to a chalked village name above the iron rack. “Your entry. If the number leaves that shelf, the ledger says where. If the ledger doesn’t, you may assume I’ve stolen it and complain to the empress, who will be delighted.”

Goodwife Cairn checked the sum with one blunt finger, found it right, and pressed her thumb beside Osric’s line. The next reeve did the same. Each thumbprint received a matching line in Osric’s tally-book in ink before the next reeve entered. Osric read every closing balance aloud as the shelf was locked, and he sealed each copied balance with wax while the village reeve watched. By noon the vault held money, lamp oil, nails, two cheeses, a sealed sack of seed, and seven thumbprints belonging to people who would defend the shelves because they had seen what was on them.

The broken chain above the vault door was Malchor Stane’s.

It hung above the vault door on two hooks: the master chain-focus of the Chainwright of Veltmark, who had paraded leashed legends in lockstep to applause and had wanted the kingdom’s blessing and custody of anything summoned that nobody owned. Suzu had taken it off his belt mid-rout at the Undercourt and had handed it to me upside down, like a tip.

It was ugly. That is worth saying. The dull grey articulated object measured about the length of a forearm and looked exactly like the piece of harness it was.

She appraised it monthly.

“Depreciation,” she said, every time, and wrote a number in a book.



Maeva audited the vault books that quarter for the first time.

She had been threatening it since spring. Suzu had been inviting it since spring, loudly, at meals, in the tone of a woman inviting someone to try the soup.

It took the empress four hours and she came up the stair at the end of it offended by perfection.

“Well?” I said.

“They are perfect.”

“That’s good.”

“It is NOT good,” said Maeva Castellan. “It is offensive. Do you understand what I have just spent four hours doing? I audited a thief. I went at those books the way I once went at a treasury in Ferran that had eaten three duchies, and I found a running balance, a double entry, a reconciliation on every page, four cross-references I did not ask for, and one marginal note apologizing in advance for a rounding of a third of a copper on a cheese.”

“So she’s honest.”

“She is showing OFF,” Maeva said. “A thief who keeps honest books is holding a mirror in front of me and saying look how much I could take and don’t.”

Suzu came up the stair behind her with her coat over her arm and the glamour dropped and all nine tails out, looking smug enough to offend the masonry.

“Balanced?” she said.

“To the third of a copper.”

“To the third of a copper,” Suzu agreed. “I did think about hiding a mistake in there for you. Just a small one. Something to find.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because you’d have found it in an hour,” Suzu said, “and then you’d have known exactly how good I am, and I’d rather you spent the next few years wondering.”

Maeva looked at her for a moment.

“I am going to have you formally appointed to something,” she said, “the first instant you stop trying to sell the hall’s doors.”

“I sold ONE door.”

“You sold a door that was still in a doorway.”

“It was a bad door,” said Suzu, “and the man who bought it is very happy, and it has been replaced with a better one at a profit to this house of eleven shillings, and I would like that reflected in the record.”



Osric chalked the board at the end of that week, and the Season Wager stopped being a contest.

MARCH: 11. GILT: 2.

And one grey seam under the Gilt column that had been there since Lost Granary and had not faded, because they do not fade.

Eleven to two, with midsummer still ahead, and the arithmetic of it was public and legible from horseback, as Maeva had ordered.

I rode out to look at the Gilt camp on the last day of that week, openly, in daylight, with Holt and nobody else, because I wanted to see it with my own eyes and because there is no point having a border if you will not stand on it.

The camp was a shell.

Six tents had become four. The picket line had eight horses on it and two of those were pack animals. The cook-fire was banked and there was nobody at it. Three men sat outside a tent idle in the specific way of hired men who have not been given work and have begun to suspect that they will not be paid for the last of it.

The banner still flew. It was, if anything, brighter than it had been: somebody had been cleaning it.

And walking the line of it, alone, at midday, in full colors, was Hadrian Vael.

He saw us. He did not come to the water.

“Warden,” Holt said, “let’s go.”

“In a minute.”

I sat there on my horse for a minute and looked at a man who had come four cantons to erase a woman’s name, and who had lost eleven to two, and who had two months earlier been at the head of fifteen good riders with real gilt on his banner.

The sheen on him was the color of dishwater in daylight.

One drover slowed at the stone, read eleven to two, and left a heel of bread on the plinth before riding on. He meant kindness. Vael watched the gift as though it were another grey scar. Across the stream, one remaining hireling packed a bedroll in full view. He paused beside Vael, spoke quietly, and received no answer. Then he shouldered the roll and took the south road without ever looking back again.

He knew we were there. He walked the picket line as though he did not, checking sound straps, shoulders held at the exact height of a man spending effort on looking effortless. One cook-pot hung clean by the dead fire. Two bedrolls had been removed without their owners collecting the pegs. At the forge wagon, half a crate of shoe nails sat open to rain because nobody had authority left to care.

A camp becomes empty before it becomes abandoned. Work stops being inherited. The next man sees the pot and leaves it for someone else. By the third day, every object is waiting for an owner who has already gone.

Holt counted three sets of fresh tracks leaving south. “More by morning.”

“If wages land.”

“They won’t,” he said. “Quartermaster rode out. Nobody in that camp’s touched a ledger since.”

Across the stream, Vael bent over a picket knot already tied correctly and pulled it tighter until the horse shifted away from him.

The pity was the thing that finished him.

The pity came from outside our household; neither I nor mine offered it. The pity came from the drovers.

They had started calling him “the bridge man.” The absence of cruelty mattered. There is no cruelty in a road-name like that. It is what happens when a figure of menace becomes a figure of scenery: he stops being the gilt captain who might do something to you and becomes the poor devil on the far bank who lost eleven to two, and the drovers who had been frightened of him in April were, before the wager was done, asking after him.

A blessing runs on belief. It brightens with a crowd’s faith and dips under a crowd’s doubt.

It does not have any way at all to eat sympathy.



He came to the border stone alone at dusk several nights later.

We knew because Osric was there. The account exists because our tally-clerk had gone out at the end of the day with his chalk box to update a column, and had been kneeling at the stone’s north face with a straightedge, and had heard a horse.

He hid. He is not ashamed of it and neither should he be. He went round the stone’s far side and put his back to it and stayed there for nine minutes, and afterward he wrote down every word he heard while it was still in his ears, which is a thing I have taught four people to do and he alone learned properly.

Hadrian Vael came alone, and he came, by everything about his approach, to concede.

That is not a guess. A Season Wager can be conceded, at the stone, by the man who swore it, and the concession is a short thing and it is not shameful; it ends the season, releases both stakes, and everybody goes home. Half the hunts in the province’s history have ended that way. He had ridden out at dusk with no escort and no witnesses, at the hour when there would be nobody at the stone, which is precisely how a proud man does a thing he can live with.

He got down.

Osric heard him take three steps. Then nothing for nine minutes.

He was reading the board.

Eleven to two, in a clerk’s ruled columns, with a grey seam under his own house’s side.

Then Osric heard something he did not understand at the time and I understood immediately when he read it out to me, because I had watched that man do it at a parley in April and Yrsa had named it in a training hall the same night.

He heard boots turn on gravel. A pause. Boots turning back.

Vael had checked the field.

He had stood in front of a chalk board at dusk with nobody in the world watching him, and his body had gone looking for a crowd, because his body could not do the next thing without one, and there was nobody there.

And what he did then was not a concession.

“He put his hand on the stone,” Osric said. He was reading from his own page and his voice was doing something. “And he swore. I’m going to read it exactly as I have it, Warden, and I’ve checked it twice for my own handwriting.”

“Read it.”

“‘I, Hadrian of House Vael, swear before this stone and by its weight: that by midsummer the stones of this march will carry no weight at all.’”

Nobody in the war-loft moved.

“And the stone took it,” Osric said.

“You’re sure.”

“I heard it take. I know what a stone taking sounds like, I’ve stood next to nine of them this year.” His ears were scarlet. “It went up gold under his hand, Warden. Proper gold. It weighed the oath and it accepted it and it held.”

I sat back.

“Say what it means,” Maeva said, to the room, “since Dorian has gone quiet, which he does when he has arrived somewhere unpleasant early.”

Yrsa said it.

“It means he’s just bet his family’s name,” she said. “That’s a forward oath. You swear a thing you’re going to do, and if you do it, it weighs and it lights. And if you fail it, it rebounds, and a failed forward oath doesn’t just scar the deed. It scars the swearer, and it scars the house he swore for, on every stone that carries their name.”

“And House Vael’s stones,” said Nahari.

“Are already going dark,” I said. “This finishes them. If he fails that oath, there won’t be a Vael entry left glowing anywhere in this kingdom by autumn. The bridge, manors, and great-grandfather will all go grey.”

“So he has staked everything.”

“He’s staked everything on a thing that is not possible,” I said, and got up, because I could not sit any longer. “Listen to what he actually swore. He skipped winning or out-weighing us and promised that our stones would carry no weight at all. He means NO weight, beyond diminution or failure to gain. He is describing an event rather than boasting or threatening.”

“Stones do not stop weighing,” Maeva said slowly.

“Stones have never stopped weighing.” I put both hands on the table. “There is no record of it in Helvane’s rolls, the drover books, or anywhere else. A stone can be broken. A stone can be dark because nothing has been done in front of it. There is no instance in the history of this province of a lit stone going empty.”

“Then he is mad,” said Bram, from the door.

“He’s desperate,” Yrsa said, “and he’s not mad. I fenced him in my head for a week. That man does not gamble.”

“Then why?”

And Nahari answered it, from the window, without turning around.

“Because somebody told him it will happen,” she said.

Osric’s pencil halted above the page.

“A forward oath like that rests on a promised delivery,” she said. “Miracles don’t carry enough certainty. Hadrian Vael has been promised, by someone he believes, that on midsummer the stones of this march will go empty. His house rests on somebody else’s schedule rather than his own strength.”

She turned round.

“He is not the buyer,” she said. “We knew that. Tonight we learn something better and much worse: he has been shown the invoice.”



The vault at the eleventh hour has a light in it that exists nowhere else in the world.

There are two lamps and there is the money, and coin under lamplight throws the light back up, so the whole room glows faintly from below, and it moves when you move. It is beautiful in a way no treasury needs to be, and it smells of iron and dust and lamp-oil.

Also, the iron grille at the head of the stair throws bars.

That mattered because it was Suzu’s whole architecture: she had put a grille where a door would have done, and she had put the lamp where it would throw the bars down the stair and across the vault floor, and when I asked her about it after the vault was built she said “atmosphere” and would not elaborate.

Maeva convened it, in writing.

I found the note on the map table after supper, in her own hand, on good paper, sealed.

The anchor’s accounts are overdue for a joint audit. Attend us. Eleventh hour, below.

M.C.

Bring nothing. The treasurer and the thief have everything required.

They were both down there when I came down the stair.

Maeva sat on the long counting-desk with the coin-light coming up under her, in the re-tailored bodice and nothing over it, boots off, one ankle crossed over the other, the crowned braid still up and four pins in it.

Suzu was perched on the shelf-ledge above and behind her, six feet up, cross-legged, tails hanging down through the shelving in a slow fan, holding a piece of paper.

“Warden,” she said. “Invoice.”

“There’s an invoice.”

“There’s always an invoice.” She dropped it. I caught it. “Services rendered, and anticipated. Fourth quarter. The empress has already reviewed it.”

Maeva had reviewed it. Maeva had reviewed it in ink, in the margin, in three places.

Item: one (1) reconnaissance of the gilt camp, unrequested, eight occasions. Beside it, in imperial shorthand: criminally underpriced.

Item: one (1) letter intercepted and replaced, undetected. Beside it: raise by half; this is the only such service available in the kingdom.

Item: the counting of nine (9) tails, one occasion, by the Warden, in person. Beside it, in a hand that had not hesitated at all: not a service. Do not invoice this again.

I looked up.

“That last one’s hers,” Suzu said, from the shelf. “I wrote it in as a joke. She took it out and wrote a whole sentence about it. In INK.”

“It was not a joke when it happened,” Maeva said, “and it will not be one on paper. Come here, summoner.”

I put the invoice on the desk beside her hip.

“Terms,” I said.

“You have my terms.”

“I want them said. Both of you. Straight, once, and then we’ll get on with it.”

Maeva touched the lowest pin in her braid. She had expected to run the opening; in that instant, she decided she preferred not to.

“Very well,” she said. “I want you in this room until I cannot count. I want it in front of her because she has been circling this for a season and I am tired of watching a fox be shy. And you will have all of me, in that order, at your convenience.”

“Suzu.”

Suzu opened her mouth. I watched the flip arrive: a price, a bracket, a joke about compound interest.

“Say it straight,” I said.

Her prepared joke died. Both ears flattened before she made herself answer.

“I want to be in the room,” she said. “With both of you. No reserves held back. Please.” Then, immediately: “And I’m twenty-one, and I’ve been twenty-one for sixty years, and I would like that noted for the ledger before anybody starts.”

“Noted,” I said. “Come down here.”



I put Maeva first, and I did it deliberately and in silence, and both of them understood what it meant.

She sat on the counting-desk with the coin-light coming up gold from underneath her, and I got the laces and pulled, and the bodice lost the argument it had been engineered to lose, and her breasts came free into light cast upward from a shelf of silver, so that the gold went up her throat instead of down.

“Oh, that’s not fair,” Suzu said, from the shelf-ledge.

I put my mouth on her.

Maeva’s hand came into my hair and her spine straightened and the court-formal narration started, aimed at me and pitched, quite deliberately, to carry.

“You may. There. Yes, that is.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “That is very well done and I intend to say so at length, since we have an auditor present and the record should be complete…”

“Six to four she loses a verb inside two minutes,” said Suzu.

“I shall lose nothing,” said Maeva.

“Five to four.”

“I have addressed three duchies while bleeding.”

“Even money,” Suzu said, “and dropping.”

I cupped her heavy breast from beneath and lifted it into my mouth where I know it undoes her, and Maeva Castellan said, “Oh, God, HARDER, don’t you…” and stopped, and shut her eyes, and said, with enormous dignity, “That was not a verb.”

“That was three verbs,” Suzu said. “I’m paying myself out.”

She lost her own bet ninety seconds later, and she lost it because I stopped.

I stood up, left the empress sitting on a counting-desk, half undone and breathing hard, and walked four paces to the shelving and took Suzu by the front of her silks and put her against it.

“Wait,” she said, “no, I’m the auditor…”

“You’re on the list.”

“I’m not on the…”

I got her up off the floor. She weighs almost nothing and she hates that it works and she went up against that shelving with her legs around my waist and her hands in my collar and every tail out at once.

The bar-shadows from the grille fell across her.

She had built the room for those striped shadows and, I think, never admitted it even to herself. Striped light, from a locked grille, at the top of an empty stair. There was nobody in the hall. There was nobody on the stair. There was nobody within thirty yards, and the door at the top was bolted, and every part of Suzume Kagehana that has spent a lifetime wanting to be almost-caught lit up like a struck match at the sight of bars on her own skin.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s why…”

“That’s why.”

“You noticed.”

“I noticed when you built it,” I said, and had her against the shelving with the coin stacks rattling on their trays.

She was loud. She is always loud, and here in a stone room two courses under a hall she was gloriously, uselessly loud, and about eight strokes in she got out, “Ledger, mind the…” and knocked an entire tray of coppers off the third shelf, and both of us stopped for one second, and Maeva said, from the desk, without moving:

“That is going back on the shelf by hand, fox. All of it. Counted.”

“Worth it,” gasped Suzu.

And then I stopped again.

I set her down on her feet, and stepped back, and left her against the shelving with her tails everywhere and her mouth open.

“Hold still,” I said.

“What?”

“Hold still. Don’t move, don’t touch anything, don’t help.” I turned around. “Empress. Down off the desk.”

There was a beat of absolute imperial outrage that I have treasured ever since.

“I beg your…”

“Down,” I said, “and over here, and you’re going to wait a moment for her, and then she is going to wait a moment for you, and I’ll be running the order tonight, because you’ve both spent a season auditing everything in this march and I’ve decided it’s the anchor’s turn.”

Maeva Castellan came off the counting-desk.

Her outrage lasted exactly one breath, and what came up under it, in the gold light, was delight of the kind that makes empires.

“Oh,” she said. “You’ve been planning this.”

“Since the invoice.”

“You had the invoice for four minutes.”

“I read fast,” I said, and took her by the hip and turned her, and put her hands flat on the shelving next to Suzu’s, and there is no describing what those two look like side by side: five foot nine of gold-lit hourglass and four foot eleven of fox-red spark, both braced on the same shelf, both undone, both furious about the arrangement, neither of them moving.

I took my time.

Maeva first, because she had convened it and because making her wait would mean nothing if she had not been given something to be taken away from her. I got her braced there with the gold light coming up off the coin-trays under her and went into her from behind, slow, all the way, and she made a sound with no court in it whatsoever.

“Ah,” she said. “Ah. Yes. That is.”

“Say it.”

“That is exactly what I asked for, and you have made me wait a full season for it, and I intend to have words about the delay at a time when I have words.”

I gave her about twenty strokes. Long ones, deep, her hips moving back into every one, the whole heavy gold-lit line of her rolling on the shelf-brace, and the crowned strand ran her straight back into me until my own knees were unreliable.

Then I stopped, and stepped away, and went four feet to my left.

The noise Maeva Castellan made has no written form.

Suzu was already laughing at her when I got there, and the laugh went out of her in the middle when I got a hand under her thigh and lifted her leg and put myself into her standing.

She is small. That never stops being the whole architecture of it. Every inch registers on her twice, and she has no capacity at all to be quiet about it, and she went up onto her toes on the one foot still under her and grabbed the shelving with both hands and said something that was not a word.

“Bars,” I said.

“What?”

“Look down.”

She looked down. The grille-light lay across her in stripes, over her ribs and her hip and her small pale-gold breasts, moving when she moved, and I watched Suzume Kagehana see herself striped by her own architecture and lose about nine tenths of her composure in one breath.

“That’s not,” she said. “That’s not fair, you built that.”

“You built that.”

“I built it and I’ve never been on the OTHER side of it, that’s the…”

I moved and she stopped talking.

Twenty strokes. Then I stopped, and went back to the empress.

“No,” said Suzu, to the shelf. “No, no, no, that’s a market manipulation, that’s…”

Maeva was still braced exactly where I had left her, obeying the one instruction she could have overruled. She had not moved. She had not straightened up, or turned around, or reached for anything. Four hundred years of imperial reflex had been given one instruction and had elected to obey it, and she was shaking with the effort, and she stayed.

“You waited,” I said.

“I waited,” said Maeva, thickly, “and I would like the record to show that I intensely dislike how much I am enjoying this,” and then I was back inside her and she stopped being able to hold a clause together at all.

That was the shape of the next while.

Back and forth: the empress, then the fox, then the empress, and each time the one I left behind had to stand there braced on the same shelf and listen to what was happening four feet away. Making each woman listen from four feet away was the cruelty, and both of them knew it and neither of them stopped it, and neither of them so much as took a hand off the wood.

I changed more than the woman. Maeva got the slow depth she always tried to conduct until I took the tempo away from her. I held her hips square to the shelving and made every stroke land where her court diction failed, then stopped the instant she began to find the sentence again.

Suzu heard that sentence break from her place at the shelving. Her tails lashed across my calves when I returned to her, but I caught two at their warm bases in one hand and held them still with the rest of her.

“Inventory restraint,” I said.

“That is not a recognized practice.”

“It is now.”

I lifted her by one thigh, set the angle deeper, and drove into her while the bar-shadows moved across the gold freckling on her ribs. She watched Maeva over her shoulder. The empress watched back, green-eyed and shaking, hands planted where I had ordered.

“She’s waiting beautifully,” Suzu managed.

“So are you.”

“I am being subjected to hostile accounting.”

“Hold still and take the loss.”

Her fox-fire brightened along every tail without breaking into a flare. She obeyed for six strokes, failed on the seventh, and pushed back hard enough to rattle the silver shelves. I stopped again.

The sound she made brought Maeva’s court diction back for one immaculate line.

“Auditors,” the empress said, “should maintain professional composure.”

“Treasuries,” Suzu shot back, breathless, “should stop begging when the auditor’s turn starts.”

Maeva made a plain, furious sound. I crossed the gap between them and rewarded it until both women forgot whose turn they had been arguing over.

By the third round Maeva had stopped speaking in sentences. What came out of her was please, in a plain, ordinary, entirely un-imperial voice, three times, and then just my name.

By the third round Suzu had her forehead flat against the shelving and was swearing steadily in three currencies, and had started, involuntarily, to lift her hips toward empty air in the intervals, which she noticed, and which broke her.

“I’m doing the thing,” she said. “I’m doing the thing where I’m not being touched and I’m still. Dorian. DORIAN.”

“Hold still.”

“I hate this,” she said blissfully, to a shelf, with her eyes shut. “I hate this so much. This is criminal. I’m charging punitive interest.”

“You made me hold still on a loft floor for twenty minutes.”

“That was DIFFERENT…”

“That was in Veltmark and I’ve been waiting since.”

“He’s been WAITING,” Suzu told the shelving. “Empress. He’s been waiting.”

“Yes,” said Maeva, thickly. “He does that. It is his dangerous quality and I have been telling you since spring.”



At the end I put Maeva on the counting-desk again and let her have what she had convened the evening for.

She came down onto me astride with her hands on my shoulders and the braid finally loosening and the gold bond-light already lacing up her ribs. For the first minute she rode it herself at a stately pace. Then I put my hands on her hips and took it, and her whole vocabulary went out of the room.

And Suzu came in behind her.

She got up on the desk at Maeva’s back and put both arms around her from behind, small hands over the empress’s breasts, chin hooked over her shoulder, all nine tails wrapping the three of us where we joined, and she said, into Maeva’s ear, in an absolutely bankrupt voice:

“Odds are terrible. Take her.”

“Fox,” Maeva got out.

“Take her,” said Suzu, “she’s been ready since the stair, I could hear her…”

The two strands braided.

I felt it go: the crowned gold and the fox-fire, sliding into each other through the link the way water finds a level, and every one of the three of us made a noise at the same moment.

Maeva locked around me with her hands crushed under Suzu’s, her cry stripped of every courtly word as gold light went through her from the throat down.

And with her diction entirely gone, at the top of it, she still managed the only sentence she had left, because she had felt a small hand leave her breast and go to her hair.

“One pin,” said the empress of three duchies, through her teeth, mid-peak, “at market rate, is a controlling interest in a fox.”

Suzu laughed so hard she came.

That is exactly what happened. She was two seconds off and she went over the edge laughing with her face in Maeva’s shoulder and her tails cinching tight around all three of us, and I went with them, spilling up into Maeva while she rode the aftershocks and the coin-light swam and somewhere on the third shelf another tray went over.



Afterward the three of us were on the vault floor with our backs to the counting-desk, in coin-light, among a great many scattered coppers.

Suzu held up the pin.

It was Maeva’s: gold, plain, one of the four that had been in the braid at the eleventh hour.

“Audit fee,” she said.

“It is a theft.”

“It’s an audit fee.”

“It is a theft,” said Maeva, “and I have priced it, and I find the price acceptable, and therefore it is a gift I will deny at every meal until the pin corrodes.”

She held out her hand.

Suzu, wary, put the pin in it.

Maeva turned it over once, then reached up into her own ruined braid and drew out a second. She placed the stolen pin back in the fox’s palm and closed Suzu’s small hand around it. The twin she slid visibly into her own braid, gold catching against the older silver in lamplight. Suzu turned her pin toward the coin-light, checked the clasp twice by reflex, tested its weight against her thumb, then fastened it high on her coat where any reeve entering the vault would see it before seeing her ledger.

“There,” she said. “One for each of us. Wear it where it can be seen.”

Suzu looked at the gold pin in her hand.

On the road to Veltmark, she had returned a stolen hairpin with a second added “as a dividend,” and Maeva had worn the thief’s silver in her crowned braid ever since.

“That’s not the same pin,” Suzu said, in a slightly strange voice.

“No. That one is silver and it is mine and I am keeping it.” Maeva began, with slow imperial care, to re-pin what was left of her hair with what was left of her pins. “These are gold and they are ours, and when this march has a treasury worth stealing, every warden’s officer in it will know that the two women who count the money wear the same mark.”

“That’s an alliance.”

“That,” said Maeva Castellan, “is a treasury.”



The camp was gone at dawn.

Holt’s rider came in at half past five and I was on a horse in four minutes and at the border stone in twenty, and the whole household came behind me in ones and twos as they woke.

Struck in the night. All of it. Four tents, eight horses, seven wagons, the picket line, the cook-fire raked over and cold to the hand. There were wheel-ruts going east and they were four hours old and there had been no noise at all; Holt’s man on the ridge had heard nothing and Holt’s man on the ridge does not sleep.

They had left the banner.

It stood in the turf on the far bank exactly where it had been driven in April, gilt cloth on a spiked pole, in the grey morning, over an empty field.

Except the gilt had gone.

I crossed the stream and stood under it and looked up at three white arches on a field that had been the color of a wheat morning in April and was now the color of old coin. The intact, clean gold thread was all there; you could see it, you could touch it, I did touch it, and it was thread, and it had no shine in it at all.

“Warden,” Osric said, from the near bank.

He was at the stone.

The chalk board was where it had always been. MARCH: 11. GILT: 2, with the grey seam under it.

And below the scoreboard, on the stone’s north face, under the place where Hadrian Vael’s forward oath had gone in gold several nights earlier, there was a mark.

A small closed loop with a stroke through it.

The ink sat dry at the heart of every stroke and faintly wet at the rim, hours after any honest ink would have set.

Nahari came up beside me. She studied the mark through two slow breaths and did not touch it or close her eyes.

“It has been bought,” she said.

“The wager?”

“The wager,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “And the oath. And the man.”


Chapter 10: What the Fox Counted

It took four days to find where the Gilt Hunt went, and when we found it, it had stopped being a hunt.

Holt’s outriders lost the wagon-ruts on the second day at a stone-bottomed ford east of the march border, which is what happens when somebody who knows their business wants ruts lost. He put four men on it anyway and worked outward in arcs, and on the third day one of them came back with a farrier’s account and a bad expression.

Suzu found the rest.

She ran three nights out of four. I did not like it and said so exactly once, in private, and got told, at length, that a fox who cannot case a camp is a fox on a shelf, and that I could either have the intelligence or have the argument.

She brought it back on the fourth night and laid it out on the war-table with a piece of charcoal and no jokes, which by then I had learned to read as a klaxon.

“Two valleys east,” she said. “The Harrow Vale, past the shoulder. You can’t see it from any road; it’s got a lip on the west side and the only way in is the drove track from the south and one goat path.”

“How far?”

“Twenty-two miles from this hall as a bird goes. Thirty-one by anything with wheels.”

She drew the valley.

“Three banners,” she said. “Vael’s, the Spinehold one, and the Coldharbour outfit. They’re camped separate and they’re not mixing, which tells you they don’t much like each other and nobody’s asked them to. Call it forty-five fighting men across the three, and they’ve been reinforced: there’s another twenty or so in Spinehold’s lines who arrived in the last week and who don’t ride like hunt-men.”

“Like what?”

“Like soldiers,” Suzu said. “Somebody’s paid off a garrison somewhere.”

She drew a long rectangle at the valley’s north end.

“And then there’s the leash-lines,” she said.

Suzu’s charcoal stopped above the map.

“I counted forty-one,” she said. “That’s a hard number. I counted them three times on two nights and I got forty-one twice and forty on the night I was rushing, so it’s forty-one and I miscounted once.”

“Wagons?”

“Lines in the open.” She looked up. “That’s what I need you to understand and it’s why I’ve been in a mood since Tuesday. They’ve been left standing in the open.”

“Standing.”

“Standing,” said Suzu. “Out in the open, in a picket field, in four rows, in the rain. Forty-one of them, on their feet, in whatever they were wearing when they were taken, and not one of them has moved in three nights.”

Yrsa went to the window. She stood there with her back to the room for about a minute and then came back and sat down and said, “Go on.”

“There are eleven summoners with them,” Suzu said. “I’ve seen ten and I’d bet on eleven. They sit in a tent and they play at dice and about every fourth hour one of them goes out and walks the rows and comes back. That’s it. That’s their whole job. Something else keeps the dead. Those summoners merely supply the excuse that makes it legal.”

“And the command wagon.”

Suzu drew a small square, off to one side, apart from everything.

“There is a wagon,” she said, “at the north end, on its own, forty yards clear of anything. It’s got a lamp on the front hook and the lamp is lit and it has been lit for four nights.”

“And?”

“And nobody has gone in or out of it,” said Suzu.

“You watched it for three nights.”

“I watched it for three nights, and I watched the ground around it, and here’s the part I want somebody cleverer than me to explain.” She put the charcoal down. “It rained on the ninth. Properly, all night, a real soaking. That valley floor is churned to soup, there are boot-prints eight inches deep everywhere you look, forty-five men and horses and a kitchen.”

“And around the wagon?”

“Nothing,” Suzu said. “Clean mud. Forty yards of clean mud in every direction, all the way round, and the lamp burning on the hook, and no warmth on the canvas at all.”



I put the town on a footing over the next two days and I did it as a festival.

That was Maeva’s, entirely, and it bought us four villages inside the walls without one frightened night.

The problem was arithmetic. Seven villages, of which four were beyond any wall. Roughly eleven hundred people all told. If a muster of sixty-five armed men and forty-one leashed dead came down the drove track in the dark, the outlying villages were not defensible, would never be defensible, and the only survivable answer put all of them inside the march-town’s walls before it happened.

You cannot order that. You can order it, and people will nod, and then they will not go, because a farm is a thing you do not leave and a harvest is a thing you do not abandon and a warden shouting about a threat that has not arrived yet is a warden the villages will humor for exactly one week.

So Maeva declared a Founding Fair.

“On what grounds?” I said.

“On the grounds that it is the first anniversary of the boon-oath,” she said, “which is true, and that the march has never held one, which is true, and that the Warden wishes to feast the whole march at his own expense, which will be true the moment you agree, and which will cost approximately what four days of siege-panic would cost in spoiled goodwill, so do not make the face.”

I made the face anyway and then agreed.

It was announced on a Thursday. Four days of fair at midsummer, in the march-town, with a beast-show and a wrestling and Bram’s whole cellar; every village to send its stone-keeper and its reeve and, since the roads would be busy, to come in convoy; and since it would be foolish for a village to stand empty behind them with the fair on, well, everybody had best come.

Bring the stock. Bring the seed corn: there is a fair-market for it and the prices will never be better. Bring the good tools, because there is a tinker coming. Bring the flood-notch stick, actually, because the Warden wants all seven measured against one another in the same room, a full comparison which, I will admit, genuinely excited me.

By the end of it, four villages would be inside our walls with their livestock, their grain, their tools, their records, and their people, and all of them would have come cheerfully, spared even one frightened night.

“They will work it out,” I said.

“Of course they will work it out,” said Maeva. “They will work it out on the second night, over drink, in a warm room, with their children asleep upstairs behind a wall, and they will look at each other and say ah. And then, Dorian, they will be proud, because it will be their own cleverness that found it and not somebody’s panic that was handed to them. There is not a person in this march who wants to be rescued. They will all volunteer to be conspirators.”

She was right on every count, including the night.

She was also right about the seed corn, which I mention because the price of seed corn is not a thing anybody puts in a chronicle, and it is the reason four villages arrived inside our walls smiling instead of stripped.

Bram got the news on the Thursday and had a chalkboard up by Thursday evening advertising a wrestling purse he had not asked me about.

“Four days,” he said, when I raised it. “Four days of fair, seven villages, and a man from Coldharbour who has been telling everyone he can throw anybody in the province. You want that man wrestling, Warden. A man wrestling is a man not asking questions about why the fair is at midsummer.”

“Is that your reasoning or your book?”

“It’s my book,” said Bram, “and my book is reasoning.”

Yrsa’s contribution to the Founding Fair was to look at the schedule, find the beast-show on it, and ask what the beast was.

“A bear,” said Maeva.

“Whose bear.”

“A man from Havering brings it every year to Marrowford. It dances.”

“It what.”

“It dances,” said Maeva, “badly, by all accounts, and then it eats an unreasonable amount of bread and goes home.”

Yrsa put the schedule down with the care of a woman setting aside something that had personally offended her. “We’re bringing four villages inside a wall,” she said, “because there are forty-one dead standing in a field twenty-two miles away. And there’s going to be a bear.”

“There has to be a bear,” said Maeva. “Or they’ll know.”

The scouting rotation got set the same evening, and that at least was mine and had no bear in it.

Holt’s outriders took the road-watch on a four-hour turn, two riders out and two in, and I gave them the flat rule I have given every road-crew since Mirefen: nobody investigates anything. You see it, you count it, you come home. A rider who waves with the wrong hand has news that will keep until supper. A rider who does not come back has news I cannot use at all.

Suzu took the deep runs and I took the argument that came with them, which I lost.

Nahari took dusk. I liked that assignment least, because what she was doing at dusk was not looking, and a seer who has chosen not to look is a woman standing in the dark on purpose, listening to the shape of the thing she will not turn her head toward. She did it from the tower with her eyes shut and her hands on the parapet, and afterward she would come down and eat like a farm hand and say nothing about it.

“It is a smell rather than a picture,” she told me once, when I pushed. “Something in the east is holding still in a way that nothing living holds still, and it is doing it patiently, and I do not need to look to know it is getting closer. Ask Brenna. Children and horses know it before oracles do.”

Brenna, asked, said the ponies had been off their feed for a week.

I wrote that in the notebook under the road-counts, which is where it belonged, and did not enjoy having a twelve-year-old and four ponies supplying our eastern intelligence.



The circle came out on the second evening in the war-loft. I had Halden Rusk’s writing beside the fen maps, his thirteenth rim-mark copied into my notebook:

SHE WATCHES THE GLASS.

ASK THE ORACLE WHY.

And beside it, on the other page, the line I have been reading since Veltmark, half-burned at the end, in the same courier-hand:

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

Nothing after. Fire had taken the rest of that sheet sixty years ago in a room Halden Rusk was leaving in a hurry.

Nahari read both pages side by side twice, then a third time with one fingertip under the burned edge.

“He knew,” she said.

“Knew what?”

“He knew what a circle was.” She put a fingertip on each page. “Look at what he did with his last year. He hunted the Cindermaw. He priced a dragon he could not afford. He wrote a testament about anchors dying and he hid it with a thief. And on a rock at the rim, alone, with a knife, he wrote a note to a man who had not been born, telling him to ask a seer why the sleeper watches the glass.”

“So?”

“So a man does not spend his last year on a door he cannot open,” Nahari said, “unless he has worked out that the door is the answer to a different question.”

She sat back.

“Say the arithmetic,” she said. “All of it. Out loud, in this room, in order, and let us see what it comes to. You are better at it than I am.”

So I said it.

“Every Anchor in recorded history has died within a year of their third Sworn oath,” I said. “Sixty-one of them, in Halden’s own list, in identical arithmetic. Falls, fevers, feuds. Accidents that all cost the same.”

“And you?”

“I passed the death-line before the Veltmark circuits.” I did not enjoy saying it. “I had three Sworn and I crowned one, and then I did not die, and Halden’s line says why: it cannot feed on a crowned bond. So the thing that has been eating anchors for four hundred years looked at me and stopped.”

“Stopped killing,” Maeva said.

“Stopped killing.” I turned my hand over. “It has spent every month since then doing something else. It bought bards. It offered me terms in a spring mud with a courtesy that made my skin crawl. And now it has bought a hunt, an oath, and a man, and it has forty-one dead standing in a field.”

“Because?” Nahari said.

“Because it wants something from me it can’t get by killing me.”

“Which is what?”

And that was where it broke open, and I sat down slowly, because I had had the pieces on my table since Veltmark without putting them in that order.

“Because I put legends back,” I said. “Leash-men diminish and burn them out. Mine return whole, free, owing nobody. Every one is a light the Saint did not lend.”

“And a debt it cannot collect,” Maeva said.

“It sees a competitor.”

Nahari picked up the burned page.

“Then finish his sentence,” she said.

“I can’t.”

“Try it. He wrote closes the ledger FOR. For what? For whom?” Her voice was very level. “He would have written the world if he meant the world, and he had just written bond. He is a courier, Dorian. He is precise. He wrote for, and then the fire took four words, and the four words were the ones he thought were worth the paper.”

I read the broken sentence until the courier’s final for stopped looking unfinished and started looking aimed.

“For more than the four women in the ring,” I said.

“How much more?”

“I don’t know.” I put the notebook down. “The missing words could mean future queens, every legend I ever return, or something larger than either. Halden aimed the sentence past the circle. The fire took exactly where it landed.”

A hammer struck twice in the yard below and reached us clearly.

“Four,” said Yrsa.

“What?”

“A circle.” She said it flatly. “He picked four deliberately. He said full. I’ve been listening to you since Marrowford and I’ve watched what a bond does, and there’s four of us. Two Crowned. Two Sworn.”

The line arrived without any warmth or opinion in it at all, ledger-voiced and flat, and I read it off the inside of my own skull and said it aloud so the room could hear it.

[THE CIRCLE: HYPOTHESIS – TWO CROWNS HELD. TWO SWORN, UNCROWNED.]

Maeva tapped one nail against the table. “That is a great deal of arithmetic to carry by accident.”



I shut it down.

I shut it down at once, without thinking first, because thinking first would have been the beginning of the wrong thing.

“No,” I said.

“Dorian…”

“No. Look at me, all of you, because I am going to say this once and then I am never going to discuss it again.” I stood up. “Nobody crowns for a wall.”

The room stilled.

“I know what the panel says. Soon somebody will note that we have two Sworn bonds, a deadline, and forty-one dead standing in a field. The answer remains no, and this isn’t nobility.”

“Then what is it?” said Suzu.

“It’s mechanics,” I said. “The bond refuses need dressed as a choice. It always has. Yrsa refused the bond herself at Marrowford, and the door stayed open without pulling her through. I felt how absolute that freedom was, and I am telling you it is a wall older than any written rule. If a woman in this room came to me on the eve of a siege and offered a crown because a siege was coming, it would not take. It would not half-take. There would be nothing there.”

“And if she wanted it anyway?” Nahari said.

“Then she’d have wanted it before there was a siege,” I said, “and I still wouldn’t ask, because the day I start asking is the day nobody in this house can ever tell whether they were choosing.”

I sat down.

“So we plan a war with what we’ve got,” I said. “Two Crowned, two Sworn, a wall, ninety-four lamps, and a page that tells us where the hand is. And if that is not enough, then it is not enough, and I will take that outcome over the other one.”

Maeva squared the burned sheet to the table edge. Yrsa’s fists opened. Suzu watched Nahari.

“For the record,” said Nahari, into the quiet, “since we are being formal, and since somebody in a hundred years may read Osric’s book and wonder.”

She folded her hands.

“The system would refuse a crown sought as a weapon,” she said. “It cannot be rushed. It cannot be planned. It cannot be purchased, and it cannot be earned by argument, and it cannot be given out of fear or gratitude or duty or love-for-the-cause. It can only be already true, and then said out loud by a woman who would have said it in a year with no war in it at all.” Her dark eyes went round the table. “Everyone hear that?”

“Everyone heard it,” said Maeva.

“Good,” said Nahari of Sundermere, and glanced, for one quarter of a second, at Suzume Kagehana.

And Suzu, on the table’s far corner with her chin on her fists, glanced back.

The glance lasted a quarter-second. I could not read it, so I returned to the fen maps.



The loop turned up in a drill, on the practice ground, in the middle of a perfectly ordinary Tuesday.

We had been drilling the pour for a fortnight. That is what we call it and there is no better word: in a fight, at crowned depth, a queen fights past the ceiling history recorded, and what holds her there is me. It runs out of me and into them without passing through my hands for as long as it runs, and it is the reason I finish battles grey.

The drill was Maeva’s idea and it was arithmetic: how long can I hold four strands at full extension, and what happens on the way down.

The answer was about nine minutes, and what happens on the way down is unpleasant.

On the Tuesday we ran it to eight and I called the stop, and I dropped the pour the way you set down a load, and something did not fall.

I felt it in my chest, which is where I feel all of it. The strands should have gone slack, and instead there was a half-second of impossible tension, like a rope going taut in a hand that has let go.

Then it collapsed and I sat down on a mounting-block.

“What was that,” said Yrsa.

“You felt it?”

“Everyone felt it,” said Maeva.

Four repetitions that day gave the same result.

“The pour is yours for eight minutes,” Nahari said, eyes shut. “At the drop, for one breath, it comes from us. Four strands hold the other three until the ring collapses.”

“How do you know it isn’t closed?”

“A closed ring would not fall.”

One held breath, with my pour withdrawn and four women standing on each other. Its use remained unknown.

Yrsa lay flat on the practice ground. “We weaponized the cuddle back in Marrowford. Now it’s compounding. Get the fox to record the interest.”



The watch-tower is the highest thing in the march and it was built for a garrison of forty by somebody who expected to be attacked from the east, which we intend to put on his gravestone as an apology.

There is a platform on the top of it, twelve feet by twelve, with a parapet at chest height and one iron hook for a lamp.

Nahari sent for me at the eleventh hour.

She sent for me in full sentences, on paper, which is her way, and I still have it.

Come up the tower. Bring nothing and no plans. She has guarded my back since Marrowford; tonight I would like the watching shared.

Bring your yes and she will bring her terms; she is already sharpening something that does not need it.

Yrsa was on the platform when I got up there, sitting on the parapet with her back to the drop, whetstone in hand, not using it.

Nahari had the lamp on the hook with the shield-plate turned in, so that the platform had one thin blade of gold in it and everything else was dark.

Below us, the march.

Ninety-four lamps. Ana Merrick’s ford-house four miles out. The ring of village lights on the black country, and the school-yard’s one, and the vault’s blue shutter, and the two either side of the hall door, all laid out under a summer sky with the wind coming over the parapet.

“I have a condition,” Yrsa said.

“Go on.”

“Nobody times me.”

Nahari’s slow blink slowed further.

“Agreed,” she said.

“You’re going to time me.”

“I have agreed to your condition,” said Nahari, “in full and without reservation, and I shall abide by it exactly as far as you enforce it,” and Yrsa said a word, and put the whetstone down, and pulled her shirt off over her head.

She did it fast and without ceremony, as she does everything, and stood there in the thin lamp-blade with the wrap already coming away in her hands, winter-pale skin and long hard lines and the shear-claw seam across her ribs, and she looked at me and not at Nahari.

“Terms,” she said. “Mine first, since I’m rude. Fast. Hard. No reverence, no talking about my ribs, and if I say stop we all stop and nobody’s clever about it.”

“Yes to both of you,” I said. “Mine: you’ll both tell me if the wind’s too cold and I’ll believe you, because there is no version of this where I let a saint get stiff on a parapet the week before a siege.”

“You call it a term. I call it fussing.”

“It’s a term.”

“Fine,” said Yrsa.

And Nahari, calm in the corner, already unwinding the first of three wraps: “Mine, in full sentences, as I do. I want to be taken at this parapet at my own pace after she is finished with hers, and I want her hands on me while it happens, and I want you to say yes to both of us out loud so that the wind hears it.”

“Yes to both of you,” I said. “Out loud.”

“Then that is settled,” said Nahari, “and I shall watch the first part, which is my fee.”



Yrsa did not wait.

She came off the parapet at me the way she comes off everything, and I took her weight and turned and put her against the parapet wall, and she got one leg up around me and said, into my mouth, “Good,” and then neither of us managed a complete sentence through the next dozen strokes.

She fights and she fucks in the same grammar and I have stopped thinking of them as different things. She tested my grip on her hip and found it real. Her resistance vanished at once: one instant hard, the next openly hungry, her head going back against the stone with her throat bare in the lamp-blade.

I got the rest of the leathers off her standing up, which she made difficult on purpose and then abruptly did not. The sight had never worn thin: the long winter-pale body coming out of dark leather in bad light, the small high chest already flushed, the flat hard stomach, the fencer’s thighs that could and have held a man off the ground.

I put my mouth on her throat and my hand between her legs and found her drenched.

“Been thinking about this a while,” I said.

“Since the parley.” She gave it to me like a field report, clipped and factual. “Since he said counterfeit and you didn’t look at me, because you knew I’d break if you looked at me. I’ve been carrying it around since the parley and it is your fault, so do something about it.”

“Say it properly.”

“Fuck me against this wall,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, “before I have to say it twice.”

I lifted her.

She is five foot eleven of hard weight and I can hold her because I spent five years under other men’s packs, and the sound she makes when I do it is not one she permits herself to make about anything else. Her back went to the stone, and her ankles crossed behind me, and I went into her in one long push while the wind came over the parapet and the town burned below us.

Her whole face changed in a way nobody who saw her fight would believe: the flat storm-grey assessment going wide and simple, mouth open, everything undefended.

“There,” she said. “There. Yes.”

I had her against the wall with the wind coming over the parapet and the whole lit march spread out below.

“Harder,” she said. “Harder, come on…”

“I’ve got you.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve…” and then she stopped telling me anything.

I hitched her higher, got my shoulder under her thigh, and changed the angle, and the change took the last of her grammar away. She went to single syllables in four strokes, which is fast even for her, and the syllables degraded from words to sounds inside another six.

Her hands went back over her head and got the parapet’s top edge and gripped, and her whole body arched, and the storm-grey light came up along the old scars on her forearms first and then along her ribs, thin as frost on a window.

She is usually quieter than the others. When the feeling gets too large, she grips instead of shouting. I had four marks on my shoulders the next morning and one bruise on my hip in the shape of a heel.

And behind me, in that low warm voice, running under all of it like water under ice, Nahari began to narrate the town.

“Ninety-four,” she said. “The ford-house is lit, so Ana is awake and her hip is bad. Cairn’s kiln is banked; you can tell by the color of the smoke. The school-yard lamp is out, which means Brenna trimmed it herself and did it badly, and I shall correct her on Thursday without telling her why I was awake.”

Yrsa said something with no words in it.

“The two by the hall door,” Nahari went on at the same measured cadence, “one of which carries a flame first lit in Marrowford for a girl who died of a Hero’s carelessness at nineteen. That flame has not broken since Marrowford. Somebody in this house gets to it every evening at dusk, and they race for it, and none of them will admit that they race for it.”

“Nahari,” I said.

“I am blessing it,” she said. “Continue.”

Yrsa went rigid on the parapet with the entire march burning below her, teeth bared, absolutely silent, which is what she does when it takes her hard: no sound at all, just the whole long body locking while the grey light went white along every scar she owned.

She hung on the parapet edge afterward with her forehead on the stone.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Fine.”



Then I turned her round, and moved her three feet along the parapet, and Nahari of Sundermere put her palms flat on the wall.

The sill is hers.

That is not a rule anybody wrote down and it is absolute: from behind, at a window, at a sill, at the edge of a place where you can see out, is Nahari’s frame and nobody else in this house has ever borrowed it. A parapet at ninety feet with a lit march under it is the largest sill in the province and she had chosen it four hours in advance.

She had the wraps off and her hair down her back and the wind was moving it.

She had taken them off one at a time, the whole way through Yrsa’s, which I had known she was doing and had not been able to watch and had felt anyway: ember, then ash, then bone, folded each time and set on the boards in a stack squared to the parapet’s edge, because Nahari of Sundermere does not drop clothing on a floor even ninety feet in the air with a war coming.

What was left of her in one blade of lamplight was the reason the murals of a dead city carved her twice life-size.

I have looked at this woman since Cinderwell and my mouth still goes dry. Bare feet on cold boards, the old temple-script circling one ankle. Soft strong thighs. And then the part the sculptors were honest about and the priests were not: wide hips, a heavy round ass, the deep dip of her waist above it, all of her deep-brown and gone luminous in a light barely worth the name.

She put her palms flat on the wall, set her feet, and pushed her hips back at her patient pace, the way you would present a thing you had built.

“Slow,” she said.

“I know.”

“You know,” she agreed. “Say it anyway.”

“Slow,” I said, and got both hands on her and took my time, because taking my time is the whole of her lane and because I wanted, badly, to be the man who does not hurry a woman who has waited two hundred years for anything at all.

I ran my palms up over her hips first. Then the long stroke down, thumbs at the base of her spine, and the flesh of her moving under my hands, and the low sound she makes when the touch is patient enough to be believed.

“You are looking at me,” she said, without turning.

“Yes.”

“Say what you are looking at. In whole sentences. You know the toll on this bridge.”

“I’m looking at the best ass in the province,” I said, “on a woman who put her palms on a wall four hours before I was told what the wall was for.”

“Four and a half,” said Nahari.

I went into her slowly, and she made a low sound and her head went down between her arms.

Nahari’s slowness is its own instrument. Every stroke gets the whole length of itself, and she takes it with her spine dipping and her weight rocking back to meet me, and there is nothing hurried anywhere in her body while her breathing comes apart by degrees.

“There,” she said. “That. Again. Do not change it.”

“You’d tell me if I did.”

“I would tell you in advance,” said Nahari, “which is worse.”

And Yrsa came and stood at her flank.

Whether they arranged it remains between them. I declined to ask. What happened was that Yrsa Kaldwyn, still shaking, put one arm across the oracle’s shoulders from the side, soldier-fashion, forearm along the collarbones, and braced her own weight against the parapet, and held her.

Nahari’s slow blink stopped. The ember line at her ankle brightened under the oracle’s holding arm.

“Oh,” she said. “That. That is what I wanted. That is exactly…”

“Shut up,” said Yrsa, without any heat at all, and tightened her arm.

I split the tempos like two lines in battle: slow and deep with Nahari, one hand firm on her wide hip, while the other kept Yrsa fierce and pressed against the oracle’s flank.

Nahari’s ember filigree started at her ankle and began to climb.

The bond returned both registers at once: Yrsa’s fierce brightness at my left hand and Nahari’s slow pull underneath, each feeding back at a different tempo until ownership of the pleasure stopped mattering.

“Deeper,” Nahari said, into her own forearms. “You are being careful and I have not asked you to be careful.”

I stopped being careful.

Her palms slid an inch on the stone and she let them, and she pushed back into it, and the filigree jumped from her ankle to her knee in one go.

“Yes,” she said. “That is the one. That is what I did not look at.”

She held it a long time. She always holds it a long time. And then, at the point where an ordinary woman would be past speech, Nahari of Sundermere lifted her head and looked out over the parapet at the town and said, conversationally:

“The quarter-bell is in ten breaths, and she will finish on it.”

Yrsa’s eyes flew open.

“What?”

“You will finish on the quarter-bell,” said Nahari. “You have been building since he put his hand in your hair. Ten breaths. I shall count them if it helps.”

“Nobody times me.”

“Ten.”

“I said…”

“Nine. Eight. He is going to move his hand in a moment, and when he does you will stop arguing.”

I moved my hand.

Yrsa stopped arguing.

Nahari had the architecture right: the build, the hand, and Yrsa Kaldwyn coming a second time on a parapet in a night wind with her arm around another woman’s shoulders and no other contact at all except my mouth and my fist in her hair.

She was wrong by one bell-stroke.

The quarter-bell went in the yard below, thin and flat on the wind, and Yrsa was already three-quarters of the way through it and had been for a full stroke before it rang, and she went over the top of it with her teeth in my shoulder and her arm crushing the oracle’s collarbones and got out, wrecked, triumphant, absolutely furious with joy:

“NOBODY. TIMES. ME.”

And Nahari laughed.

She laughed out loud on a parapet with her palms flat on the stone and her hair everywhere, delighted, undone, laughing at her own miscount, and the laugh broke her own countdown to pieces.

“Oh,” she said. “OH, I was…”

“You were wrong,” I said, and put both hands on her hips and finished it for her.

I took her hard for the last of it, which she does not usually permit and had not forbidden. Nahari’s body tightened around me in one long series of slow contractions, ember light going up her in a lattice from ankle to shoulder, while she laughed through each pulse and said “wrong, wrong, I was wrong” with naked delight in every repetition.

She clenched around me in slow strong pulses, nothing hurried even there, milking at her own tempo, and I had both hands dug into her hips hard enough to leave marks I found the next morning and apologized for and was told not to.

“Now,” she said, ruined and still forming sentences, because she will form sentences on her deathbed. “Now. Inside. I want to be carrying you when we come down the ladder.”

I came inside her with my forehead between her shoulder blades and her hair in my mouth and Yrsa’s hand, at some point, on the back of my neck.

It went on a long time and it took my knees with it. I emptied into her in hard pulses and she took every one and pushed back for it, and she gave a long satisfied hum, the sound of a woman receiving something she had ordered.

Then the wind, and three people breathing, and ninety-four lamps below us not caring at all.

The two strands braided.

I felt them go: storm-grey and ember, sliding into one another through the link, the last two of the household who had never been laced directly, and something in the mesh went round and clicked shut like a chain finding its own end.



The aftercare on that platform was Yrsa’s, annexed to cover everybody, and administered without consultation.

She got the water skin, sat all three of us down on the boards with our backs to the parapet, out of the wind, and passed it around twice before anyone was allowed to speak.

Then she pulled her shirt back on and said, “It’s cold,” which was as close as she was going to get to acknowledging that I had made her put a term about it in.

Nahari lay along the boards with her head on my thigh and her ankle-script faintly warm, and did not braid her hair, and let it lie.

“Twice wrong in one summer. My reputation is collapsing,” she said, to the sky.

“You’ve been wrong four times.”

“I have been wrong twice in ways I enjoyed,” said Nahari, “which is the only count that matters.”

She listened through one full turn of the wind over the parapet. Below us, ninety-four lamps, and out past them the black country, and out past that, twenty-two miles as a bird goes, a field with forty-one people standing in it in the rain.

“Dorian,” she said.

“Mm.”

“When the night of leaning lamps comes.” Her voice had changed by a fraction only someone close to her would hear. “Stand exactly there.”

I looked where she was pointing.

It was the northwest corner of the platform, four feet from where we were sitting. There was nothing there. There was parapet and boards and a slightly worn patch where a hundred and fifty years of sentries had put their left hand on the stone.

“Why?”

“I do not know,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and I am not going to look.”

Yrsa was already asleep, sitting up against the parapet with her chin down, as she does.

Some time in the next minute, without waking, she shifted half a step to her left.


Chapter 11: Under the Cindermaw

We went north on a Tuesday with four people, six mules, twelve hundred feet of rope, and a written list of every hour we intended to be alive.

That last one was Maeva’s. She had it from me at the map table two nights before, in her own hand, on good paper, and she read it back to me twice and made me correct one line, and then she folded it into her sleeve and said, “If you are not back by the fourth evening I shall come north myself with the levies and a great deal of temper, and the mountain will simply have to accommodate me.”

“You can’t fight a caldera, Maeva.”

“Everything I have met could at least be invoiced,” she said.

She stayed. That was the argument we had not had, because it did not need having: seven villages were folding themselves into a fair, four of them were bringing everything they owned, and the woman who had built that arrangement out of nothing but goodwill and grain prices could not leave it for five days. She stood on the hall steps in the early light with her arms folded and watched us out of the yard, and she was not smiling, and I felt her along the link the entire first day like a hand on my back.

So it was me, Yrsa, Nahari, and the fox.

Yrsa came because Yrsa was always going to come, and she made it clear at the outset that her participation was a protest.

“A mountain with a lid on it,” she said, on the second morning, when the Cindermaw came up over the shoulder of the ridge road ahead of us. “I want that entered in the log. I have said it before and I am saying it again in front of witnesses. That mountain is a pot.”

“It’s a caldera.”

“It’s a pot,” said Yrsa. “It has a rim. Rims are for pots. And there’s snow on it in June, which is backwards weather, and grass the wrong color, and no birds.” She reined in and measured the rim from end to end with real dislike. “The last time I was in a place with no birds, everybody in it died in about nine days.”

“That was a siege.”

“Same shape of quiet,” she said, and rode on.

Nahari rode last, barefoot in the stirrups, which I had given up commenting on, and she had said almost nothing since the border of the drover road bent east for no cause and then came back to its own line.

She was fasting from something. That is the only way I can put it. Since the rim, two weeks ago, since she had spent forty seconds looking at a whole year and had come back off that ridge shaking and chosen to walk blind on purpose, she had held to it with the discipline of a woman who has starved before and knows exactly which hour is the worst one.

I asked her once, on the first evening, at a fire, whether it would count if she looked here. Since the ground was blind both ways. Since nothing on this mountain reported to the thing that had been shadowing her long sight since Veltmark.

She thought about it long enough that I knew the answer before she gave it.

“It would count,” she said.

“It’s the only ground in the kingdom where you could.”

“Yes.” She turned her cup in her hands. “And that is the argument I have been having with myself for two days, and it is a very good argument, and I know exactly who is making it.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning a discipline that permits itself an exception on the one ground where the exception is safe,” said Nahari, “is a discipline waiting for a second exception on ground where it is not.” She drank. “I looked once, on this rim, and I paid for it, and what I bought was worth the price. But I did not buy a habit. When the night of leaning lamps comes I intend to be a woman who has not looked at anything for two weeks, because that woman is unreadable, and the other one is merely well-informed.”

Yrsa, from the far side of the fire, without opening her eyes: “That finally sounded like a soldier.”

“Thank you.”

“Call it a soldier’s compliment. It’s still a horrible way to live.”

“Yes,” said Nahari. “Isn’t it.”



Suzu spent the whole ride in a state I can only describe as professional courtship.

She had brought a kit. Her working kit lived in about fourteen pockets and I had never seen the whole of it. This was a second kit, in a canvas roll, which she had assembled specifically for this mountain over the preceding month and which she opened out on a flat rock on the second afternoon like a surgeon laying instruments.

“Ground-glass tubes,” she said, “the good ones, from the Veltmark optician who thinks I’m dead. Two lengths of chalk-line. Slow match. Cold chisels, which we are not going to use, because that would be rude. Wire. More wire. A bag of flour.”

“Flour.”

“For air,” she said. “You throw a handful and you watch where it goes. Tells you which way a shaft is breathing before it tells you by killing you.”

“That’s mine,” I said. “That’s a porter’s trick.”

“It is now a fox’s trick,” said Suzu, “and I have improved it, because I have also brought pepper.”

“Why pepper?”

“Because if there’s anything down there that breathes, and it takes a lungful of pepper, it will tell me its exact position and I will not have had to ask.” She rolled the kit shut. “Also I stole it from the empress’s private stores and I would like that reflected in the record before she notices.”

The road ran out on the second evening.

We camped at the twelfth of Halden Rusk’s cairns, the knee-high three-stone marks he had left along the rim road sixty years ago, spaced by line of sight, with his arithmetic knife-cut under each flat capstone. I had walked this line on our first rim expedition and had read them like a colleague’s field book, and reading them again in the last of the light did what it had done the first time, which was to make me want to buy a dead man a drink.

MK 12: 940 paces. Bearing 71. No cause found for the bend, again. Third try. It bends because something wants it to.

“He was funny,” Suzu said, over my shoulder. “I never noticed that. Sixty years I had his testament under a shrine and missed that the man was funny.”

“You’d only read the front page.”

“I’d read all of it,” she said. “I just wasn’t listening. He was a job.” She crouched by the cairn and put two fingers on the capstone. “He paid the road-shrine copper before he paid me. Did I tell you that? I’ve told you that.”

“You’ve told me.”

“I’m going to keep telling you,” said Suzu.



We ate at the twelfth cairn with our backs to a rock that was warm on the side facing the mountain, in June, at midnight, which nobody remarked on because we had all decided independently that remarking on it would make it worse.

Yrsa condemned the food first, out of habit, and then the fire, and then the mules, and then, at length, my hatchet.

“This is a wedge with a handle.”

“It splits kindling.”

“It splits kindling the way a horse crosses a river,” said Yrsa. “It gets there. Everybody’s wet.” She turned it over in the firelight with the specific disgust she saves for tools that have been allowed to become blunt in her presence. “The bevel’s gone. Somebody’s been chopping into stones with it, and I know it wasn’t you, because you count things, so it was a farm boy, and I know which farm boy.”

“Colm.”

“Colm,” she agreed, and put it in her lap and got the whetstone out, and spent the next quarter of an hour fixing my hatchet at midnight on a dead mountain because she had nothing else to do with her hands.

Suzu ate three times what any of us did and produced, from somewhere in her silks, a small stoppered jar which she opened, sniffed, and offered around.

Nahari took some. Yrsa refused on principle. I asked what it was.

“Pepper,” said Suzu.

“That’s the empress’s pepper.”

“This is a SECOND pepper. This is field pepper. Entirely separate arrangement.” She shook a quantity of it onto her food that would have started a war in a market town four hundred years ago and did not look up. “There’s a note, by the way.”

“A note.”

“In the flour bag.” She chewed. “It was in the flour bag when I packed the flour bag, which means she got to it before I did, which I am choosing to find flattering.”

I got the flour bag off the mule and put my hand in it and came out with a folded square of good paper, floured, sealed, in a hand I would know at the bottom of a lake.

Fox.

The pepper is a gift and you will therefore stop enjoying it, which is my intention.

Bring them home. All three. I have no other instruction and I decline to make a longer letter out of a shorter feeling.

M.C.

Suzu read it over my elbow and went quiet through one full breath, which for her is a mourning period.

“She’s ruined it,” she said.

“She has.”

“It doesn’t even taste of anything now.” She looked at her plate with real bitterness. “That woman has taken a completed theft off me at a range of thirty-one miles by wheel. Do you know how few people in the history of the world have done that?”

“Eat your dinner.”

Later, when the fire had gone down, Yrsa asked the question none of us had asked on the road, a question she asks about once a trip and the reason I take her everywhere.

“What are you actually going to say to it?” she said.

“To her.”

“To her. Fine.” She lay back with her hands behind her head. “You’re going to walk down five benches and stand in front of the last survivor of a people that used to run the sky, and you’re going to open your mouth. What comes out?”

I thought about it properly, because she deserved a real answer.

“The truth about the number,” I said.

“Which is?”

“That I can’t afford her.” I put another stick on. “Every man who ever went down there went down to get something. I’d be doing the same thing if I lied about it, and she’s had nine hundred years to learn what that sounds like. So I’m going to tell her I want to pay, and that I can’t yet, and ask her what the figure is.”

Nahari, from the dark, not looking at anything: “You are going to walk into a hoard and ask for a price list.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know,” she said, “that approach may actually surprise her.”



The inner-rim descent took the third day and gave me fieldwork worth remembering. Five immense benches stepped toward the throat through air that grew warmer and thicker at each drop.

The caldera breathed through vents ranging from a foot across to the size of a cart. Their cycles ran like tides: push, pull, dead calm, then a blast strong enough to strip skin. Halden had mapped forty-one sixty years earlier. I found thirty-eight still live and four new ones, then timed each with sand-glass, slate, and Suzu’s flour. Push, pull, dead, push. Nine minutes here, twenty-two there, one on the fourth bench that ran a cycle so long I nearly wrote it off before it opened like a bellows and blew a fistful of flour a hundred feet up into the sky in a column you could have seen from the road.

Yrsa carried the slates. Nahari kept the count with her eyes shut, which she does better than a sand-glass and will not explain. Suzu ran ahead and back and ahead again, marking the safe lines in chalk with a bird’s efficiency, and by the fourth bench she had stopped teasing me about it.

“You’re doing tides,” she said.

“I’m doing tides.”

“On a mountain.”

“Air’s a fluid,” I said. “It has a tide-lock the same as the root-ways did. It just breathes slower and it isn’t wet.” I finished a line on the slate. “Seventh pulse on this one. That’s the wide one, that’s the one that would kill us. Seventh pulse, then we cross, and we’ve got eleven minutes.”

Suzu was quiet for a second.

“Porter-of-legends,” she said, “do you know what the second most valuable thing in the world is?”

“Go on.”

“A man who can tell you exactly how long you’ve got,” she said, and went off down the bench with her chalk.

On the fourth bench, Suzu found a slab tilted four degrees across the natural path.

“No mechanism,” she said after inspecting it. “Something moved this nine hundred years ago so a hurried visitor breaks a leg. No lock, ward, wire, or curse. This place has badly arranged furniture instead of traps.”

“Confidence.”

“A landlord,” said Suzu.



We reached the vault-gallery at the fifth bench an hour before dusk. The ordered shapes beneath the glass resolved at forty feet.

I had seen it in June through her lenses, from the outer rim, about half a mile away: rows of something under poured dark glass-slag, ordered, eleven to a file, twenty-plus files, shapes the size of ale casks. From the rim, it had looked like a ballad-dragon’s rich, orderly hoard.

Up close, at forty feet, from the lip of the gallery, with the heat coming up off the slag in slow waves and the light going orange behind us, it looked like what it was.

They were eggs.

They were eggs, and they were the size of ale casks, and they were laid in ordered files with an aisle between every two files wide enough to walk, and each one sat in a shaped cradle of poured stone, and over all of them somebody had run a sheet of black glass-slag, once, in a single pour, and let it set.

And every one of them was dead.

You can tell. I did not know that I would be able to tell and I could tell from the gallery lip before anybody said anything. The glass over them is not the smooth clean black of a slow pour; it is crazed all through with white, the way a pot is crazed, and the crazing runs down into the cradles and through the shells themselves in fine white lines. They had been cooked. The heat came fast, reached everywhere at once, and vitrified them where they lay, and the sheet of slag had been poured over the whole nursery afterward by something that wanted them not to be touched.

Two hundred and thirty-one. I counted. I could not stop myself counting; it is the thing I do with my hands when the rest of me has nowhere to put itself.

Yrsa said, “Ah,” very quietly, as she does at a field after a battle when she is looking at the shape of how it went.

Suzu had gone forward to the edge and dropped to a crouch with her forearms on her knees. Her tails settled onto the stone one after another and stayed there while the light went off the rim above us and the slag started to show its own faint under-glow.

I have watched that woman appraise a stolen chain-focus, a duchy’s treasury, a cheese, and a dragon’s front door, all with the same bright larcenous joy.

“Suzu.”

“Working,” she said.

She stood up after a while, and dusted her knees, and turned round, and her voice when it came out was one I had heard exactly once before, on a road, at a grave, under a plum tree.

“Beyond price,” she said.

“Say the rest of it.”

“Their value was beside the point.” She looked back at them. “There isn’t a market. There isn’t a buyer. There isn’t a fence in the world who could move one of those, and if there were, and if I brought it to him, I would deserve everything that happened to me afterward.” Her jaw moved. “Beyond price because of what they cost. That’s the appraisal. Somebody paid everything they had for that room and got nothing back, and then they poured glass over it so it would keep.”

“I thought it was a hoard,” said Yrsa from behind us, her voice changing as the truth landed.

“A mausoleum,” said Nahari. “And somebody is lying on it.”



The heartbeat had been getting closer all day.

I should have said that earlier. It is difficult to know where to put it, because it was not a sound and it was not a feeling and it had been part of my life since the boon the way distant weather becomes part of a road.

One beat in four. I first counted it after the march grant and thought I was ill. For nearly a year I lay awake in the old hall counting it, until I admitted it over the survey map that spring.

On the fifth bench, at the lip of the nursery, with the slag under-glowing and the heat coming up, the two rates stopped being separate things.

My pulse fell into it hard. It went four to one and locked, unforced, like two ropes taking up the same load, and I put my hand on the rock and sat down on it because the world had gone briefly and enormously wide.

“Dorian.” Yrsa’s hand on the back of my neck.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re grey.”

“I’m not burned, I’m not spending, nothing’s going out of me.” I got the words in order. “It’s the count. It’s synced. It isn’t a mile away any more.”

“How far?”

I looked at the wall behind the nursery: a sheer face of old black rock, a hundred feet high, with a grate-stone across a vent-shaft at the base of it, ten feet by six, cut and set by hands, and behind the grate a darkness that was breathing.

“It’s there,” I said.

The shaft exhaled.

It came out slow and hot and it smelled of struck flint and old iron and something underneath that was not mineral at all, and it moved the dust on the whole gallery floor in one long push, and every hair on my arms stood up, and Suzu’s tails went out sideways in a fan, and behind the grate-stone, forty feet away in the dark, an eye opened.



It was molten.

That is the only word. Its color was neither gold nor fire, but metal at the moment it stops being solid, and it was round-pupiled, and it was about the size of a cart wheel, and it filled the gap behind the grate almost entirely, and it looked at me.

I am going to be honest about what my body did, because a man who claims otherwise is lying.

My knees nearly went; I stayed upright. But everything below my hips stopped taking instruction for about three seconds, and a cold line crawled up the back of my scalp, and some part of me that has been in charge of me since a ferry dock when I was nine started explaining, very calmly and at speed, that we should go back up the benches now, at once, without turning around.

Nahari had gone to one knee in reverence. She had put one hand flat on the ground and bowed her head to the floor like a woman in a temple, which is what she had been, once, in a city that burned.

Yrsa had her blade half out and then put it back with an audible click, deliberately, all the way, and stood with her empty hands loose at her sides where they could be seen.

Suzu said, in a small voice, “Oh, she’s beautiful.”

And the mountain spoke.

I cannot give the sound of it properly. It came out of the shaft and it came up through the rock under my boots at the same time, so that I heard it in my ears and felt it in my shins, and its quiet enormity was the terrible part, the way a landslide two valleys away is quiet.

“You count it,” said Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress. “I count yours. We are even, small anchor.”

I got up.

I got up because sitting down seemed like a worse idea and because a man who is going to be eaten should be standing, and because somewhere in the part of me that keeps the ledger I had already understood that this was a negotiation and that she had opened it with a courtesy.

“How long?” I said.

“A year of your months.” The dark behind the grate shifted, and heat came out in a second slow push. “You were granted your ground and lay down on it, and your heart went quick with wanting, and I heard it. It is not a common sound. Most hearts near me go quick with fear, and those are boring, and I have listened to nine hundred years of them.”

“And mine?”

“Yours counted,” she said. “It counted itself, then me, and continued every night while its owner told nobody.” Something in the sound of it moved, and it took me an embarrassing length of time to understand that she was amused. “I have been sat upon, dug at, prayed to, invoiced, and sung at. You are the first one who counted with me.”

“He does that,” said Suzu.

The eye went to her.

Suzume Kagehana had always owned every room I saw her enter, and she did not lose it then, exactly; what she did was put her hands behind her back like a girl at an examination and stand extremely straight.

“You are the keeper of a small vault,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“Under a hall.”

“Yes.”

“With nine security arrangements that do nothing.”

Suzu stood straighter. “Eleven now. A serious keeper owes a trespasser several convincing mistakes.”

“Good,” said Vyrissa. “Honest walls should still punish arrogance.”

Suzu made a small strangled noise and did not speak again for some time.

The eye moved on, without hurry, the way a lamp is carried down a row.

“The swordswoman.”

Yrsa did not put her hands anywhere different. “Yrsa Kaldwyn.”

“I did not ask your name.”

“You get it anyway.”

There was a silence in which the mountain considered whether it had been insulted, and in which I considered the several ways the next few heartbeats could go, and in which Yrsa Kaldwyn stood exactly where she had been standing with her weight on her back foot and her chin level.

“You put a blade away in front of me,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“Why.”

“Because drawing it would have been a lie,” said Yrsa. “It wouldn’t do anything. I don’t hold things I can’t use; that’s a parade trick, and I’ve seen what parade tricks do to people this season.”

The heat came up out of the shaft in one slow push, and I understood, as you understand weather, that the largest creature on the continent had just laughed at something.

“Ninety years dead and undefeated,” said Vyrissa. “I heard that song from a rider on my road forty years ago and thought it was the usual arithmetic. It was not. You are exactly the size you are said to be. Few living people manage that.”

Yrsa’s ears went faintly red, which I have seen twice.

“And the seer will not look at me,” said Vyrissa, “and the fox has already valued my door, and the anchor has been counting my heartbeat since before he had a wall to put it behind.” The under-glow moved. “It is a very small court. I approve of small courts. Large ones are how the Glutton got in.”

“I did not wake for the fox,” said the voice under the mountain, “and I did not wake for the seer, who has been very careful all day not to look at me, and who is correct. I woke because you have brought a question down five benches and are too polite to ask it. Ask.”

I looked at two hundred and thirty-one crazed white shapes under black glass.

“Who did that?” I said.

The shaft breathed out again and the heat of it came against my face, and for the first time it was not steady. It came in two pushes with a catch between them.

“The Glutton,” said Vyrissa.

“Say the name you know it by.”

“That is the name I know it by,” she said. “You have another. The little pale patience. The saint of borrowed light. It has had a great many names since it grew large enough to want them, and when I was young it had none at all, because it was too small to be worth naming.”

Nahari’s temple posture broke. One hand tightened against the stone.

“It was small,” she said, from the floor, not lifting her head.

“It was a nothing,” said Vyrissa. “It was a tithe-taker at the edges of things. It ate the last of a lamp when a lamp went out anyway. It ate the third verse of a song nobody sang. There were nine hundred such things in the world when the world was noisy and we did not trouble ourselves with any of them, because you do not go to war on mildew.” The under-glow of the slag moved as something enormous shifted its weight. “That was the error. It is my flight’s error and I have had a long time to sit with it. We watched a small thing find out that belief is edible, and we did not kill it, because it was beneath us.”

“It grew.”

“It grew on your kind first,” she said. “It found a man who wanted to be a hero and could not afford it, and it lent him the difference. And when he had spent his life being magnificent it took the real one whose place he had stood in, and it ate her, and it called that the interest. And it did that for two hundred years and got fat, and then it looked up.”

The eye never blinked. I kept waiting for it and the lid never moved.

“We were the first great meal,” said Vyrissa. “There were nine of us at the last, and we were the last, and the war we fought with it lasted eleven days and did not look like a war. It does not fight. It forecloses. It simply arrives holding everything you have ever borrowed and asks you to be reasonable, and when you are not, the light goes out of you while you are still standing in it.”

“And the eggs?”

“The heat of that war was mine,” she said.

I did not understand for a moment.

Then I did, and I wished I had not asked, and I would ask again.

“You,” I said.

“There were eleven nests in the eastern reach and it was walking through them one at a time, taking the flight’s future the way a man takes eggs from a hen-house, one hand, no hurry, all morning.” The voice was absolutely level. “I could not carry them. I could not hide them; it followed light and there is nothing in the world brighter than a live clutch. So I brought them here, into my own throat, and I made a heat it would not walk into, and I held it for a day and a night.”

The shaft was silent.

“They were not to be eaten,” said Vyrissa. “That single fact governed my reasoning, and it took me one breath to arrive at it and it has taken me nine hundred years to finish having it. I have had a long time to think of better plans. There are no better plans. There is only that one, and I made it, and then I gathered what was left of my line into a room and poured glass over them so that they would keep, and I lay down on the door.”

Yrsa said, very quietly, “Warden.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t say anything clever.”

I kept every clever word behind my teeth. I stood in a dead nursery and let it be quiet for a while, which is the only competent thing anybody can do in that situation and which I learned from a ferryman.



It was Nahari who broke it, and she did it by lifting her head at last, and looking at the grate, and asking the only question in the world she could not have answered herself.

“Why do you watch the glass?” she said.

The eye moved to her.

“The dead courier’s note,” Vyrissa said. “Halden came here four times and never tried a lock. He priced me, found he could not pay, and left the arithmetic for whoever followed. He was owed better.”

“Why leave the question for an oracle?”

“Because you would understand the answer, and he could not spell it out on a rock for everything else that reads rocks.” The heat pushed once, slow. “I watch it because it is the only glass in the world that thing has never read. It cannot see this ground. It has not dared put its attention here since the eleven days, because I burned a hole in its appetite that has never closed, and it does not know what is still awake down here and it will not risk finding out. And so, seer, everything under this mountain is unwritten. Do you understand what I have been guarding, besides my children?”

Nahari got to her feet.

“A blind spot,” she said.

“A page it cannot read,” said Vyrissa. “There are perhaps four such places left in the world and this is the largest, and I have kept it by lying still for nine hundred years, a discipline your people have no word for and mine call keeping.”

“And the circle?” I said.

The eye came back to me and the heat came with it.

“You have half a sentence,” said Vyrissa.

“I have half a sentence and a dead man’s arithmetic.”

“Then have the other half from someone who watched it made.” The gallery floor hummed under my boots. “It cannot feed on what is crowned. That property belongs to the thing rather than the world’s convenience, anchor; the way water will not burn. It eats what is lent and what is owed and what is half-given. A crowned bond is none of those. There is nothing in it for a creditor to hold, because there is no debt anywhere in it at either end, and that is why it cannot touch a woman who chose all the way.”

“And a full circle?”

“Ask your seer. She will find it before midsummer, and I will not steal that price from her. Know this much: a circle is a closing. What is closed cannot be entered, lent against, or bought. The Glutton has never had a competitor. It will spend everything before it lets you become one.”



Then I did what I had come down five benches to do, and I did it badly, and I would do it badly again.

“I want to pay your call,” I said.

The shaft went absolutely still.

“When I can afford it,” I said. “I can’t now. The registry line says beyond any recorded weight and it has said that since the Sunken Crown and has stopped sounding like a joke. But there are forty-one dead standing in a field twenty-two miles from my hall and a thing coming that eats lamps, and if there is a price for waking you I want to know the number so I can start saving.”

“You wish to summon me,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“No,” she said.

The heat came up in one long push that made me put a hand out.

“I wake by my own will,” said the Last Dragon Empress, and for the first time the quiet went out of the voice and what came through the grate was the flat imperial certainty of a creature that has been the largest thing in every room it has ever been in. “Nine hundred years of leash-men and lamp-thieves and clever kings came here with prices in their mouths. Nearly all went away again. One stayed as a stain you have walked over twice today without noticing.”

“Which bench?”

“The third,” she said. “The dark patch. The dark patch is a stain rather than a burn.”

Behind me, Suzu said, “Noted,” in a very faint voice.

“Calling, buying, lending: those are leash-men’s words,” said Vyrissa. “Waking is mine. I wake for one price. It has remained unchanged since I lay down, and nine hundred years have passed without an offer. I expect your arithmetic to fail as theirs did.” A pause. “You asked me the number instead of telling me one. That earns you the courtesy of hearing it, small anchor, once.”

“Name it.”

“A closed circle,” said Vyrissa, “and an open hand.”

The eye held on me.

“Bring me both,” she said, “and I will consider your sky.”

The molten eye dulled to black. Heat settled into its slow four-count breathing, and under my ribs the sixth heartbeat continued as it had since the boon, patient and steady.

Yrsa’s sword settled the last fraction into its sheath and her shoulders returned to parade-neutral.

“Well,” she said. “She’s worse than the empress.”



We went up in the dark, which was foolish, and we went up in the dark because none of us could have slept on that bench.

The tide-tables made the climb survivable: thirty-eight timed vents, four new ones, chalk on every safe crossing. We crossed the wide vent on its seventh pulse with eleven minutes in hand, and everybody moved on my call without argument.

At the vault-gallery’s edge, before we started, Suzu went back.

She did it without saying anything. She walked twenty feet along the lip to where the slag ran up to the rock, and crouched, and took something out of a pocket, and set it upright in a crack in the stone.

It was a copper. Polished bright, standing on its edge, twin to the one she had left at the thirteenth cairn on our first expedition.

She came back and nobody said a word about it.

Nobody made a joke there. It would have been a good joke, and it would have cost more than it was worth. Yrsa saw it and looked away. Nahari saw it and closed her eyes for a moment. I saw it and put my hand out, and Suzu took it, and we walked the fourth bench and most of the third like that, up a dead mountain in the dark, holding hands like a pair of idiots, until the ground got bad enough to need both of mine.

“Vault-keeper to vault-keeper,” she said.

“You don’t have to explain it.”

“I know. Nine hundred years of visitors wanting to open her children’s room. Somebody should leave a fee for the look. The copper says I saw the finest vault of my life, stole nothing, and left all three choices on purpose.”



We came off the last bench onto the rim road at about the third hour before dawn and found Nahari standing in the road ahead of us with her head up.

She had gone forward for the last hundred yards. She was standing in the middle of the ruts with the black country falling away south, and she had one hand out flat at her side as though she were feeling a wall in the dark.

“Nahari.”

“I am not looking,” she said.

“I know.”

“I want that established before I say the next thing, because I have not looked, and I am not going to look, and what I have is not sight.” She was very still. “It is a smell.”

Yrsa’s blade came out of the scabbard about four inches with no sound at all.

“South,” said Nahari. “The east road under it. Horses in a body, at a walk, in the dark, with lamps hooded.” Her fingers moved. “And a great deal of standing water being crossed by things that do not lift their feet.”

I looked south, and saw nothing, and I have learned to stop needing to.

“How far ahead of us?”

“Half a night,” she said. “They went past the shoulder while we were on the fifth bench, and they are not coming for the hall.”

“Then where.”

She turned round and I saw her face by starlight, and Nahari of Sundermere looked more frightened in that road than she had at forty feet from an open dragon’s eye.

“Where the bridge is,” she said.


Chapter 12: East Ford

We covered thirty-one miles in eleven hours. Most of it vanished into arithmetic.

Arithmetic kept fear occupied. Twenty-two miles from the rim road to East Ford as a bird goes and none of it available to anything without wings; thirty-one by the drove track and the south spur; four mules we abandoned at the second cairn with their loads stacked and a note; two horses that were fit and two that were not.

And a column half a night ahead of us, moving at a walk, with things in it that do not lift their feet.

Holt’s rider met us at the shoulder at first light. He had come north on the chance, on Maeva’s order, on the strength of nothing but a woman in a hall deciding at midnight that the reason she felt sick was worth acting on.

“They crossed the fen road at the second hour,” he said. “Sixty-odd horse, and the rest on foot in ranks. The Warden’s at Fenwick with the levies and the ford’s stone-keeper’s already lit the beacon, and Lady Maeva says,” and here he checked, because he was a careful man and it was a long message, “she says the fair’s suspended, the villages are inside the walls, the school’s stood down behind the wall with the lamp-runners, and she will meet you at East Ford with everything that can march and not one thing that can’t.”

“Say the last part again.”

“‘Not one thing that can’t,’” he said. “She made me say it back twice.”

That is a woman telling her anchor, at thirty miles, that no child of that school would be at that bridge. I put my heels in.



East Ford is a bridge, a toll house, a mill that has not milled anything in ninety years, and about forty families who live on the wrong side of a river that floods.

The bridge is old and good: three arches, stone, built by somebody who understood water, with a hump in the middle and a parapet you could put a shield-line behind. The village sits on the far bank. The toll house is on the near bank and it is a squat stone thing with a slate roof and a yard wall.

The stone-keeper’s beacon had brought them out by dawn and Maeva had done the rest by mid-morning, and when we came down the south spur at eleven o’clock what I saw below me was my own march, arranged.

Two hundred and ten levy men on the near bank in three blocks, in the shield-line they had drilled all spring, with the gate-hinge count that Yrsa had taught them and Ilsabet Kron had taught her. All grown men and women: farmers and drovers and the cooper and two of Pell’s carters who had simply not gone home. Behind them, forty yards, the toll-house yard wall with Saskia Roehn on it, alone, sitting on the parapet with her boots hanging and her rig on and her sword across her knees like a woman waiting for a coach.

The village emptied. Maeva managed it in ninety minutes; I declined to ask how. Forty families, up the far road, west, with their stock, at a walk, in daylight, and a rear-guard of nine old men who had refused to go and had been given the job of counting the carts so that they could refuse to go and still be doing something.

And on the near bank’s rise, on a grey horse, in the re-tailored bodice with a campaign cloak over it and her crowned braid up and four pins in it, the Golden Empress of the Wend-march, watching the east road.

I came down the spur at a canter and she did not look round until I was thirty feet away, and then she did, and what went through the link before either of us spoke was not relief.

It was a ledger closing.

“You are grey,” she said.

“I’ve ridden thirty-one miles.”

“You have ridden thirty-one miles, and you are grey, and there is a thing under that mountain that has taken up residence in your pulse; I have been listening to it through the crowned link since Tuesday and it is an unsettling houseguest.” She turned her horse. “You will tell me all of it tonight in detail. Now stand there and look competent, because they have been in sight for a quarter of an hour and everybody on this bank keeps checking where you are.”



They came out of the east road in wager’s clothing.

The Gilt Hunt came with banners up and horns sounding: forty-five horse under three house colors, plus twenty bought Spinehold soldiers, and Hadrian Vael parade-bright at the head. Forty yards behind came the rest.

I had Suzu’s count in my notebook and I did not need it; you do not need a count for that. Forty-one people who had died at various times over the last four hundred years, walking in step, in whatever they had been wearing when they were taken, at the pace of a column that has nowhere to be. Grey at the edges. That is how a leashed legend reads: an outline like a smudged pencil-line, a body that has all its detail in the middle and none at the border. Some of them still had their weapons. Two of them still had their armor and it did not fit them any more.

Nobody on our bank made a sound.

Two hundred and ten farmers looked at that column and I felt the line’s nerve go, the way you feel a rope start to go, in the strands rather than all at once.

And Maeva Castellan lifted her chin and said, at conversational volume, “Straighten the line, please.”

The Standard went out.

There is no describing it from inside. From outside it looks like weather changing: the flags on the toll house stopped moving in one direction and started moving in another; the two lamps still burning at the bridgehead in daylight came up straight in their glass; and along the whole near bank two hundred and ten people who had been about to remember they were farmers stopped being afraid at approximately the speed a candle stops guttering when you close a door.

“Better,” said Maeva.

“You’re going to need that later.”

“I am going to need it all day,” she said, “and I have had four hundred years of practice at rationing exactly this, and I will thank you to spend your own arithmetic on your own body.” She did not look at me. “You will not overdraft today.”

“Maeva.”

“I am aware of what I have just said and to whom,” she said. “I have said it anyway, loudly enough that everyone heard.”



Vael came to the middle of the bridge at noon to call his wager, and he did it correctly, and it broke my heart in a way I have declined to examine since.

There is a form. A hunt contests a Season Wager at a stone or at a crossing, by presence: you come, you stand, you name the stake, the other party stands, and then it is settled by whatever the two parties have agreed it should be settled by, which in this case was arms, on ground the Blade Saint accepted.

He stood on the hump of that bridge in colors that had been cleaned that morning and named it in a voice that carried to both banks.

“Kaldwyn,” he said, at the end. “The stake is sworn and the season is up in three weeks and I am here. On your ground. Any ground. Come and hold it.”

And Yrsa Kaldwyn walked out onto the bridge and gave him the fight he had been asking for since April.

The reason matters. Nobody made her. She had refused it in April and had been right to; she had refused it in May from a training-hall floor; she had said at the parley, in front of his men, that she fought the fights she chose. And that morning, on a rise, with the column in sight, she had said to me: “He’s going to come out on that bridge and ask, and I’m going to say yes, because he’s about to die and he doesn’t know it, and I’m not sending a man to that with the last thing he ever heard being no.”

She had not explained how she knew he was about to die.



The duel took a minute and fifty seconds and I am going to write all of it.

They gave each other the bridge. That is the good thing I can say about Hadrian Vael and I will say it: the man could fence. He came up the hump with his point low and his weight back and his opening was a real opening, a beat and a thrust into the outside line, thrown from a distance most men cannot manage and delivered with the wrist relaxed all the way through.

Yrsa was not there.

She had gone half a pace off-line to the left and let it go past her ribs and she did not answer it, which told me she had already decided how the whole thing would end and was going to take her time getting there.

He came again immediately: two feints high and a cut at the leading knee, good, fast, exactly right.

She took it on a step-back and let the point of her own blade drift into his line so that he had to deal with it, and he dealt with it, and then he checked the crowd.

I saw it from forty feet. It is a quarter-turn of the head that does not go far enough to be a look, a fractional load in the shoulders and a hunger in the eyes going somewhere that is not his opponent, and it happens in the half-beat before a committed swing because he cannot commit without it.

In April, at the border stone, that had been a tell in a duelist. Here it was a man drowning.

The crowd finished him, and none of us arranged it, and I would not have had the nerve.

Two hundred and ten people from four villages stood on the near bank of that bridge and watched Hadrian Vael fight, and they were absolutely silent, and every single one of them had spent a night in June carrying water because his hirelings had seeded carrion in their fen mouths to drive a wight-bloom onto their own homes.

He turned his head for applause into the faces of the people he had tried to make into a rescue.

His blessing dipped. You could see it go: the gilt sheen along his shoulders and helm went the color of dishwater for a full second, and his next swing came a half-beat late and short, and Yrsa stepped inside it.

She did not cut him.

She came in on the inside line with her left hand and took his wrist, and her blade went along his forearm and turned it, and she rolled the sword out of Hadrian Vael’s hand the way you take a stick off a child, and it went over the parapet and into the water below the arches and that was the end of the founding weapon of House Vael.

She stepped back a full pace and put her blade at rest along her own arm.

“Concede,” she said.

He stood there with his empty hand out.

“Your house keeps its bridge if its blood walks home,” said Yrsa. “That’s the offer and it’s the only one you’re getting and I’d take it, because I’ve made it twice this season and the last woman who took it is sitting on that wall behind me getting paid.”

Saskia Roehn, on the toll-house wall, did not move.

Hadrian Vael studied his empty hand until the river passed twice beneath the arch.

“I swore a forward oath,” he said.

“I know.”

“On the stone. Three weeks ago.” His voice was doing something. “By midsummer the stones of this march will carry no weight at all. That’s what I said. Do you know why I said it?”

“Because somebody told you it was going to happen.”

“He showed me,” said Vael.

And then he turned his head, for the last time, and checked his field.

He looked back along the bridge instead of toward the crowd at his own column: at the horse, at the twenty bought soldiers, at the forty-one grey-edged dead standing in fours, and at the small figure walking up the road behind all of it at a measured pace, in a plain coat, with no dust on him at all.

“He’s here,” Vael said.

“I know,” said Yrsa.

“He said if I could not take the wager honestly he would take it another way and I would not need to be present for it.” Vael laughed once. The single syllable scraped out hollow, all breath and no humor. “I thought that was a courtesy.”

“Concede,” she said again. “Now. Say it and walk.”

“I concede,” said Hadrian Vael of the Bridgeblood, loudly, in front of two banks and every witness-stone in the province.

And the Factor called the loan.



Nothing struck Vael. The pale man at the bridge end made no gesture and spoke no word. He simply stopped being willing to carry the blessing.

The gilt went out of Hadrian Vael like breath off glass. It did not flare and it did not tear; it thinned, from the extremities inward, and as it thinned the man inside it got smaller and older and less finished, as though somebody were rubbing out the confident lines of a drawing and leaving the under-sketch. His colors dulled. The three white arches on his surcoat stayed as bright as thread can be and looked, suddenly, like fancy dress.

At his chest, the failing sheen became a lamp-sized pale flame four inches before his breastbone. Nahari spoke one dead word behind me.

The flame leaned east against the west wind, detached, and travelled to the Factor like a filing to a magnet.

And he took it in one hand and closed his fingers, and it was gone.

Hadrian Vael made a sound.

He made a sound, lost his knees, and sat on the bridge hump. He remained alive. That was the horror. He was there, sitting, blinking, with his hand still out, and his life remained while every borrowed excellence he had ever spent went out of him: the reach, the wrist, the parade-ground carriage, the thing that had made men look at him twice in a room, four generations of a house’s shine, all of it collateral, all of it called in at once in front of everybody who had ever been asked to believe in it.

Two of his own men came and got him under the arms.

They led him off that bridge by the elbows like a drunk, and the thing they were carrying was a man-shaped absence in expensive colors, and he did not resist and he did not look at anyone, and one of the two men was crying, which was more than his house deserved and less than he got.

Yrsa Kaldwyn stood in the middle of the bridge and watched him go.

I stayed where I was. She stood at the center of a rhyme ninety years long, watching a second Lord Vael fail a crossing, this one repossessed by his family’s creditor. Her face said everything none of us could safely add.

She stayed silent about it through that day and the week after.



Then the golden one came up the column.

The gilt figure at the rear had not moved in an hour. When it moved, it came up the outside of the line on foot, at a walk, past forty-five mounted men and twenty soldiers on foot who did not look at it, and the horses did not like it and were held.

The armor was gold and it did not gutter.

Every bard in two provinces got the next detail wrong. Cylas Aurent’s blessing, when I carried his bags, brightened when a crowd believed and dimmed when it doubted, and the crowd powered his whole engine. This new light did neither. It sat on him at one steady value, like paint. It cast no warmth: he walked past the bridgehead lamp and the flame did not respond to him at all, which lamps do to a Blessed within ten feet. And there was, underneath it, at the joints and the throat and the backs of the hands, a grey.

Gold laid over grey. Like gilt on lead.

He came to the near end of the bridge and stopped, and he looked at me, and there was nothing behind it.

I was unprepared for the emptiness. I had spent every month since the Sunken Crown arranging what I would feel. I had it filed: the man who put a survey he knew was false in my hand, who cut the line behind me, who stood at a deed-stone and said the porter died holding the door and then took a drink. I had, if I am honest, been looking forward to what I would feel.

I looked at him across nine feet of bridge road and felt nothing come back, because there was nothing there to come back. Whatever had been running Cylas Aurent had been foreclosed at Veltmark’s mother-stone a year ago, and what stood in front of me now was a leash wearing the remains of a man.

“Warden,” said Maeva, at my shoulder, very quietly.

“I see it.”

“Say it to the line.”

I turned and said it to the line, loudly, in the caller’s voice, because the whole line was about to be asked to hold against something and every soul in it was entitled to know what.

“You’re looking at a chain wearing a Hero’s armor,” I said. “Hold the line and let the queens fight it.”



He fought like a portfolio.

Five years spent ten feet from every major fighting style let me name them as they came out of him. Speed was the least horrifying part.

The opening belonged to Saskia completely: the back-cut off a recovery, thrown low and behind at a man who has decided the exchange is over, and it came at Yrsa in the first four seconds and Yrsa read it because she had made Saskia Roehn teach that read to twelve children on a drill floor before the muster moved.

The second exchange was Vael’s. The reach, the relaxed wrist, the thrust from a distance most men cannot manage, thrown twenty minutes after its owner had been emptied on a bridge.

The third was somebody I did not know: a two-handed hammering thing off the back foot with a shoulder-roll in it, old-fashioned, out of some border war none of us were alive for.

The fourth was Ilsabet Kron’s guard.

Yrsa made a raw noise that tore up from somewhere below speech, and she broke the bind and stepped back three paces and stood with her chest going, and said, “That’s the Warden’s guard.”

“He’s got it off one of them,” I said. “Behind you. In the column.”

“Which one.”

“Don’t look,” I said. “Yrsa. Don’t look. Every one of those forty-one has a style in it and he has all of them, that is what he IS, and if you go through that column looking for whose hands you’re fighting you will be there all day and he will kill you while you search.”

She put her point up.

“Right,” she said, and went back in, and after that she fought him as a problem, and it took her four minutes and she could not finish it, because the thing in the gold did not care about being hit.

A cut across the thigh should have dropped him. The leg kept working without favor, and he barely bled.

At the eighth minute Saskia came off the wall unasked, which was how she preferred to be employed.

She came down the bank at a dead run, jumped the ditch, and put herself on his left at an angle that gave Yrsa the whole of his front, and the two of them worked him for three minutes and I called for them from the bank the entire time, because that is what I am for.

“Left is short,” I called. “He’s using Vael’s reach on the right and he hasn’t got Vael’s hips, he can’t turn on it. Saskia, stay inside four feet. Four feet, not three.”

“Four,” Saskia said, and took a cut across the shoulder-plate for it, and stayed at four.

“Yrsa, he’s going to throw the back-cut again in the next three exchanges, he’s cycled through the rest twice.”

“Which recovery?”

“The high one. It’s the only one he takes his weight off for.”

He threw it on the second exchange after that and Yrsa was standing where it finished instead of where it started, and she took him behind the knee with the flat and he went down on it.

He got up. That repeated recovery defined the whole fight, and it is why the fight ran twelve minutes with two of the best blades in the province working on him: he went down four times and got up four times, and there was no fight in the getting up. A man rises off a knee with his whole body swearing about it. That thing came up the way a plank comes up when you take your foot off the end.

Suzu found the opening that changed the fight.

She had been at the toll-house corner keeping out of it, which she had been ordered to do and which she had agreed to with suspicious speed. At the ninth minute she came out of nowhere at his back and went past him without touching him, close enough to pull his guard a half-turn with her, and on her heels I dropped three feet of echoed rope across the road behind his boots: faint, half-real, lying in the mud like a mistake.

It is a porter’s trick. An echoed rope lasts about four seconds and it will not take a load and it cannot trip anything.

Its only task is to be seen.

He put his weight back onto a heel, saw a rope where a rope had not been, and did what any body does with a hundred years of trained habit in it, which is to check the ground.

For half a beat, the golden one looked down.

“NOW,” I called, and Yrsa was already in.

She put four inches of blade through the eye-slot of that helm at a full lunge with her back foot loaded and her whole weight behind it, a final answer from one human body to another.

The head went back. The gorget rang.

And Cylas Aurent straightened up with a sword in his face and took hold of the blade with one gauntlet and pushed it out again, and the grey underneath the gold at his throat did not change at all.

“Break,” I said. “Both of you. Break and give ground.”

They broke.

“That’s not a man,” Saskia said, on the bank, breathing like a bellows, with blood coming out of her hairline. “Kaldwyn, that’s not a man, I’ve put nine through him.”

“It’s not a man,” said Yrsa.

“Then what do I do with it?”

“Nothing,” said Yrsa. “That’s the answer, and I hate it, and it’s true. Steel doesn’t have anything to say to it.”

And behind us, at the ford, the bought soldiers came into the water.

That was the only push they made all day. It lasted ninety seconds and broke on the shield-line, fought by men who did not get a duel or a ballad and earned both.

Twenty Spinehold professionals came into a knee-deep ford at the walk to see whether a farm levy would hold when something grey was standing forty yards behind them.

It held.

They held it exactly as drilled: the hinge count at the gate of the line, the step-and-close, the second rank’s shafts down at the water where a boot has to come up. Colm was on the left with a boar-spear he had never managed properly on a drill floor and used perfectly well when it was a real morning. The cooper was in the second rank. A woman from Old Wintering Barn whose name I did not know until that afternoon put a professional soldier into the river with a hay-fork and then apologized to him, out loud, while he was floating.

Ninety seconds. Two of ours hurt, neither badly. The Spinehold captain called them out of the water himself.

And Maeva Castellan sat on a grey horse behind that line and did not need to do a single thing except be visible and keep every flame on the bank standing up straight.



Here is the decision, since I have to write it and there is no version where it looks well.

I knew it would fail. Odette Calloway’s schematic had been on my war-table since the rematch. I had stood up in my own loft in front of four women and said the sentence out loud on Yrsa’s insistence: if I meet a leashed man of the Saint’s own making and cut at the chain where it meets him, nothing will happen, and the price will still come out of my body, because the anchor charges for the attempt and not for the result.

I had said that. In a room. With witnesses. Because Yrsa knew me.

And then I stood on a bank at East Ford and watched a chain wearing a man drive my saint back three paces onto a bridge parapet, and I went in anyway.

Shade-Step was not innate yet. I had it Sworn, from a fox, at low potency, and it is good for about nine feet of not being noticed, and I used it to cross the road and get inside his guard on the blind side while Saskia held his attention with her front foot in the mud.

I put my hand on the gorget of that armor and I reached for the chain.

I found it. That matters later: it was there, the same as every chain I had cut since the Sunken Crown, the leash-line running out of a leashed thing, and I had it in my hands like a rope.

And it went nowhere.

There was no knot. There was no anchor-point. There was no place in Cylas Aurent where that chain was fastened to Cylas Aurent, because he was only a line, and I was a man standing in a river holding a piece of water and trying to cut it.

I pulled anyway.

I pulled the way you pull a mule out of a bog, everything at once, with my whole weight in it, and I went after the far end of that chain across a distance I could not measure toward something that was not on that bridge, and about a fifth of a second into it I understood that I had reached for the far side of the world and that the world was going to charge me for the reach.

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

The burn came up my arms and past the collarbone and across the base of my throat, and I heard it. Nobody puts that sound in the songs. It makes a sound like ice on a pond, a small tight cracking, from the inside, and my vision went to a grey tunnel with a bright ring, and my hands stopped being mine.

Cylas Aurent turned around and hit me.

He did not use a sword. He hit me with the flat of a gauntlet across the ribs and I went across the road and landed hard and did not get up, and I lay there on my side looking at the world through a grey ring and watched three things happen over the next few heartbeats.

Maeva Castellan stopped being a woman on a horse.

The Standard came off her like a shutter coming off a lamp. Every flame on that bank stood up: the toll-house lamps, the beacon, the cook-fires, the two lamps at the bridgehead, all of them straightening at once into hard vertical lines. Two hundred and ten levies who had been about to break stopped breaking. And she came down the bank at a canter and put her horse between me and the bridge and drew, and the golden one stopped, and did not come on.

Yrsa got a hand in my collar and dragged.

And Nahari of Sundermere, who had spent two weeks refusing to look at anything, stood at the bank’s edge with her eyes shut and her arms out and called our withdrawal in a flat clear voice at a count nobody argued with: “Levies back nine paces on my word. Saskia, off the mud, the mud is going. Colm, gate-line, now. Now. NOW.”

We came off that bridge in good order.

I was carried. There is no dressing it up: two of Pell’s carters and a farmer whose name is Deric carried the Warden of the Wend-march off a battlefield by the arms and legs like a rolled carpet, and one of them apologized the whole way.



The column did not press.

They had us, whatever people on the bank told one another by nightfall. We had two hundred and ten levies, two Crowned queens, two Sworn bonds, a hired blade, and an anchor face-down with fresh silver across his throat. They had forty-five horse, twenty bought soldiers, and forty-one dead still unused.

They folded east.

The horns went, and the column turned in place with the flat competence of something being handled rather than commanded, and it went back up the east road at the walk, and the forty-one turned with it, and it took eight minutes for all of them to leave.

The golden one went last and did not look back.

And the small man in the plain coat, at the near end of the bridge, with no dust on his coat and no footprints in the churned mud where he had been standing for half an hour, turned toward the bank where I was lying.

He inclined his head about two inches.

Threat or mockery would have given me something to use. He offered the precise, sincere nod of a craftsman at the end of a test, at a colleague who has run the test properly and got the result they both expected: a courtesy, precise, entirely sincere, absolutely without malice.

He had not come to take East Ford. He had never come to take East Ford.

He had come to collect a bad debt in front of every witness-stone in the province, and to show the march what holds the leash, and to watch me try to cut it and fail where my own people could see me do it.

His craftsman’s nod found me in the mud and cost more than mockery could have.



The stone took it at two in the afternoon and nobody had to be asked.

East Ford’s deed-stone stands in the toll-house yard, waist-high, older than the bridge, and it had two lines on it that morning: the drive broken at the source, from June, and under it the stone-keeper’s unsworn addition about people who came before anyone asked.

The stone-keeper was a widow of about sixty named Hanne Voll who had spent the battle in her own doorway refusing to leave it. She came out into the yard with her sleeves still rolled, put her hand flat on the stone, and swore what she had watched, in the order she had watched it, in starkly plain words for a thing that ought to have needed better ones.

That a hunt came to contest a wager at her crossing. That its captain fought fair and lost fair and conceded aloud. That a small man in a plain coat then took the light out of him in front of her, without touching him, and put it in his hand, and closed his fingers on it. That the man was not killed. That the man was led away.

The stone weighed it a long time. Deed-stones do not hesitate, in my experience; they take a truth like a scale taking a weight, and either it is heavy or it is not.

This one took nine seconds.

Then it etched, and the words came up in the shape reserved for a fact the province needed recorded:

AT EAST FORD, WITNESSED: A BLESSING WAS CALLED IN.

THE CAPTAIN CONCEDED FIRST. HE WAS TAKEN AFTER.

Bram told me afterward that four witness-stone bards had it inside two days and that all four of them tried to make it rhyme and all four of them gave it up, and that when a bard cannot get a song out of a thing it usually means the thing has arrived in people’s heads already finished.

The line that travelled came from Hanne Voll’s plain oath. Before the week ended, people in three villages repeated it without knowing her name.

He conceded first. It took him anyway.

A woman in a doorway turned the province more decisively than the fight, the failed cut, or the Blade Saint on the bridge. With her sleeves rolled up, she said aloud before a stone that cannot be argued with: the thing behind the gilt does not stop when you stop.



They put me in the toll house.

I remember Suzu’s face upside down, which means she was kneeling behind my head, and I remember that she was not making a joke, and that I tried to think of one for her and could not.

“Say something,” she said.

“Silver,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“How far.”

“You want the appraisal?”

“I want the appraisal.”

She got her thumb under my jaw and turned my head, and I felt her hands go still.

“Both sides at the base of the throat,” said Suzu. “All the way round like a collar, joined to the collarbone lines from Veltmark, so it’s one map now, porter-of-legends, not two.” A pause. “It stops well below your jaw. There’s still clean skin above it.”

“That’s fine.”

“Fine? That’s your NECK, that’s where…” She stopped herself. Then, in an entirely different voice, flat and small: “There isn’t much room left, is there.”

“Suzu.”

“I’m not going to say it in front of the empress,” she said. “I’m saying it now, and once, and then I’ll go back to being funny. There isn’t much room left on you.” She put her forehead down on my shoulder for exactly one second. “Right. Fine. I’m going to go and count something.”

Maeva enforced three days flat in East Ford’s toll house; the other queens argued for six. Moving me risked worse damage, and the Warden’s horse tied outside a lit building steadied the villages that had witnessed the collection.

Nobody called it a rota, and the shift still changed on the hour.

Yrsa took the nights and slept sitting up against the door and told me, twice, without being asked, that it was not the same as the stair and that I was not a man who had been dropped down one; both times she gave me the words out of nowhere in the dark, soldier-plain, then pretended to be asleep.

Maeva took the mornings, and audited the tracery every single one of them: two fingers under my jaw, turning my head to the window light, her eyes going along the silver like a woman reading a column of figures she has already added twice.

“You lied to me,” she said, on the second morning.

“I didn’t.”

“You said ‘Maeva’ in a tone that meant you were about to agree with me,” she said, “and then you did not agree with me, and minutes later you put your hand on a chain you had personally proved could not be cut, in front of two hundred witnesses, with your entire household screaming the sentence at you exactly as Yrsa predicted in the war-loft before the second expedition.” She turned my head the other way. “I have re-budgeted.”

“Maeva.”

“You will not do that to me again this season,” said the Empress of three duchies, and put her thumb, very lightly, on the new silver at the base of my throat, “because there is a quantity of you and I have counted it, and there is not enough left to spend twice.”

Nahari oiled the burn at dusk. For three days, her fingers did all the speaking: slow passes over the new silver, each one ending where the tracery crossed my throat.

Suzu came in every few hours with something stolen and an item of news, and at the end of the third day she brought the only piece of news that mattered.

“They’re hanging a second lamp,” she said.

“Who is?”

“Everyone.” She sat down on the end of the cot. “Started here. The stone-keeper put one over the toll-house door the night of the fight, and then the mill did it, and then Fenwick did it, and Ana Merrick’s got one on the ford-post and one on the house, and it’s gone up the drover road on its own. It’s at Coldharbour, which isn’t even ours.” She looked at her hands. “Nobody organized it. Nobody’s charging for the oil. They just watched a man’s light get taken off him in daylight and went home and hung a second lamp.”

I lay there and looked at the ceiling of a toll house.

“How many,” I said.

“On the census? A hundred and sixty-one,” said Suzu, “and Brenna’s furious, because she’s got to rule new columns.”


Chapter 13: Where to Put Her Hands

A march preparing for a siege sounds like carpentry.

Six hundred people did joinery badly and then better. Speeches and drums would only have slowed them. Hammers on the wall walk, a saw in the yard, Colm’s crews shouting load numbers, and fourteen wagons a day passing through a gate finally receiving its second leaf.

I got back into it on the fourth day, on my feet, with a collar of silver at my throat that everybody had stopped looking at and nobody had stopped seeing.

We had seventeen days.

The arithmetic of those seventeen days was Maeva’s and it was ruthless. Four villages inside the walls with their stock and their seed corn; the Founding Fair suspended and, because she is who she is, not cancelled (“a fair that is cancelled is a defeat; a fair that is postponed is an appointment”), so that half the ale and all of the bunting were still coming, and the bunting went up on the wall walk, where it had the unreasonable effect of making two hundred people work harder.

Pell’s convoy came in on the fifth day, a day early, with a letter.

Warden,

Twelve carts as contracted. Beef salted, forty barrels, three short, which is on me and deducted.

You will find on the invoice a line reading TROLL-RELATED DEPRECIATION, PRECAUTIONARY, at two per cent. There was no troll. There is not going to be a troll. I am putting it in because I have carried for this house three seasons now and it has cost me a troll, a fen, a wight-drive, and one entire wheelwright, and I would like it understood that I have begun pricing the general character of the region.

Yrs,

Pell

Maeva read it twice, laughed once, out loud, in a hall full of people, and paid it in full without amendment, a concession that made Osric check the sum twice.

Bram opened his taproom annex at noon every day and closed it at ten every night and refused, all season, to write a single line on what was coming.

“You’ve got a book on the harvest,” I said, on the sixth evening. “You’ve got a book on whether the second gate leaf gets hung by Thursday.”

“That’s carpentry,” said Bram. “I’ll take money on carpentry.”

“And this?”

He wiped the plank down with his one hand and did not look up.

“No book on weather,” he said.



Four villages living inside one town’s walls create a neighbor problem before a siege problem, and it arrived on the fourth day, and it very nearly did more damage to the march than the Gilt Hunt managed all season.

The trouble was pigs.

Old Wintering Barn had brought eleven of them, on the reasonable grounds that they had been told to bring their stock, and had put them in the only unbuilt corner of the town, which South River had spent two days quietly deciding was going to be their own wagon-park. Both villages had a reeve. Both reeves were sixty. Both of them came to the hall on the same morning, separately, each having rehearsed.

Maeva heard the first one out until the hall clock struck the quarter without moving a muscle of her face.

Then she heard the second one out, in the same chair, with the same attention, and thanked them both, and had the pigs moved that afternoon into the school yard, where Yrsa had been drilling twelve children.

“You’ve put pigs in my yard,” said Yrsa, at supper.

“I have put pigs in a walled enclosure with a water supply, which is what a school yard is when there is no school in it.”

“There IS a school in it.”

“There is a school in it in the mornings,” said Maeva, “and pigs in it in the afternoons, and I have informed both villages that the arrangement is temporary and that the yard belongs to neither of them, which means they are now jointly aggrieved at me instead of separately aggrieved at each other. Ana Merrick calls this the drainage principle. Water goes where it is told, and if you do not tell it, it goes into your neighbor’s cellar.”

“They’re going to eat the pigs,” said Yrsa.

“Of course they are going to eat the pigs. That is what the pigs are FOR. But they will eat them in November, together, complaining, and shared complaint binds a village tighter than rope.”

The bear arrived on the fifth day.

Nobody had told the man from Havering that the Founding Fair was postponed, because nobody had thought of him, because he had set out from Havering ten days earlier with a bear on a cart. He came up the drover road past a wall crawling with carpenters, into a town containing four extra villages and a great deal of unaddressed feeling, and asked at the gate where he should set up.

I was on the wall when it happened. News travelled from gate to yard to annex to stalls, and roughly eleven hundred people at war-work turned their heads.

The bear was old and mangy and its dancing was, as advertised, terrible. It did four steps, sat down, and ate an amount of bread that would have provisioned a household.

Six hundred people watched it do that in total, blissful, uncomplicated silence.

Maeva paid the man his full fair fee out of the march’s coin, on the spot, in front of everybody, for a performance lasting under two minutes, and then quietly hired him and his bear to stay through midsummer.

“That bear cost less than a gate hinge,” she said afterward, on the hall steps, watching a town go back to work with its shoulders down. “I have purchased fortresses that did less.”

Yrsa, from the wall walk, refusing to look at any of it: “It’s a terrible bear.”

“It is a magnificent bear,” said Maeva, “and you were counting its steps.”

“I was counting because it can’t count,” said Yrsa. “Four steps. Every time. Four. That animal has one drill and it does it correctly, which is more than I can say for the second rank.”



The word about House Vael came up the drover road on the sixth day and it came in the flat, cheerful, entirely uncomprehending way that news of a catastrophe usually travels.

A carter told it to Osric as a curiosity. Osric wrote it down as he writes everything down, and then read it back to himself, and then came and found me on the wall with his ears going red.

“Their stones have gone out, Warden.”

“Which stones.”

“All of them,” said Osric.

House Vael held four manors, a market town, and the crossing at the Fallow Water, and there were, at last count, sixty-one deed-entries in that kingdom carrying their name. The founding one was the bridge: LORD CASRAN VAEL, HELD THE CROSSING AT THE FALLOW WATER, ALONE. That etch had stood on the mother-stone of their own town for ninety-one years, and it had been going thin for a year, since a woman came back from the dead and swore a plain account of a bridge in front of witnesses.

They had all gone grey in one night. Every one. The manors, the market grants, the great-grandfather, a hedge-knight cousin’s four bandits, a marriage-gift, a mill. Sixty-one entries in eleven towns, dark, in the space of the hours between a man conceding a wager at East Ford and the sun coming up.

“That’s not the forward oath,” I said. “He’s got seventeen days left on that. It can’t have rebounded yet.”

“No, Warden.”

“Then what killed it?”

Osric consulted his own handwriting, which he does when he wants a sentence to be somebody else’s.

“The carter says,” he said, “that people stopped believing it.”



I found Yrsa at the border stone in the evening.

She had ridden out alone, which she does perhaps twice a year, and she had told the gate she was going, which she does never, and by the time I got there on a horse I should not have been riding she had been standing at the stone’s north face for about an hour.

Osric’s chalk was still on it. MARCH: 11. GILT: 2, weathered but legible, and under it the grey scar where a manufactured deed had rebounded in June, and under that, in the stone’s own light, going and gone: the forward oath of Hadrian of House Vael, sworn at dusk with nobody watching.

The unscarred entry had simply gone dim, as an entry goes when the man who swore it has stopped being a man the world can weigh.

And under all of it, small, matte in the center and faintly wet at the edges, still, after nine days: a closed loop with a stroke through it.

She carried the plain unedged practice bar rather than her sword, the one she uses to teach twelve children how to hold a line.

She laid it flat on the ground at the foot of the stone, on the grass, pommel toward the stone, and stepped back.

I stayed on the horse until she was done and then got down.

“You know what that is,” she said.

“It’s a soldier’s mark.”

“It’s for an enemy who fought his last one fair.” She had her arms folded. “The blade carries no forgiveness. I want that clear. There’s no forgiving in it anywhere. His blood took my nine days and my bridge and put another man’s name on it and lived off it for four generations, and I have not forgiven that and I am not going to, and if his great-grandfather walked over that hill right now I would go through him like a gate.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s accounting,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “He came onto a bridge in front of two hundred people who hated him, and he fenced, and he was good, and when he was beaten he conceded out loud instead of dying pretty. That is the only clean thing that house has done in ninety years and it happened four minutes before it was eaten off him.” She looked at the flat steel in the grass. “So somebody puts a blade down. That’s all. The account gets closed properly or it stays open in your chest forever, and I’ve had one of those in my chest for ninety years and I’m not starting another.”

We stayed until the border stream had carried three branches past the stone. Somewhere behind us a cart came up the causeway, and the driver, seeing who was at the stone, took the long way round out of tact.

“They’ve gone out,” she said. “All of them. Sixty-one.”

“I know.”

“That’s my correction doing that.” She said it perfectly evenly. “One woman swore a true account in Marrowford last year. It worked through every lie built above it, and now a market town’s mother-stone has gone empty.” She unfolded her arms and folded them again. “I wanted my stand witnessed for ninety years, Dorian, and I kept saying it aloud. I gave you the whole of it after Mirefen, in the training hall with my ribs bandaged.”

“And?”

“And it turns out that what a true thing does when you put it into the world,” she said, “is it goes and finds every lie built on top of it and takes them all down, and it doesn’t ask you first, and it doesn’t stop when you’ve got what you wanted.”



Suzu came in off her fourth night run on the Tuesday, wet to the knee, at half past three in the morning, and woke the war-loft by the simple method of throwing gravel at the shutter until somebody opened it.

She laid it out on the map with charcoal and no jokes, which is the second time this season I have watched her do that, and it does not improve with familiarity.

“Five banners,” she said. “Vael’s, Spinehold, Coldharbour, and two new ones, and the two new ones haven’t got a house on them at all. Plain cloth. Grey. No device.”

“Mercenaries?”

“Mercenaries have a device, porter-of-legends, that’s the whole point of a mercenary, you can’t be hired if nobody knows who you are.” She sat back on her heels on the table, a habit Maeva has stopped fighting. “Those are men who’ve been paid to stop being from somewhere.”

“Numbers?”

“Ninety-one fighting men now. That’s up from sixty-five, and the twenty Spinehold soldiers are still there and they’ve been joined by about six who ride the same way.” She drew the vale again, faster this time, from memory. “The leash-lines are still forty-one. That number hasn’t changed since June and I want somebody to tell me why, because everything else in that valley has doubled.”

“Because forty-one is what he has,” said Nahari, from the corner, with her eyes shut. “He wants more. Forty-one is the inventory.”

Maeva looked up from the map at that.

“Say more.”

“He is a creditor,” said Nahari. “Creditors do not raise armies. They repossess assets and then deploy the assets they have repossessed, and if that is forty-one, then it is forty-one, until it is more.” She opened her eyes. “Which is what the whole of this is for. He has come to this march to make it forty-six, and then to stop counting.”

Suzu’s charcoal stopped above the map. Yrsa’s jaw set.

“Forty-six,” said Yrsa.

“Four crowned queens would be forty-five,” said Nahari, “and an anchor is forty-six, and I have no idea what he counts a march’s worth of ordinary people as, and I would very much rather not find out.”

Suzu tapped the small square at the vale’s north end.

“The wagon’s still there,” she said. “Lamp on the hook. Still lit. Nobody in, nobody out, still no warmth on the canvas.”

“And the mud?”

“It rained again on the Sunday,” said Suzu, “and it is exactly as clean as it was in June, and I got to within a hundred yards of it this time, because I wanted to see something.”

“What did you want to see?”

She was quiet for a second, which for her is the equivalent of somebody else shouting.

“The other lamps,” she said. “There are eleven summoners in that valley and every one of their tents has a lamp in it, and the leash-summoners’ picket has four on poles. All of them lean. Every flame in that valley, all night, every night, leans toward that wagon like a dog at a table, and none of the men in the tents have noticed, because it’s been like that since before they got there and they think it’s the wind.”

I traced the thirty-one-mile drove track twice, then counted the lamps around the command wagon again.

“That’s the second thing tonight that tells me the same story,” I said.

“Which is?”

“The muster is a delivery disguised as an army,” I said. “Ninety-one men and forty-one dead, walking twenty-two miles to put one pale patience inside my walls at a time of his choosing, and everything else is packing straw.”

“Then the doctrine holds,” said Maeva.

“The doctrine holds. We do not go east. We could not reach that valley with three times what we have and we would arrive strung out on a drove track in the dark, which is what the whole arrangement is designed to invite.” I put my finger on the march-town. “They come to us. Here. Onto ground where every lamp is ours and every person knows the count. That is the only version of this night where a man in a plain coat has to walk on ground somebody else has measured.”

Suzu looked at the town on the map.

“He’s going to walk in here,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said, and it came out with no fox in it at all. “Because the last time somebody with a chain walked into a room I built, I took his chain off his belt and hung it over my own door.”



She would not eat in the hall that night.

I took food up to the wall walk instead and we sat with our backs to the parapet on the east curtain and ate cold beef and Bram’s terrible bread, and looked at the eastern sky, where, since the night after East Ford, there had been a false dawn.

That is what the wall-watch calls it and I have not corrected them because it is exactly right. Twenty-two miles east, behind the shoulder, the muster’s fires throw enough light up onto the underside of the summer cloud to put a long low bloom on the horizon, and it comes up about an hour after dark and it stays all night, in a direction where nothing has ever come up before.

We watched until a patrol fire vanished behind the eastern shoulder.

“It’s wider than it was on Tuesday,” Yrsa said.

“It’s wider.”

“That’s more fires than ninety-one men need.” She chewed. “They’re burning them for us. That bloom’s a letter, Dorian, and it says every night for seventeen nights, look how many.”

The numbers landed on Yrsa Kaldwyn like a work order, which is the thing about her: the same figures that frightened everybody else gave her tasks to arrange.

Then she said, out of nowhere, to the parapet:

“I don’t know where to put my hands.”

I put the bread down.

“Say that again.”

“That’s the entire report, Warden, and you can have it, and then I’d like to never talk about it again.” She had her forearms on her knees and she was looking at the east. “Ninety years I have been holding a thing. Every day since I woke up on a road in a convoy brawl. It was the first thing in my head every morning and the last thing at night, and I did not know it was a burden because I had never put it down and had nothing to compare it to.”

“The bridge.”

“The bridge,” she said. “The lie about the bridge. Lord Vael, and the song, and the drummer boy whose drum split, and the woman with the broken spear who tried to come back for me and got dragged off, and nobody knowing any of their names because somebody who ran got to write the report.” Her jaw moved. “And I got it back. You got it back for me at a deed-fair in a market town in front of a crowd and I have been living on that since Marrowford.”

“And now his house is gone.”

“And now his house is gone, and there’s nothing left to correct, and I stood at a stone this evening and I put a blade down and it’s finished, and it’s finished properly, and I feel…” She stopped. She actually stopped, mid-sentence. She does not do that.

“Tired,” I said.

“Tired.” She sounded disgusted. “I have been in six pitched fights this year and I have not been tired once. I fought a woman for nine minutes at the top of my discipline and slept like a stone. This is different and I don’t have a word for it and I don’t like not having a word for it.”

I discarded the easy answer. She would have gone over the wall rather than hear it.

“It’s the hands,” I said.

“What?”

“You said it yourself. You’ve been holding it with both hands for ninety years, and now it is finished and now they’re empty and you don’t have anywhere to put them, so they’re just hanging on you and it feels like being useless, and being useless is the only thing you’re actually afraid of.”

Yrsa Kaldwyn was quiet for a long moment.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. That.”

Then, immediately, brutally, because she had allowed exactly one sentence of it and the allowance had expired: “Are you going to eat that bread or hold it as a trophy.”



She taught the next morning, which is what she does with everything.

I went down to the yard at the seventh hour and stood at the fence and watched a Blade Saint drill twelve children and forty grown levies on the gate-hinge count for the ninth time that fortnight.

The unglamorous drill teaches a shield-line at a gate, and the whole art of it is that a gate has a hinge side and a swinging side, and a line at a gate works as a door rather than a wall: it gives on one end and holds absolutely on the other, and everything depends on every person in it knowing which end they are and counting the same count.

“Hinge,” Yrsa said. “Say it.”

“Hinge!”

“Hinge holds. Hinge does not move, hinge does not step, hinge does not go forward when the swing side goes forward, hinge is the reason the swing side can go forward at all. If you are on the hinge and you have a beautiful opportunity in front of you and the whole enemy has turned its back and there is glory available, what do you do?”

“Nothing!” said fifty-two voices, and one of them, at the front, small and furious with concentration, said it a half-beat ahead of everyone else.

“Nothing,” said Yrsa. “You do nothing, forever, and nobody sings about you. Again. Count.”

They ran it a dozen times. She fixed nine things. She told a carter’s son that his feet were a disgrace to his mother and the boy went scarlet with pleasure.

And at the end, when the levies had gone to the water butt and the cohort was standing in the untidy way that children stand when they have not been dismissed, she called Brenna out in front of them.

The girl came out. Twelve years old, sun-browned, mousy braid tied with fence-wire, holding the practice sword that had begun as the fence-picket she carried into the march the previous season.

“Grip,” said Yrsa.

Brenna showed her grip.

“Tighter than that in the fingers, looser in the palm,” said Yrsa. “Now listen, because I am going to say a thing exactly the way it was said to me, and then you are going to say it back to me exactly, and then you are going to say it to them, and from now on it is yours to hand on and not mine.”

The last practice shield settled against the rack. Even the levies at the butt watched Brenna.

“A loose grip is not a weak grip,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “A tight grip is a dead hand in four minutes and a dead soldier in five. You hold it the way you hold a bird you intend to let go: firm enough that it cannot leave, loose enough that it is not hurt. And when you are frightened, your hand will close, and it will not tell you it has closed. So every hundred count, on the line, in the middle of everything, you will open your hand once and close it again. Every hundred. Forever.”

She stopped.

“Ilsabet Kron sent that to me by runner from the gate at Havrun,” she said, “on the fourth day of nine, while she was holding it, because she thought of it and thought I would need it, and she was already dying and she spent one of her runners on a sentence about hands.” Her voice did not change at all. “Say it back.”

Brenna said it back. She got it word-perfect except for one, and Yrsa made her do it again, and she got it word-perfect.

“Now them,” said Yrsa, and walked away to the fence, and stood next to me, and watched a twelve-year-old teach eleven other children a dead woman’s instruction about hands.

We listened to Brenna repeat the instruction through the whole cohort.

“Osric’s writing it in the log,” I said.

“Good,” said Yrsa. “That’s the point of a log.”



She came to our room that night with her sword in her hand and hung it on the wall hook.

There had never been a sword hook in this room.

Yrsa Kaldwyn does not put her weapon on walls in any room she sleeps in. Working rooms are different; a hook in a training hall is a tool. Where she sleeps, the blade leans against furniture within reach of her hand, or it lies on the floor beside a bed on the side she sleeps on, or it stays on her hip in rooms she has decided she does not trust, and I have known which of those three it was every single night since a tide-flat in a market town. When she was Crowned at Veltmark she left it outside a door, once, on purpose, and it was the loudest thing that has ever happened in this household and neither of us has ever quite got over it.

The hook went up in April. Colm put it in for her, at her instruction, in a wall, at shoulder height, and it had stayed empty for three months.

She hung the sword on it and stood with her back to me for a moment.

“Terms,” she said.

“Go on.”

“I know sixty ways to be taken.” She was still not turning round. “I’ve had all sixty off you and I’ve asked for most of them and there are four I intend to ask for again before midsummer. That’s not what tonight is.”

“All right.”

“I want the one where nothing is a contest.” She turned round then, and her face was doing something I had seen exactly twice. “No wager. No pin. Nothing tested, nothing earned, nothing I have to win off you or lose to you on purpose and pretend I didn’t. Slow. All the way through. You face me and you don’t look away and you don’t stop.”

“Yrsa.”

“There’s a word for it and I’m going to say it once and then we are never discussing it again as long as I live.” Her chin came up, which is what she does going into a lunge. “Cherish. That’s my term. Cherish, and say nothing about it afterward, and don’t be gentle in a way that means you’re being careful with me, because I’ll go through the wall.”

“Yes,” I said. “On those terms. Yes.”

“Stop-word’s the same as always.”

“You don’t need one tonight.”

“I’m setting one anyway,” said Yrsa, “because I set one every time, and the day I stop setting one because I don’t think I need one is the day it stops being mine to set.”

“Then it’s set,” I said, “and I’ll honor it, and I’ll tell you now that I’m not going to need to hear it, because I have been paying attention since the tide-flats and I know exactly what you’re asking for.”

Her hand left the sword hook and settled at her side by deliberate degrees.

“That,” she said, “is intolerably irritating. Come here.”



There was one lamp and she did not turn it down.

She undressed herself, which she always does, but not fast, which she never does. The leathers went on the chair instead of the floor. And then she stood in the middle of the room and took the wrap off her own chest with her own hands, unwinding it slowly, all the way, and dropped it, and stood there in the lamplight and let me look at her.

Winter-pale skin from throat to hip. The long hard lines of her, the fencer’s muscle in the thighs and the forearms, the small high chest she has spent ninety years strapping flat and daring men to mention. The old thin training scars. The shear-claw seam across the ribs from the Mirefen breach, which she pretends not to own and which only I am permitted to look at.

She let me look for four or five full seconds, which for Yrsa Kaldwyn is an eternity and a gift, and I felt my own pulse go up in my throat under the new silver there.

“Say it,” she said.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Not that. The other thing.”

“I’m not going to hurry,” I said, “and I’m not going to stop, and you can stop looking at my hands like they’re going to test you, because they’re not going to test you tonight.”

Something in her shoulders came down about an inch.

I took my time getting to her. I put one hand along her jaw and the other flat on her back between the shoulder blades and I kissed her the way you kiss somebody you are not going anywhere with, and she made a small hard noise against my mouth like a woman who has been hit in the chest.

She was already open.

I was unprepared for the missing hinge. There was nothing to flip. Every other time, from the tide-flats onward, there has been a fight in her that has to be genuinely met and genuinely beaten before she will let go of it, and the beating is half the point and both of us know it, though she has never admitted it. She had come through the door with the fight already put down, and what was standing in that room with the wrap on the floor was a woman with nothing in her hands at all, and it frightened her far more than any pin ever had.

I felt her decide to run, once. About a minute in. She went stiff along the spine and her hands came up between us with the beginnings of a grapple in them, out of pure habit, because a contest is a thing she knows how to survive.

I did not take the grapple.

I took her wrists, gently, and put them down at her sides, and kept my forehead against hers, and held still for a slow six-count.

“Bastard,” she said, in a voice gone to gravel.

“Yes.”

“That’s fighting dirty.”

“That’s not fighting anything,” I said. “Come to bed.”



We went slow the entire way, harder work than any rough night had demanded.

Face to face from the first touch, as she had asked, on our sides at the start with a lamp burning and both of us looking at each other. I put my mouth on her throat and her collarbone and the small high curve of her with deliberate care, and she arched into it and swore quietly and did not once try to speed me up, and the storm-grey light came up along her forearms early and stayed banked and steady all night, low and even, never flaring.

She had a scar under her left breast from a training accident at fifteen. I traced it without comment. She watched me honor the term, then pressed my hand flat over her ribs.

I went slowly from throat to collarbone and chest, staying until the small high curves flushed and her body began to rise into my mouth on every pass.

“You’ve been there too long.”

“Six minutes.”

“That’s obscene,” she said, and pushed up again.

By the time my mouth moved between her thighs, her legs were shaking. She came hard under my tongue, heels dug into the mattress, one strangled sound forced through her teeth. I kept the pace through the aftershocks.

“Wait.”

I stopped. “Do you want this ended?”

Four seconds passed.

“No. Keep going.”

The second peak took more of her control. Her thighs closed around my head and the clipped curses lost their consonants. When I came up, her hair stuck to her forehead and her storm-grey eyes were wide.

“I want you inside me.”

“Yes.”

When I came into her she was on her back and I was over her and she had her legs around my waist and both hands on my forearms, on the silver, holding them, and she said, “Slow,” and I said, “I know,” and moved slow, and Yrsa Kaldwyn’s storm-grey eyes stayed open and on mine the whole time.

Her usual tactical narration never began. She breathed, held on, and made a low involuntary sound on every stroke. Her arms locked around my back and pulled me to her chest.

“Don’t go anywhere.”

I stayed.

After a long while I rolled us, and she came over on top of me without a fight and without a joke, which are the two things she has always used to get through the first ten seconds of being above me.

She sat up slowly. Winter-pale in one lamp, the small high chest flushed all the way down to the sternum, her hair stuck to her temples, both hands flat on my chest and her weight settling onto me by degrees until she had all of it.

Then she just stayed there.

Usually she rode hard and efficient, proud of the finish. That night she moved about an inch.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“Keep doing it.”

I put my hands on her thighs and left the tempo entirely to her, and she took the whole thing at a crawl, rocking rather than rising, working me deep and slow with her palms spread on my chest and her eyes fixed on mine. I got my thumb to her clit and she made a sound and did not go faster.

At crowned depth her emotions arrived as weather. That night brought an enormous flat calm, ninety years of held breath beneath it, and the repeated choice to leave this uncontested.

“I could stay here,” she said, at some point, to nobody.

“Then stay.”

“That’s not.” She stopped. Her hips kept their slow rock. “That’s not a thing people get.”

“You’ve got it. It’s four in the morning and there’s a wall and the gate needs hanging and nothing outside this room is happening yet. Stay here.”

She stayed there a long time.

When she finally came down onto her elbows over me and put her forehead against mine, she was shaking in the arms, and she said “all right” twice, and I rolled us back the other way and she let me.

Near the end, her hands went over her head. I closed one hand around both wrists without pinning. She said “yes,” and her whole long body rose into mine.

I felt her go through the link before she went. That is the crowned depth: her want arriving in me as a pressure behind the breastbone, tightening and tightening, mine going back into her the same way, the two of them cycling, and there is nowhere to hide in that and neither of us had wanted anywhere to hide.

“I’m not going to say it,” she said. Her voice had gone.

“You don’t have to say it.”

“You always say it.”

“Not tonight,” I said. “Tonight nothing’s being surrendered.”

Yrsa Kaldwyn’s whole long body tightened underneath me with her eyes open and her hands in mine. She had no word for it until the pleasure drove one out, and it was my name.

“Dorian,” she said, and then, higher, breaking in the middle: “Dorian.”

Twice. Just that. Storm-grey light ran along every scar she owned from wrists to ribs, steady, no flare, like frost coming across a window in the sun. Her pussy clenched around me in deep, helpless pulses while she shook from shoulders to feet and refused to close her eyes or look away.

I finished inside her with my face in her neck and her arms locked round my back, and I heard the sound I made and did not care about it, and through the link her pleasure and mine ran together into one thing so completely that for a few seconds I genuinely could not tell which of us was which, and that had happened perhaps four times since the mill-house.



Afterward she would not let me move.

I mean that literally. I made the first shift toward rolling off and getting the water skin, which is the protocol, which she invented, and her arms tightened and her heel hooked the back of my knee and she said, “No.”

So we stayed.

She got her face into the side of my neck and put one hand flat on my chest over the heart and lay there, front to front, in a lit room, which is not soldier aftercare and is not anything we have ever done, and neither of us said one word about it.

After a while I felt her breathing change.

“Yrsa.”

“Mm.”

“You’re asleep.”

“I’m not.”

She was asleep about forty seconds later, mid-breath, with no insult in progress whatsoever. That had happened exactly once before, on the night she was crowned. I lay there under a Blade Saint with a lamp burning down and her sword hanging up on a wall hook eight feet away, present and retired. I was still awake when the flame shortened to a blue bead.



She woke me before dawn.

She was already up on one elbow, looking at the window, where the east had that low bloom on it that would not go away, and her voice was completely ordinary.

“They’ll come at the main gate,” she said, the way she would say it was going to rain. “They’ve got numbers and they’ve got the dead, and the dead don’t get tired and don’t need feeding, so they’ve no reason to be clever. They’ll form on the drove track, they’ll come at the wall in a line, and the whole thing will be at the main gate by the second hour after midnight.”

“That’s what I’ve got too.”

“I know it is, I read your notebook.” She lay back down and put an arm over her eyes. “So. The gate’s mine.”

“Yrsa.”

“Don’t.”

I did not argue with her, because there was no argument, and because she had spent ninety years earning the right to be at a hinge, and because a man who takes that off a woman to keep her safe is a man who has understood nothing about her at all.

“The gate’s yours,” I said.

She took the arm off her eyes.

“And you hold yours,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn.

Yrsa got up, put the wrap back on, took the sword off the hook, and went to work.


Chapter 14: The Last Surprise

Eleven days out, the march put in its beans.

Maeva ordered every unused yard inside the walls planted with beans and turnip. Four villages lived inside a town built for one, and a siege becomes food arithmetic before anything else. “If the worst happens, we eat. If it doesn’t, we endure an enormous quantity of beans. I have survived worse humiliations.”

So there were bean rows in the school yard and along the inside of the east curtain and in three strips of what had been the fair-ground, and by the second week they were up to the knee, and that is where the oracle spent her mornings.

Nahari of Sundermere had been walking blind for two weeks.

From outside, the cost looked like nothing. She remained barefoot and moved at her usual patient pace, knew who climbed a stair by sound, and still answered questions before they were asked.

But the long sight was gone, on purpose, held shut like a fist, and the woman under it was running on things the rest of us run on, and she was clumsy with them the way a very fast man is clumsy on ice.

She dropped a cup on the ninth day. An ordinary cup, off the edge of a table, because she reached for where it had been rather than where it was. She looked at the pieces for a long moment with an expression I could not read.

“First thing I’ve broken since I stopped looking,” she said, and sounded pleased by the evidence.

“You want a hand?”

“I want to pick up my own broken cup with my own hands like a woman who lives in a house,” said Nahari, and knelt down and did it, and cut her thumb, and was so pleased about it that she showed everybody at supper.

Maeva watched all of this and said nothing for two weeks, which for her is a policy.

Then, on the tenth morning, at the bean rows, with me forty feet away pretending to be counting stakes, the Empress of the Wend-march came and stood beside the Oracle of Sundermere and opened a conversation as she opens all of them with that woman: by playing a piece she has been holding since spring.

“You are going to do it before midsummer,” Maeva said.

“Do what, Empress?”

“You know precisely what.”

“I know what you are asking,” said Nahari, “and I decline to answer it, and I want it noted that declining to answer it is not an answer either.”

“Noted and disregarded.”

“You will disregard it, and then in three days you will say something to Yrsa at supper in a tone that will make her put down a bowl,” said Nahari, “and I would take that as a personal unkindness.”

Maeva laughed. That pairing drew pure enjoyment out of Maeva rather than politics.

“I shall tell you what I am actually asking,” she said, “and then I shall go away, because you are correct that this is not mine. I am asking whether it is going to happen because of a valley full of fires.”

Nahari stood up with dirt on her hands.

“No,” she said.

“Good.”

“It was decided in a Marrowford taproom,” said Nahari, “over a dice game I lost on purpose. The world has put a siege on top of it, and now I must explain that the two things are unrelated.”

“To whom?”

“To him,” said Nahari. “He will never say it aloud, because he is a courteous man with a ledger where his heart should be, and he will spend forty years quietly wondering.”

Maeva was quiet for a moment.

“Then be extremely clear,” she said, “and be clear before you are anywhere near a bed, because that man weighs everything by the order it happened in.”

She went away.

Nahari knelt back down in the beans and went on with her row, and I went on counting stakes, and neither of us mentioned that I had heard all of it, because the bond had been running the whole time and both of us knew there was no point.



She came for me at midday.

She came across the yard at noon rather than waiting for dusk, the eleventh hour, or a lamplit room on an ordinary blazing summer day with a scarf over her hair against the sun and dust on her feet, while forty men were shouting about a beam, and she said:

“Walk with me down the bean rows.”

So we walked down the bean rows in full daylight with the whole march working around us.

“I am going to say four things,” she said, “and I am going to say them plainly, in ordinary words, and not one of them is going to be in the register I usually use, because the register is a costume and I do not want to be wearing a costume for this.”

“All right.”

“First.” She stopped and turned to face me. “I want to be Crowned.”

I had felt it coming along the Sworn strand for two days. It still went through me like a load leaving my shoulder.

“Second,” said Nahari, “and this is the one that matters and it is why I am doing this at midday in a bean field instead of at dusk in my own rooms with the oil out. My reason is not the war.”

“Nahari.”

“Let me finish it. I have rehearsed this and if you interrupt me I shall lose it and have to use prophecy voice.” Her fingers pressed once into the scarf at her hip. “I decided in Marrowford, well before the ridge, Veltmark, or the courier’s page. At Bram’s back table, playing dice against a saint who cheats badly. I decided then that I would take the last threshold eventually, and I have been holding it since, and I have been holding it for the most selfish reason available to a woman like me.”

“Which is?”

“It is the only thing left in the world that I cannot see the other side of,” said Nahari of Sundermere.

The bean rows went on past us. Somebody dropped a plank and was sworn at.

“Two hundred years,” she said. “I watched my city die because I could see it coming and no one moved. I watched every man who ever wanted me decide he wanted me before he arrived. I have known the ends of nine hundred conversations before they started, and I have known what was under every gift I was ever given. For two centuries, I walked into every room already knowing what was in it.” Her voice did not rise at all. “The Crown is a door nature bars me from seeing through: it changes what the looker is, so the seeing cannot go first. It is the last unopened thing there is, and it belongs to you, and I want it because it is mine to want.”

“And the war?”

“May have it as a side effect,” said Nahari. “I tested that motive against every honest answer I had, and here is where I arrived. Hear it in the order I say it. If a circle of crowns turns out to be a wall, good. I would rather the wall existed. But if the siege were called off tomorrow, and the muster went home, and there were no creditor and no ledger and no lamps leaning anywhere in the world, I would be standing in this bean field at midday asking you for exactly this, in exactly these words, and I would be asking today, because eleven days is a stupid number to be told at the end of your life you spent waiting.”

I needed several breaths before words became available.

“Third thing,” she said.

“Go on.”

“I am asking you.” She put her hand flat on my chest, over the sternum, which she does about twice a year. “I am asking instead of telling or foreseeing it at you. The glass showed me a man worth choosing while my city still stood, and it never asked him anything. Since the rain-soaked stone yard, I have made sure I always do.” Her dark eyes came up. “So. Dorian Marsh. Do you want this? Say it in your own words and take as long as you like, and if the answer is not yet, then it is not yet, and I will still be here at midsummer holding the west parapet and nothing whatsoever between us will change.”

“Yes,” I said.

“That was very fast.”

“I’ve had the answer since a stone yard in the rain,” I said. “You’ve had two hundred years of everybody in the world wanting you for what you can see. I want the woman who breaks cups.”

Nahari of Sundermere stood in a bean row with dust on her feet and the sun straight overhead and closed her eyes.

“Fourth thing,” she said, when she opened them.

“Fourth thing.”

“Every lamp in my rooms,” she said. “All of them. I want you to light them yourself before I come up, and I want you to leave the shutters open, and I want to be seen from the first minute to the last.”

And the flat ledger-voice said its piece then, in daylight, in a bean field, with the sound of a saw going in the yard behind us.

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE. WITNESSED IN PLAIN LIGHT.]



Suzu found me on the wall walk in the afternoon.

I was pretending to inspect a hoarding bracket. She came along the walk from the postern end with her hands in her sleeves and her tails doing the thing they do when she has decided something and has not yet worked out how to be funny about it, and she leaned on the parapet beside me and watched three levy crews cross between the bean rows.

“So it’s tonight,” she said.

“How does everyone in this house know everything.”

“Because you light lamps,” said Suzu. “You’ve been up in her rooms twice today with a taper and you came down with your ears red both times, and I’ve been reading rooms for more than sixty years and your room is painfully easy to read.”

“You could just be pleased for us.”

“I am ferociously pleased for you.” She hooked her chin on her folded arms. “Three of four. Do you know what your face did when that offer surfaced at midday?”

“No.”

“Your face stayed still,” she said. “That’s what mattered. No reaction. You stood in a bean field reading out a line that said crowned, full and mutual, with exactly one sworn woman left in this house, and you did not look at the wall, and you did not not-look at it either, which is harder.” She was quiet a moment. “You’d have made a terrible thief. You’d have made an extraordinary fence.”

“Suzu.”

“Mm.”

“If it ever comes up,” I said, “I want you to know I’m never going to raise it. The rule holds before midsummer, after it, and ten years from now. It’s not a thing anybody in this house is allowed to be asked for.”

Her tails went absolutely still.

“I know that,” she said.

“Good.”

“I’ve known that since a loft in June, porter-of-legends, you made rather a scene about it.” She turned her head and looked at me sideways with one amber eye, and there was something behind it, and she opened her mouth.

And then she shut it again, and grinned, and stole my pencil.

“Anyway,” said Suzu, “I’ve come to invoice you for emotional labor,” and went off along the wall walk with my pencil behind her ear before I could get a word out.

It was back on my table before supper, sharpened, which she has never admitted doing.



There are eleven lamps in Nahari’s rooms.

I know because I lit them one at a time at sunset, starting at the far corner and working back to the door, and it took fifteen minutes, each one slower than the last.

She lives at the hall’s east end above the herb store, two rooms, and she has made them a place that does not exist anywhere else in this kingdom: layered hangings in ember and ash and bone, a low bench under the wide window that looks east over the wall toward the drove road, glass and bone jewelry hanging on nails so that the whole room clicks softly whenever the air moves. She had put the shutters back and hooked them open. Beyond the window, the town: a hundred and sixty-one lamps, and the wall walk with the bunting still up, and out past all of it, low on the horizon, the false dawn of a valley twenty-two miles east.

The oil was warm on the sill in its dish, where it always is.

She came up at full dark.

She had the wraps on: three of them, ember over ash over bone, and the silver-white hair down her back to her waist, unbraided already, and her feet bare on the boards, and she stood in the doorway in eleven lamps’ worth of light and looked at the room.

“You lit them all.”

“You asked for all of them.”

“I did.” She came in and shut the door. “I am going to be looked at for four hours in a lit room by a man who counts things. Do you know how long it has been since I let anybody look at me for four hours?”

“No.”

“Neither do I,” said Nahari, “which is the point.”

Then she picked up the dish of warmed oil off the sill, and looked at it, and set it back down on the floor beside the bench, out of reach.

“Tonight we leave it aside,” she said.

“That’s yours.”

“That ritual has been mine since the mill-house, and tonight I want nothing between your hands and me. No oil, no ceremony, no prophecy.” She took one step closer. “You will undress me, one layer at a time, in the order I tell you, and that is the last instruction I intend to give all night.”



The ember wrap first.

She had it pinned at the shoulder with a bone pin and she made me find it, and I got it loose and drew the whole length of it off her in one long slow pull, and it came away and left the ash one under it, and she stood absolutely still and let it happen and watched my face while it did.

“Say what you see,” she said.

“You said you weren’t going to give instructions.”

“That was the last one. This is a request.”

So I said what I saw, out loud, in a lit room, while I unwound the second wrap: deep-brown skin gone gold at every edge with eleven flames on it; the soft strong line of her shoulder; the fall of silver hair over it, a sight that still stopped me and always would; her waist and then, as the ash wrap came away and went on the bench, the whole heavy sweep of those hips, wide and full and carried with absolute patience, and the temple-script tattoo circling one ankle, and the bare feet on the boards.

My hands had stopped being steady somewhere around the second wrap. I said so.

“Good,” said Nahari.

The bone wrap was the last and it was knotted at the hip and she made me kneel to get it.

I knelt to get it, and when it came away I stayed there, because I was at the height of her hips and it would have been an act of vandalism to move, and I put my hands on her and my mouth on the crest of her hip and felt her slow blink stop under the first touch.

“Ah,” said Nahari of Sundermere.

That was the first touch and it landed as it always lands with her: slowly, all the way through, her skin warm and smooth under my palms, her weight shifting fractionally toward me, her hand coming down to the back of my neck and staying there.

I worshipped her hips and that heavy round ass on my knees until her fingers tightened on the window frame, both hands full of her, kissing across the small of her back and down. Nahari let me take my time, making low, drawn-out sounds without narrating a single thing that was about to happen.

“You’re not telling me,” I said, against her skin.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not know,” said Nahari, and I heard the whole of her voice break open on it. “I have not looked since the rim and I am not looking now and I have no idea what you are going to do next, Dorian, none at all, and it has been happening all evening and I am nearly out of my mind.”



Then she stopped me.

Her hand on my jaw, tilting my face up from where I knelt, and she waited until I was looking at her properly before she said it.

“The words first.”

“Tell me how you want them.”

“I want mine in the cadence I was raised in,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “which is a temple cadence from a temple that has been rubble for two hundred years, and I have not used it since I was twenty-nine years old, and I would like you to understand that I am not being decorative. It is the only shape my mouth knows for a thing that binds.”

“Then use it.”

She let go of my jaw and stood up straight in eleven lamps’ worth of light, naked, silver hair down her back, and put her hands together in a form I had never seen her use.

“I was made a seer at eleven and given to a city,” she said. “I watched it burn because a Hero came late for profit, and I have spent two centuries being told that what I saw was a gift and what I was for was service. Hear me now: I swore in the ashes that I would never serve a Hero, and I never have. I have not served one, and I do not serve one tonight.”

Her chin came up.

“I crown the man who holds doors open,” she said. “Who spent a miracle on a lamplighter nobody was singing about. Who always asked whether I had eaten before asking what I could see for him. I give what cannot be taken, to a man who has never tried to take it. Witness me.”

The room clicked softly, all its glass and bone stirring in the air off the open window.

“Now yours,” she said. “And do not be beautiful. I have had beautiful.”

So I gave her mine, kneeling on the floorboards of a lit room, in the only voice I have got.

“I’m a porter,” I said. “That’s my entire qualification. I count what people are carrying and I work out what it’s costing them, and I’ve been counting you since the stone yard.”

“Go on.”

“You’ve spent your life being useful in every room and getting paid in awe for it, and awe is a way of avoiding payment while pretending the debt is settled.” I put my hands on her hips. “I don’t want the glass. I never needed it. If you went blind at midnight and never saw another thing as long as you live, I would carry you up this stair every night for forty years and count it a light load. That’s mine. Witness it.”

Nahari of Sundermere put her hand flat on the top of my head like a woman blessing something, and left it there.

“Witnessed,” she said.



I put her at the window.

The sill is hers. It has always been hers, it belongs to no other woman in this house, and on the night she took the last threshold I gave her the largest version of it I could: the wide east window with both shutters hooked back and the whole march spread out below and eleven lamps behind us so that the two of us stood doubled in the black glass of the upper panes.

She put her palms flat on the sill without being asked.

I went into her slowly from behind with both hands on those wide hips, and the sound she made started low in her chest and carried through six slow strokes before it broke into her first word.

“Slow,” she said.

“I know.”

“Say it anyway.”

“Slow,” I said, and moved slow, and watched her back arch and her silver hair swing forward over her shoulder and her hands grip the sill, and out in the dark below us a hundred and sixty-one lamps burned in a town that was going to be attacked in eleven days.

I held the patient pace the whole way, and that is the discipline her lane demands and it took everything I had.

The view nearly broke my discipline: the long dip of her back, her heavy round ass rolling under my hands, deep-brown skin edged bronze by eleven flames and sweat bright along her spine.

I got a handful of her and squeezed and she pushed back into it.

“Say it,” she said, into the glass.

“You know what I’m going to say.”

“I DO not,” said Nahari, with something almost like temper in it, which she has perhaps four times a year, “and that is the point of the entire evening, so say it, and say it filthy, because I have spent two hundred years being spoken to reverently and I would like something else.”

“That ass has owned my attention since a stone yard in the rain, and every wrap you own is cut to make a man watch you walk away. You know it. You’ve been doing it to me on purpose since the stone yard,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Say which part’s true.”

“All of it is true,” she said, and then her voice went, because I had shifted my hips half an inch and found the angle, “all of it, all of it, oh, THERE, do not you dare change that.”

I did not change it.

She started to lose sentences after that, which with her is the whole event: the woman whose public composure usually survived anything going down to fragments, then to sounds, one hand leaving the sill to brace on the window frame above her head, her silver hair swinging forward and then flung back.

“More,” she said. “Harder. I haven’t asked since the mill-house, and I’m asking now.”

I gave her harder, still slow, a craft I learned in that room and nowhere else: long, deep, patient, and absolutely without mercy at the end of every stroke, and Nahari made a low, torn sound against the black glass, all control stripped from it.

And the ember filigree started at her ankle.

I watched it come. It always begins at the temple-script and climbs, and I have seen it a dozen times, but never like that night: it came up her calf and her thigh and across the sweep of her hip and kept going, up her spine, out along her ribs, into her shoulders, until the whole shape of Nahari of Sundermere was laced from heel to neck in slow orange lines like a banked fire seen through a grate, and the black glass in front of us held two of her.

“Look at the window,” I said.

She looked at the window.

I saw her see it: the doubled room, the eleven flames, her own body lit from the inside, and me behind her with my hands on her, and her face over her own shoulder with the dark eyes wide open and no foresight in them whatsoever.

“Oh,” she said.

I took her at that window until her arms started to go, and then I put one forearm across her hips and held her up and kept going. She came there at the window, standing, palms flat, saying my name into the dark glass, and the ember lattice went white at every crossing point.



And then she turned round.

That was hers. I had not asked for it and I would not have asked for it, because the from-behind frame is her whole architecture and I have honored it since the mill-house, all but once, at her own dare.

She got a hand on my chest and pushed me back to the bench under the window and put me down on it, and stood over me for a moment, breathing, lit up like a hearth, silver hair everywhere, and then she climbed into my lap and took me back inside her face to face and sank all the way down.

“There,” said Nahari.

“This is different.”

“Yes.”

“Why now?”

“Because it is the last unopened thing in the world,” she said, “and I intend to be watching when it happens.”

She rode me slowly astride, forehead against mine, hands on either side of my face. Her usual whispered countdown never came. When I opened my mouth to ask, she put her thumb across it.

“The last surprise arrives unannounced,” she said, “or it does not arrive.”

I put my hands on her hips and let her set it and did not take the tempo, and I knew with perfect clarity that taking the tempo would have been wrong here.

We went a long time. Her face stayed nine inches from mine in a room full of flame, breasts brushing my chest on every slow rise, soft thighs working at either side, her weight settling all the way down before lifting again.

“You are looking at me,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Do not stop.”

“I’m not going to stop.”

“You have not seen me do this,” said Nahari, and her hips lost half a beat on it, “because this is chosen, not granted. I chose you. Say that back.”

“You chose me.”

“Again.”

“You chose me,” I said, “in a bean field, at midday, in front of nobody, eleven days before a war you say has nothing to do with it.”

“It has nothing to do with it.”

“I know.”

“Say that you know.”

“I know,” I said, and put my hand flat on the small of her back and pulled her down onto me the last quarter inch she had been holding back, and Nahari of Sundermere’s eyes went wide and stayed wide.

Her slow blink broke first, and then her sentences, and then the low steady sounds she makes went ragged, and the filigree on her was so bright by then that it lit the underside of my own jaw, and her hips lost the rhythm she had guarded through every prior night.

“Dorian.”

“I’m here.”

“It is going to.” Her voice cracked. “I do not know what it is going to.”

“Then find out,” I said, and put my arms all the way round her and held her against my chest and let her fall into it.

And the bond crowned.



Ember light passed through both of us at once. Under my silver tracery, a patient facet settled permanently beside the Standard and Footwork.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: THE GLIMPSE, INNATE]

And then the flood, and the flood ran both ways.

Sight came into me whole as a capacity: half a second of the world’s next move arriving before my mind. The room went horribly wide; holding her kept me from being sick.

What went into her was me.

She received every private accounting I had made of her since the rain-soaked stone yard: her walk up a stair, Cinderwell’s doors, sleep claimed mid-sentence, silver hair braided and unbraided. Nothing in a crowned bond could be withheld.

Nahari, who had seen everything, saw herself loved from the outside.

She locked in my arms. “Oh. OH. I never saw THAT.”

Two centuries of control went out at once. Her body convulsed, hands fisted in my hair, and she soaked both of us, a hot rush over my thighs and the bench while her inner muscles clamped in rolling spasms. The next hard contraction pulled my release deep into her with my face against her chest. The link drove her second wave into a third, ember lattice whitening across us both.

Still shaking, Nahari began to laugh.

She laughed with her forehead on my shoulder and her arms round my neck and her whole body still clenching, laughing and gasping and saying, over and over, delighted beyond speech:

“My own body. My own body kept a prophecy from me. The nerve of it.”



We stayed tangled on the bench until the nearest lamp drowned its own wick and the others burned low around us.

At some point I got us onto the floor, on the hangings, with her lying along my side and her head on my chest, and one of the eleven guttered out and neither of us got up to trim it.

Through the long afterglow, we sorted the vision like maps after a survey.

“It is a hunger,” she said at one point. “I want that said before the useful parts drown it. Everybody in this house talks about a creditor, a ledger, or a mouth. Those are its methods. It is a hunger that learned bookkeeping, and it is very, very old, and there is nothing in it at all. I have looked into a thousand people, Dorian, including two murderers. There is always something in there. There is nothing in that.”

“How much did you get?”

“Past the edge of the glass,” she said. “Everything I have ever been unable to reach, all at once, for about as long as it takes a wave to break. I shall be finding things in it for a year.” She turned her hand over on my chest. “Ask me the two you want.”

“The line.”

“Yes.”

“Halden’s line. He burned four words and I’ve been reading the stub since Veltmark.”

Nahari lifted her head and looked at me, and then she said it, and she said it the way you read out a receipt, in the flat courier-hand cadence of a small tired man who paid for it with his life.

“It cannot feed on a crowned bond,” she said. “A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for the anchor’s whole line.”

I said nothing.

“Word for word,” she said. “That is the sentence exactly, with no reconstruction. I stood in the place where the fire had been and read the rest of the page.” She put her head back down on my chest. “And the dragon under the mountain gave you the first half of it in her own words, on a different day, in a different room, out of a memory nine hundred years old. Two sources. It is true.”

“Say the whole thing out loud, the way you’d say it to the war-table.”

“Four crowns form a closed ring. It cannot be lent against or collected: neither us nor any legend returned by your line. Strength is incidental. The creditor has no debt to hold. That is why it changed from killing Anchors to acquiring you, and why ninety-one men and forty-one dead are walking toward this march.”

“How long does it have?”

“Until the ring closes.”

“Which is when?”

“Which is when there is a fourth,” she said, “and it does not set at once. That is the last thing on the page and it is the thing that matters.” She sat up on one elbow. “A circle closes when the fourth crown is given, and it sets at the first dawn after. The setting waits until dawn. Between those two things there is one night in which the ring is closed and soft, and a creditor with any wit at all would spend absolutely everything it owns inside that night, because after the dawn it will never be able to spend anything on us again.”

The lamps clicked. Out beyond the window, the false dawn sat on the horizon and did not move.

“Nahari.”

“Yes.”

“When is it?”

She lay back down and put her hand flat on my chest.

“The night where every lamp leans one way,” she said, “is midsummer dark. The new moon. Eleven days.”



She fell asleep mid-sentence on purpose about an hour before dawn.

She does it deliberately and has admitted it; the transition always escapes me. What I got that night was: “…and there is one more thing about the field afterward that I want you to hear before I,” and then nothing, and then the slow breathing of a woman who has decided the rest is a morning problem.

I lay awake and watched the last of the eleven lamps go out on its own.

She woke at first light and finished the sentence, as she always does, where it had stopped, with her eyes still shut.

“…before I forget the shape of it,” said Nahari. “Which is this. I looked at midsummer dark and I saw the whole night, hour by hour, in more detail than I have ever seen anything, and then it stops.”

“Stops.”

“There is a wall in the vision at about the hour before dawn,” she said. “Darkness, smoke, and death each have shapes I know. This has none of them; I know what my own death looks like and I have seen it four times and it is somewhere else entirely. It simply stops, the way a road stops at a coast.” She opened her eyes. “Past that hour I cannot see anything, ever again, in any direction, about anybody.”

“That’s the circle setting.”

“That is the circle setting,” she agreed, “and the ledger closing, and everything past it belonging to nobody’s ledger at all, and therefore to no glass.” She stretched, luxuriously, with the whole length of that body catching the first grey light. “Do you understand what that means, anchor? Past midsummer dawn, if we live, nature itself leaves me blind through every year ahead. There will be nothing to look at. Every day of it will simply arrive.”

She turned her head on my chest and her face was radiant.

“Isn’t it WONDERFUL,” said Nahari of Sundermere.



The Glimpse came innate at breakfast and nearly put me through a table.

It arrived without warning while I was reaching for bread: a half-second of the world’s next move landing in my body first, so that my hand had already gone to the left before the jug went over, and my stomach came up into my throat with the vertigo of it.

Yrsa caught the jug.

“He’s got it,” she said, to the room, with her mouth full.

“Got what?” said Bram, from the annex door.

“Everything’s about to be very annoying,” said Yrsa.

It took three attempts to stop lurching. The Glimpse steadied against breathing, as hers always had: by the fourth measured breath I could hold a cup without twitching, and by the seventh drill pass I had used it without noticing, which was the state I wanted.

The pair of us mattered more than my individual result, and Nahari named it at the war-table that morning with the whole household in the room and Osric writing.

“He sees half a second,” she said, “innately, from now on, awake or asleep, without deciding to. And I intend to look at nothing whatsoever between now and the night, on purpose, permanently.”

“Which gives us what?” said Saskia, who had come in off the postern wall and was eating standing up.

“A blind spot,” said Nahari. “The creditor’s man reads futures. That is what the whiteout on Odette’s pages is; he does not cast it, because he is standing inside it. He will read every one of you: your intentions, your dispositions, your reserves, and he will do it a day in advance and be entirely correct. He cannot read me, because there is nothing to read; a woman who refuses to look has no future in her to see. And he will not think to fear the half-second, because a half-second is beneath his notice.”

“And a half-second is what?” said Maeva.

“It is exactly enough,” said Nahari, “to put a hand somewhere before a hand is expected.”

Something surfaced then, flat and ledger-voiced, in front of the whole war-loft, and I read it off the inside of my skull and said it out loud because I had promised in June that these would never be private again.

[THE CIRCLE: THREE CROWNS HELD. ONE SWORN, UNCROWNED.]

Nobody looked at Suzu.

Every one of the six people in that loft kept their head still with synchronized discipline, and Suzu went on chalking a wall-line on the map with her tongue between her teeth as though nothing had been said at all.

And that night, twenty-two miles east, five separate camps that had not moved in a month broke, formed, and began to walk west, all at once, like one thing.

They came nine miles and stopped.

Holt’s riders found them the next evening on the far side of the shoulder, camped again in the same order on open ground with no water worth having and no reason on earth to be there, thirteen miles from my wall, with ten days still to run.

They stopped thirteen miles from the wall. Every night after that, the glow on our eastern horizon widened. The wall-watch renamed it the fires.


Chapter 15: The Refusal Drill

A week out, I walked the whole wall at dawn with Colm and a slate and did not find a single thing to correct, which frightened me more than a list would have.

Everything the march had built went to work at once.

Colm’s crews set two hundred and thirteen iron-capped larch poles around the inside wall at nine-yard intervals, each pair joined by a running line and shuttered lamp. A windlass could walk light three hundred feet in twenty seconds, making an empty wall section look manned. The rig scaled June’s eleven moving fen lanterns to the whole town.

“They want them at four feet,” he said, when he saw me. “Four foot’s wrong.”

“Why’s four foot wrong?”

“Because a thing coming at the wall in the dark reads the light, not the pole, and a light at four foot looks like a man carrying it,” said Colm, who before Veltmark was a farm boy who had never been more than nine miles from his mother’s door. “Light at six foot looks like a light on a wall. We want it looking like a man.”

“Then it’s four foot.”

“That’s what I said,” Colm told the carpenter, pleased enough to square his shoulders.

The cisterns were the flood-notch crews’ work, which nobody would have predicted. Seven villages send a flood-notch stick to the march-hall every spring: a squared length of oak with the year’s high water cut into it, which they have been keeping for longer than anybody has been keeping anything, and which Maeva had wanted all seven of measured against each other in one room at a fair we did not hold. Those same seven men and women, who know more about where water goes in this country than any engineer alive, spent the last two weeks before midsummer re-cutting the town’s rain-channels so that every roof on the north side drained into the wall cisterns instead of into the street.

Ana Merrick from the ford-house ran them. She is sixty-one and has run a crossing for nineteen years and she supervised the whole thing sitting on a chair somebody carried out for her, and when Maeva came to inspect the work the two of them had an argument about a culvert that lasted forty minutes and which left both women visibly refreshed.

Suzu turned the vault into a shelter.

She did it in one day and she did not consult anybody. Every coin in the march went into nine ironbound boxes and the boxes went into the mason’s void behind the north wall of the strong-room, and the vault itself was swept, floored with straw, hung with lamps, and fitted with three hundred feet of bench: room for a hundred and forty people, mostly the small ones and the old ones, two courses under a stone hall, behind a door built to outvote a ram.

She chalked a notice on the door.

THESE PREMISES ARE INSURED AGAINST FIRE, THEFT, FLOOD, SIEGE, DEBT-COLLECTION, AND WEATHER.

TERMS: NONE. PREMIUM: NONE.

THE UNDERWRITER

“You’ve insured a hundred and forty people for nothing,” I said.

“Don’t tell the empress,” said Suzu, “she’ll want it costed.”



Old Wintering Barn came in last, on the fifth evening, and they came in singing.

They were the farthest out and the most stubborn and they had been arguing about it for nine days, not with us, among themselves, in the way of a village that has been in one place since before anybody’s grandmother. Nineteen households. Forty-one carts, which is a preposterous number of carts for nineteen households and tells you everything about what people decide they cannot leave behind. Two hundred sheep. A cat in a basket, complaining.

They came up the causeway at dusk with the light going orange behind them, and somebody in the middle of the column started the harvest round, which is a song with about ninety verses and no tune worth the name, and by the time the head of the column was at our gate the whole length of it was on the third verse and out of time with itself.

I stood on the gate arch and watched a village drive itself into a fortress at walking pace, singing badly, on purpose, so that nobody would have to say out loud what they were doing.

Maeva kept both hands on the gate stone until the last sheep passed beneath us and the final cart cleared the arch.

“That is the last of it,” she said eventually. “Eleven hundred and six people, all inside a wall, with nobody frightened into it.”

“Nine days of arguing.”

“Nine days of arguing is the price,” she said. “I would have paid three weeks.”

The sister-lamps were finished that same night, and that was not policy and nobody ordered it.

There is a lamp at the loft door of a war-loft in Marrowford that was lit after Cinderwell for a nineteen-year-old lamplighter who kept a village’s lights burning through a plague after the fever took her legs, and who died three weeks before anybody thought to ask her name. Cinderwell put up a second one on the high ridge where she used to walk. After that it went along the roads on its own, the way these things do, and by that summer every village in the march had one: not the village’s own lamp, a second one, hung high, lit at dusk, kept by whoever decided that week that they would keep it.

The last two went up on the fifth evening. Old Wintering Barn’s people carried theirs in on a cart, wrapped in sacking, and hung it on the wall walk over the gate they had just come through, and lit it, and went to find their billets.

From the north curtain that night you could stand and count them: the town’s hundred and sixty-one, and out past the wall, on the black country, going away east and south and west, the ring of village lights, each one somebody’s decision, burning in a country that had been dark for four hundred years.

Brenna had them all on her slate. She had ruled a new column that week and headed it, in her own hand, KEPT.



The two pins went to the lamp-line wardens on the fifth day and that was Maeva’s, and it was the sort of thing she does that looks sentimental for about a week and then turns out to have been logistics.

There were nine lamp-line wardens: Colm, two of Holt’s men, Ana Merrick’s nephew, a carter, the cooper, Goodwife Cairn from Lost Granary, and two women from Old Wintering Barn. They ran the light-grid, which meant that on the night, in the dark, in noise, they would be the only people who could authorize a section of wall to go dark or come up lit.

The problem was authorization. A runner arrives in the dark and says the west line is to shutter: is that a warden’s order or a frightened boy?

So Maeva issued tokens, and the token she chose was a hairpin.

Nine of them, gold, plain, from her own case, and every warden wore one at the collar for the whole of that week and every runner in the march was taught the same sentence: no pin, no order.

“You’re issuing the treasury as signal tokens,” I said.

“I am issuing nine hairpins,” said Maeva, “which cost twelve shillings and which cannot be forged by anybody in that valley, because there is not a man in it who has ever seen the inside of a court and they will make them too ornate.” She snapped the case shut. “Also, the fox and I already wear ours, and that means that when a warden puts one on he is being told, without a speech, whose side of the ledger he is standing on.”

Suzu, on the shelf above her, said: “That’s mine. She got that off me.”

“I got that off a woman in Ferran in the year I was crowned,” said Maeva, “and you may consider it professional inheritance.”



Nahari taught the refusal drill on the sixth day, stranger than any lesson I had watched.

She did it in the school yard with the lamp-line wardens, the whole cohort, and about sixty townspeople who had asked to come, in the afternoon, in bright sunshine.

“There will be a thing here in six nights,” she said, “which reads people.”

Nobody moved.

“I am not going to soften that and there is no use pretending you have not all worked it out, because you have. The men in that valley are men and you may fight them or run from them as your own sense dictates. But there is one thing coming that is not a man, and its whole trade is knowing what you are going to do before you do it, and it will be walking on this ground with us.”

Brenna, in the front, with her practice sword grounded: “Can you fight it?”

“Everything you own is useless against it,” said Nahari. “So here is what we shall do instead, and it is a lamplighter’s craft, and every one of you can learn it this afternoon.”

She had them stand in the yard and light a lamp each.

“Now look at your flame,” she said. “On the night, whatever happens, you will look at the light in front of you and at the person to your left, and you will keep your eyes off the dark, the field, the gate when the noise comes from it, and the sky. If somebody screams behind you, the person to your left looks, and you do not, and then they tell you.”

“That’s mad,” said a carter, without malice.

“It is the opposite of mad,” said Nahari. “You are a man with a job on a wall. Every time you look into the dark you are doing two things: you are stopping doing your job, and you are asking the dark a question. And a thing that reads futures reads them out of the question. It cannot see your hands. It sees where your attention is going next.” She held her own lamp up. “So refuse it. Give it nothing to read. Witness your own lamp, and let the dark be somebody else’s business.”

They practiced it for four hours.

It sounds simple and it is not: she had Yrsa’s cohort creep up behind the line in the yard and shout, drop shields, throw gravel, and the drill was to keep your eyes on the flame and count aloud and not turn round, and through the first dozen attempts about half the line turned round.

By the fourth hour nobody turned round.

By dusk, Goodwife Cairn of Lost Granary, who is fifty-five and has never held a weapon in her life, could stand in the middle of a yard with two twelve-year-olds screaming and banging shields at her back and not so much as flinch her eyes off a lamp wick, and she got a round of applause from sixty people for it, and went scarlet, and said it was no different from a kitchen at harvest.

Brenna’s cohort certified first. Nahari made a thing of it: twelve children, twelve lamps, twelve wooden tags, and the tag says only WITNESSED OWN LAMP, which sounds unimpressive and which every single one of them still has.



Odette Calloway came to the postern gate on the sixth night at the eleventh hour.

She came alone, on foot, hooded, with no horse anywhere in three miles. She had walked a very long way in the dark.

Saskia had the postern. She sent a runner and came to the wall-head herself and said, in the flattest possible voice, “There’s a mage at your back door. I decided not to kill her. It was a decision.”

I went down with Maeva. Nahari came too, stopped forty feet short, and stood in a doorway with her eyes shut throughout.

Odette stood outside the postern in the dark with her hood up.

She would not come in.

Her refusal surprised me. The little door was open, and Saskia stood aside from it deliberately, and I said, “Come inside,” and Odette Calloway looked at the threshold the way you look at a dog you do not know.

“No,” she said.

“It’s four feet of stone and a lamp.”

“It is four feet of stone and a lamp inside a wall that the weather has noticed,” said Odette, “and I have made a study, Warden, of the difference between places that are noticed and places that are not, and I do not stand inside the first kind.” She put back her hood, which was as close to a courtesy as she cared to come. “This will take four minutes.”

She had one page.

This time she carried a single sheet rather than a schematic with about nine lines of that ruled, level printing, and one small drawing in the corner that was the same three-stroke hand she had drawn in June.

“You have the grounding,” she said. “You proved it at East Ford, publicly, and expensively, and I assume you have stopped cutting at leashed men.”

“We have.”

“Then here is the rest of it, and it is the last thing I have, and after tonight I have nothing else to sell and nothing else to give away.” She turned the page and read it out rather than handing it over, which I understood later. “A collection at scale requires gathering. Forty-one chains, or fifty, or four hundred, cannot be held at the terminal end; they are held at the grounding point, and the grounding point is a hand, and a hand can hold what it is touching. Do you follow?”

“It has to touch them.”

“It has to touch all of them,” said Odette, “at once, for the length of one full breath, at the peak of the harvest, or the collection does not close. That is the mechanism. Every chain on that field runs home to one point, and for one breath at the top of the night that point will be present, physical, and occupied.” She lowered the page. “It will be the only moment in the entire proceeding when the hand is doing something other than being unreachable.”

“How long is the breath?”

“A breath,” she said. “I am not being poetic. It is a unit in their own arithmetic and I have seen it written three times and never defined, which I take to mean it is exactly as long as it sounds.”

Maeva said, “How do you know?”

Odette looked at her for the first time.

There are four people in the world that woman is afraid of and I have watched her be afraid of exactly one of them, twice, and both times it was the Empress of the Wend-march standing perfectly still in a doorway asking her a mild question.

“Because I was in a room where it was done,” said Odette Calloway.

Maeva’s gaze hardened. Saskia shifted her weight toward the open threshold.

“The exercise used eleven small lamps rather than legends, in a hall with no weather, as an accounting exercise, while I stood against the wall holding a case of my own notes and being permitted to watch, because my archive patron had been told it would be instructive for me.” Her voice did not change at all. “It gathered them. It took one breath at the top of it. And then it ate that patron’s name off every stone in the kingdom in front of me and looked at me for slightly longer than was comfortable.”

“You have been carrying that since Veltmark,” said Maeva.

“I have been carrying that since a fortnight before Veltmark, which is why I hedged at Veltmark, and I would appreciate your not making me say any more about it than that.”

Maeva put out her hand for the page.

Odette did not give it to her. She put it on the ground at the threshold, on the stone, and stepped back, and let the empress pick it up herself.

“You will want to know what I want,” she said.

“I already know what you want,” said Maeva.

“Then say it, since you are so certain, and let us both save the negotiation.”

“You want nothing,” said Maeva Castellan. “You have come thirty miles on foot in the dark to hand a page across a threshold you will not cross, from a creditor you cannot outrun, to a household you do not like, and you want nothing at all, and that is because you have already priced the alternative and found that there is no price at which being useful to us is not the better bet.” She folded the page once. “You hedge like a woman who has already had the margin call.”

Odette’s mouth moved.

“You may stay,” Maeva said. “That is offered once and it is not conditional and nobody in this house will ask you a single question about the survey at the Sunken Crown, tonight or ever. The vault is a shelter now. There is a hundred and forty people’s worth of bench in it and a door two grown men lose arguments with.”

“No.”

“Say why, and then go.”

“Because knowledge-keepers are a delicacy,” said Odette Calloway. “I have watched it choose. It chooses the knowledge-keepers before the strong or loud, because a thing that has been written down is a thing that can be eaten twice.” She put her hood back up. “I intend to be indigestible. That means moving, and it means never standing anywhere that has been noticed, and it means, Warden, that this is the last time you will see me.”

“Where are you going?”

She was already turning.

“Somewhere with a great many lamps,” said Odette, “where nobody counts them.”

She was gone before the next bell. Saskia sent two riders after her at my order, not to bring her back, only to see her clear of the drove road, and they lost her inside a mile and were sour about it for a week.

An hour later an unsigned crate came to the same postern by a different courier: bandages, salves, needle and gut, forty yards of clean linen, and a jar of the burn-salve the temple hostels make and do not sell.

There was no note.

Bram took it in and wrote it in the receipts file as ANONYMOUS, TEMPLE HANDWRITING ON THE CRATE-LID, RECEIVED WITH THANKS, and put it in the infirmary row, and nobody in this house said a name out loud, and that was the correct way to receive it.



The war-table set the shape of the night on the seventh evening, and it took two hours.

I will put it down as we agreed it, because everything that happened afterward is a variation on this page.

We could not reach the muster without arriving strung out on thirteen miles of drove track. The Cindermaw offered blind ground, but no water, food, or wall for eleven hundred people.

“It cannot hold a town,” said Maeva. “There is no water on that rim and no food and no wall, and eleven hundred people cannot live on a mountain for a night, let alone until the thing gets bored. And it does not get bored.”

“Also,” said Nahari, “we would be inviting a dragon to defend us, and she has not offered, and she does not like guests.”

So we chose our walls, light, and count.

“They will come at the main gate,” said Yrsa. “Front, in a line, in strength, because they have the numbers and the dead don’t tire. Whatever else is happening will be happening somewhere else, and the gate will be real, because the gate has to be real or nobody looks at it.”

“And you will hold it.”

“I’ll hold it.”

“And the postern,” said Saskia, “which is where I’d come if I were them, and where I’d come if I were me, and where I am therefore going to be standing.”

Suzu had the walls and the roofs and no fixed station, which is the only fixed assignment she will accept. Nahari would be with me, blind, unreadable. Maeva would be everywhere the nerve was going, which is what the Standard is for, and would hold the yard as the last reserve.

The lamp-runners would run the grid: eleven children on the causeway spur and the inside lines, behind the walls, with shuttered lamps, and Brenna commanding them, and I said it out loud in front of the whole room and made Osric write it in the log.

“No student goes on a wall. No student carries anything sharper than a lamp. Brenna’s relays run from the yard, behind the curtain, on the inside line, and if the wall breaks, the relays go to the vault with everybody else and the light-grid dies and we manage. Say it back to me.”

Yrsa said it back to me.

“And the hand,” I said.

Everybody looked at the page on the table.

“One breath, at the peak of the harvest,” said Nahari. “It has to gather to collect. That is the only moment it will be a thing with a location, and it will be at the point where all of the chains run home, which will be wherever it decides is the middle of its own night.”

“So we hold until then,” said Maeva.

“We hold until then, and we do not spend anything we will need for that breath, and when the breath comes, everything we have goes at one hand.” I put my finger on the map, on nothing in particular, because there was nothing on the map to put it on. “And then we hold whatever’s left until dawn, because past dawn none of it can be spent on us again.”

“How long is that?”

“Midnight to first light,” I said. “Five hours and forty minutes.”

Yrsa drew seven shallow marks on the map with one finger. Bram set down the tray he had forgotten.

“Seven waves,” said Yrsa, eventually.

“What?”

“That’s what it works out to at that length with that many bodies, if they’re any good at all.” She was drawing on the table with her finger. “Seven pushes, with a lull between each, because even things that don’t get tired have to be re-formed. Seven waves, and then the eighth thing that happens is the sun.”

She sat back.

“So we’re holding seven,” she said. “The eighth one’s ours.”



Maeva convened the loft at midnight and cleared the maps with a single word, and then did something she had never done since the tomb.

“Spheres, ladies, as drilled,” she said, “under new management.”

Yrsa, halfway out of her boots: “What?”

“The crowned oracle will keep time tonight,” said Maeva Castellan, “and I intend to enjoy obeying her enormously. I am told it is transformative. Four centuries have passed without it, so I am overdue, and I refuse to die without trying.”

“You’re thirty-eight.”

“I am thirty-eight in every bodily respect and four centuries overdue for an evening off duty, and I have spent all of it conducting,” said Maeva, “and tonight I am going to be conducted, and if any one of you makes a single remark about it I shall have the fox price your possessions.”

Nahari, from the window seat, calm and exact: “Then we shall begin with the vows, in whatever order you like, and I shall want them out loud, because I am blind now and intend to stay so, and a woman who will not look must be told things.”

The consents went round the room in four registers, a sound unique to that night.

Maeva first, standing, in court cadence, with her hands folded: “You may all attend me, and I shall attend all of you, and I hand the evening’s conduct to Sundermere freely and in front of witnesses, and I want that entered.”

Yrsa, flat, from the floor where she was pulling her second boot off: “Agreed. No reserve. Same terms as always: nobody’s careful with me, and if I say stop we all stop and nobody’s clever about it.”

Suzu produced, from somewhere, a folded slip of paper, and read it out.

“Item,” she said. “One evening, full participation, all parties, no reserve prices. Item: the undersigned waives all claims to dignity, composure, and the return of any garment. Item: this instrument is offered gratis and cannot be invoiced against, retroactively or otherwise, by anyone, ever.” She looked up over the paper. “Signed, Suzume Kagehana, and don’t you dare laugh, because I mean every word of it and it took me an hour.”

“Notarized,” said Maeva, and kissed her.

And Nahari, last, in full sentences, with her palms flat on her knees: “I want to be the one who says when tonight. I want each of them to have exactly what she likes and not one thing that belongs to another woman in this room. I want him to break the last number, as he always does, because that is ours. And I want to be told when I am wrong, at once, and loudly.”

They all looked at me.

“Yes,” I said. “To every one of you, out loud, in that order. And one of mine: nobody’s polite tonight. There’s a week left and I’d rather have all four of you rude.”



Nahari ran that room for two hours and she ran it like a woman conducting weather.

She started Yrsa on the map-table because that is Yrsa’s place in a group and always has been, and then changed the traditional map-table slot by slowing it down.

“Fierce,” Nahari said, from the window seat, without moving. “But at my count. Anchor: half the speed you want, and do not vary it, whatever she says to you.”

Yrsa said several things to me.

She was face-down across the map-table with her hands braced on the far edge and her long pale back arched and every muscle in her working, and I had her by one hip and by a fistful of jaw-length black hair, and I gave her exactly half the tempo she was demanding, at a rhythm the oracle called from six feet away.

“Faster,” she said.

“No.”

“I’m not asking you, I’m telling you, this is my slot, this has been my slot since Marrowford, fierce is the entire…”

“Half speed, anchor,” said Nahari, from the window seat, without opening her eyes.

“Half speed,” I said, and did not vary it by a hair.

The result on Yrsa Kaldwyn held my full attention. She is built to win a thing fast. Everything about her from the tendons up is organized around getting to the end of an exchange before it can become a negotiation, and half speed takes that away from her entirely and leaves her nowhere to be except in her own body, which is the one place she has never learned to stand still.

She got through about two minutes of tactical objection. Then the objections stopped having verbs in them. Then they stopped having words.

I kept the pace. I kept it while her forearms started to shake on the far edge of that table, and while her hips began going after a rhythm I would not give her, and while the storm-grey light came up her scars and started to strobe with her breathing.

Yrsa Kaldwyn locked hard around me on that table after about nine minutes, storm-grey light strobing over her scars while she swore at the ceiling in a voice that had gone entirely to pieces.

“That is unbelievably unfair,” she got out, afterward, face-down, still shaking.

“Noted,” said Nahari.

“That’s cheating.”

“It is timing,” said Nahari, “which is what I am. Suzu, the window. Slats.”

Suzu had been waiting for it. She went to the shuttered window in three steps and got up on the low chest under it and got the shutter cracked one slat, and outside and below, the whole town: a hundred and sixty-one lamps and nine wardens’ lines and the sister-lamp constellation burning out to Fenwick and beyond, in a ring on the black country.

She braced her hands on the sill-frame with the slat-light striping her, and looked back over her shoulder at me with both amber eyes gone vertical.

“Nobody can see in,” she said.

“Nobody can see in.”

“Everybody could, though,” said Suzu. “Structurally. That’s the entire point.” And then her sentences failed through the next hard minute, because I had her up off the chest with her back against the shutters and her legs round my waist, quick and bright and loud, exactly her register, the slat-light going across both of us in bars, and the whole time nine tails wrapped whatever came within reach: my arm, the shutter-bar, Yrsa’s ankle where she lay recovering on the table.

She weighs nothing. That fact governs the engineering of Suzume Kagehana in a room like that one, and she hates that it works and demands it every time: four foot eleven of her held up against a shutter on nothing but my forearms, taken at the pace I chose, her heels drumming the wood behind me and her hands fisted in my collar and her mouth going the entire time.

“Bars,” she got out. “That’s bars. That’s the light coming through in bars, that’s on my.”

“I know what it’s on.”

“You planned this.”

“You built the shutter,” I said, and got a hand under her and changed the angle, and Suzu’s whole vocabulary collapsed into one syllable repeated at increasing volume until Nahari, from the window seat, said, “Quieter, small one, there are children in this town,” and Suzu, without stopping, said something obscene about the children’s parents and came so hard she took a slat off the shutter with her heel.

I held her there through all of it and did not put her down until the shaking stopped, and then set her on her feet, and she stood swaying with her hand flat on the wall and one ear entirely sideways.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Fine. Empress, he’s in a mood, you’ll want to brace.”

Maeva watched all of it from the great chair with one leg over the arm, entirely undressed and entirely composed, and did not touch herself once, because Nahari had told her not to.

“You are cruel,” she said, at one point, conversationally.

“I am patient,” said Nahari, “and I have wanted to make you wait like this since spring.”

“That is true and I resent the accuracy.”

“Ten minutes, Empress.”

“Ten.”

“Then you will have him astride, at your own pace, and I shall not interfere with a single thing except the last number.”



She got me beneath her at her own pace and was magnificently, luxuriously obedient about it.

Maeva came down into my lap on the great chair with the crowned braid already half undone and both hands flat on my chest, and rode me slow, and narrated it the entire time in full court cadence, and the narration was aimed at Nahari, because she had been told to report.

“He is doing that thing,” said Maeva, “with his hands, on my hips, which I intend to describe to you in detail because you have asked to be told things, and because I know precisely how much you enjoy this. Oh. That. There is a great deal of him and there always has been and it still defeats my composure.”

“Faster?”

“No,” said Maeva, and then, three minutes later, in a voice with the diction visibly coming apart: “Yes. Faster. Tell him faster. I am asking the conductor for faster and I want it in the record that I asked properly.”

“Anchor,” said Nahari. “Faster.”

The empress’s vocabulary went out of the room about a minute after that, and what was left was plain, and Maeva’s plain voice went straight through me.

And through all of it the light came up: the gold along her ribs and throat, and the storm-grey edging off Yrsa’s scars where she had folded herself against my shoulder and was mouthing at my neck, and Suzu’s fox-fire flickering low and orange at my other side with her tails around all five of us, and Nahari, who had come to the chair at last and taken my hand and put it exactly where she wanted it, laced from ankle to shoulder in slow ember lines.

Four colors.

Above us, the four strands stopped braiding and formed a cart-wheel ring of gold, grey, ember, and fox-fire, casting light across the chair and ruined maps.

“Oh,” said Suzu, very quietly.

“It is still open,” said Nahari. “Three and a borrowed one. It is beautiful, and it will not hold. Look at it and remember it and then attend, because I am counting.”

She counted them down from ten.

She had four women and one man at four different distances from the edge and she brought all of them to the same place with nothing but her voice and one hand, and she was not wrong by a single number, and at “two” the whole room’s breathing was one thing.

“One,” said Nahari of Sundermere, and stopped, and put her mouth against my ear, and said: “Yours.”

I broke it.

I got both hands under Maeva and drove up into her hard, three times, four, all of it, and the empress stopped narrating anything at all and made one long open sound with her head back and her breasts against my mouth, and came around me in deep slow clenching waves with the gold going through her from the throat down until she lit the underside of the chair.

Maeva’s hips drove down and held me deep as my release pulsed into her, my fingers dug in hard enough to leave marks that lasted three days and my forehead pressed between her breasts. The finish went out through the link into all four of them at once.

A braided finish defeats explanation to anyone outside one. The link transmits the event itself beyond sympathy or imagination. Yrsa Kaldwyn, who had been lying against my shoulder with nobody’s hands on her at all, arched off the chair-arm and came a second time on nothing but the feedback, teeth in my shoulder, storm-grey light going white along her ribs. Suzu, kneeling up behind Maeva with her arms round her, made a high delighted broken noise and went over with her, tails cinching tight around all five of us and all nine lighting fox-orange at the tips.

Nahari, with one hand on me and one on herself, had timed the entire room down to the last number. She was the last to go and the loudest: slow contractions bent her against my side while ember light laced her from ankle to shoulder, and she had no words left, which for her is the highest possible compliment.

At the finish, the four lights flooded together.

For several heartbeats every pleasure cycled around the loop without obstruction. Maeva later called it magnificently undignified and demanded the record say so twice.

It took a long time to come down. There was a stage in the middle where nobody could speak and everybody was laughing, a stage peculiar to us, beyond any account I had heard from anyone else.

Maeva was the first one to make a sentence, still astride me, still shaking, with her mouth against my ear.

“I have decided,” she said, “that being conducted is transformative.”

“Told you,” said Nahari, from somewhere near my knee.

“Do not gloat, oracle, it is beneath your register.”

“It is entirely within my register.”

“It is,” Maeva agreed. “That is what makes it insufferable.”



Afterward there was the pile, which is a tradition older than the march and which nobody has ever formally described, and I am not going to start.

Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside it, face-down across my chest, without opening her eyes, and got it right, which is infuriating.

The ring was gone. The maps were ruined. Somebody had knocked the good lamp over and nobody had noticed for long enough that there was oil on the floor.

Then, sleepily, going round, each of them said what they wanted from the far side of the war.

“The capital,” said Maeva, into my collarbone. “I shall go as petitioner, never as asset, and we shall discuss terms, and I intend to enjoy myself so thoroughly that they will not notice what it costs them for a year.”

“The school’s first graduation,” said Yrsa, from the floor. “There are apparently certificates. I have not commissioned certificates. If anybody says I have commissioned certificates I will deny it.”

“You commissioned certificates.”

“The cooper offered.”

“To not-see what happens next,” said Nahari, “forever, on purpose. I want to be an ordinary woman in a house who does not know what is going to happen on Thursday. I want to be surprised by weather. I have wanted it since I was nineteen.”

And Suzu, half asleep, with her chin on my sternum and her tails everywhere:

“One thing the dragon can’t appraise,” she said. “I don’t know what it is. I’ll know it when I steal it.”

Under my palm, the slow beat beneath the world struck once.

Then it answered mine.


Chapter 16: The Night Off

The garrison school held its first graduation two days before midsummer, at four hours’ notice, in a yard full of bean rows.

Yrsa moved it. She came into the loft at breakfast, said “I’m doing the school thing today,” and went out again, and that was the entire consultation.

I understand why now and I understood why then and neither of us said it out loud, which was correct. The graduation had been set for the end of the season. The end of the season was on the far side of a night nobody could see past, and Yrsa Kaldwyn had decided that twelve children were going to have the thing they had earned in their hands before that night rather than after it, and that if anybody said the word “before” in her hearing she would go through a wall.

She did it at noon in the school yard.

Twelve of them, in a line, in their own clothes, with their practice swords grounded, and about three hundred people crammed round the fence because word had gone round the town in about eight minutes and because there was nothing else cheerful happening that week.

And Yrsa produced, from a sack, twelve wooden certificates.

They were beautiful, improbably so. They were oak, planed and sanded and edged, about the size of a supper plate, with the letters cut in properly and rubbed with lampblack, and every single one had the student’s name on it and the date and one line about what they had learned.

“Where did those come from?” I said, at the fence.

“The cooper had offcuts,” said Yrsa.

“The cooper had offcuts, and cut twelve name-boards, and edged them, and blacked the letters.”

“He offered.”

“Yrsa.”

“He offered,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, in a voice like a portcullis coming down, “and I said if he liked, and he liked, and the matter ends there, and if you tell one person in this march that I commissioned certificates I will fight you in front of the school.”

She read the names out one at a time and handed them over and did not shake anybody’s hand, because she does not, and instead she did something better: with each one she said the one thing that student was actually good at, out loud, in front of three hundred people.

“Torvald. Best gate-hinge in the cohort. Has not stepped forward once when he shouldn’t. Will be a wall somebody stands behind for forty years.”

“Sela. Fastest read on the back-cut in the yard, including two of the levies. Do not let her fence you for money.”

And last, Brenna, twelve years old, sun-browned, with her fence-wire braid and the stolen picket she has never given back.

Her board said LAMP-CAPTAIN.

“That’s not a rank,” said Brenna, holding it in both hands.

“It is now,” said Yrsa. “It’s on a board.”

“Warden Kaldwyn.”

“Don’t.”

“It’s on a BOARD,” said Brenna, and the yard fell over laughing, and Yrsa went and stood by the fence with her arms folded and her ears red, and Nahari, beside me, said quietly, “Do not look at her for four minutes,” and I did not.



Bram declared the siege-menu the same afternoon, on a slate, outside the annex, in letters a foot high.

EVERYTHING MUST GO

INCLUDING THE GOOD BARREL

PRICES REVISED DOWNWARD DAILY UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

TIDEMAN

“That’s the Ferran barrel,” I said.

“That’s the Ferran barrel.”

“You’ve kept it since Marrowford. You wouldn’t open it for the boon-oath.”

“I wouldn’t open it for the boon-oath,” Bram agreed, and put his one hand flat on the plank, and looked at the wall for a moment. “I’ll tell you my reasoning, Warden, and then I’d like a drink myself, which I don’t do. Either we’re all here on Friday, in which case I’ll have sold a barrel of very good wine at a discount and I’ll be annoyed about it for a year and that’ll be a nice thing to be annoyed about. Or we’re not.”

“Bram.”

“Or we’re not,” he said, “and there is no possible arrangement of this world in which I want that barrel sitting full in my cellar on Friday afternoon with nobody left to drink it. So it goes now. Cheap. And every single person on that wall gets a cup of the best thing I own before they climb up there.”

He sold it at fourpence and the annex ran until three in the morning, and it became the best night of siege week.



Suzu stole the pencil at dusk.

She did it in the yard, in front of Osric and two carters and Maeva, from the outside pocket of my coat, and she did it slowly, with full eye contact, turning our usual pencil theft into a witnessed ritual.

“Right,” she said, holding it up. “For luck.”

“That’s my pencil.”

“That is your pencil, and it’s now my pencil, and on the other side of Friday it will be your pencil again.” She turned it over in her fingers. “That’s my entire insurance policy. Nobody reads the small print. Stolen before the storm, returned after. It’s a policy that pays out in the wrong direction.”

“You’ve had it four times.”

“Five,” said Suzu. “You’ve forgotten the fen.” She put it behind her ear and looked at me for a second longer than the joke needed, and the grin arrived late and both ears flattened. “It works, porter-of-legends. Five for five. Do the arithmetic and don’t argue with a professional.”

Then she went off across the yard, and Osric wrote something down, and Maeva said, without looking up from the muster-roll:

“She has been planning that theft for three days, waiting for an audience.”

“I know.”

“She wanted witnesses to the return,” said Maeva. “Do not tell her I said so.”



I walked the town that evening because I could not sit down, and because a warden who is visible on the last ordinary night is worth about forty men, and because if I am honest I wanted to look at it.

Eleven hundred people in a town built for four hundred. Every barn full. Carts stood in rows on the fair-ground, with families sleeping under them by choice, preferring their own carts and the warm air to stuffy halls. Beans up to the knee in what had been the wrestling ground. Somebody’s goat on the school-yard fence, illegally, being fed by the entire cohort.

I got stopped nine times in a hundred yards.

Nobody warns a warden about the ordinary questions. Every question assumed we would hold. A man from Old Wintering Barn wanted to know if his brother-in-law could be moved to the north barn because of a dispute about a dog. Goodwife Cairn wanted the kiln-share reconciliation looked at before Friday, on the grounds that if things went badly she did not want the books wrong. Two boys asked whether the fair would still happen after. A woman I did not know put a loaf into my hands, said “You look thin,” and walked away before I could get her name.

Ana Merrick, on a chair outside the ford-house family’s billet with her bad hip up on a box, waved me over with one finger, which is how she summons empresses.

“That culvert,” she said.

“Ana.”

“I’m not arguing it tonight. I’m telling you she was right about the fall and wrong about the width, and I’ve told her, and she’s written it down.” She looked satisfied. “In a letter, she says. To someone in four hundred years.”

“Did she tell you what else is in it?”

“No, and I didn’t ask. That’s hers.” She adjusted the hip. “Warden. Sit down for two minutes, you’re making the street nervous.”

I sat down for two minutes.

Bram’s annex was still going. Osric was at a corner table with the tally-book and two pencils, one behind each ear, ruling lines. Saskia Roehn was up on the postern wall with her boots hanging over and a plate on her knee, refusing to come down, as she had been doing for four days.

“You should eat inside,” I said, below her.

“I’ve eaten inside four times this week,” said Saskia, “and every time somebody thanks me, and I don’t know what to do with my face.”

“You could say you’re welcome.”

“I could say I’m welcome,” she agreed, “and then they’d be encouraged, and then it’d happen again.” She looked out east over the dark. “Warden. I want something and it isn’t money.”

“Go on.”

“Nearly four weeks ago your empress put a clause in my contract that I didn’t ask for and I didn’t want and I have read about forty times.” She did not look round. “That if I’m killed here this house buries me under my own name and my own arms.”

“I know. I was in the room.”

“Nobody’s ever.” She stopped, and started again, differently. “I’ve hired to eight houses. All eight contracts had clauses about kit and horses. Every contract left the body out.” She put a piece of bread in her mouth. “That’s all. I’m not asking for anything. I wanted you to know I’d read it.”

Then she said, with her mouth full, in the flattest voice in the province: “Tell Kaldwyn I’ll hold the postern until the sun comes up or I’m dead, and that she can check my hinges herself if she wants a second opinion, and she will.”

The lamp census went out at dusk for the last time, and I walked the first half of it with them because Brenna asked me to and because there was no version of that evening in which I was going to say no.

Nahari had the slate. Brenna had the chalk. The promotion had been made weeks earlier and neither of them had commented on it.

“Ninety-one in April,” said Brenna, as we came round the school-yard fence. “A hundred and sixty-one after East Ford. Tonight we’ll clear two hundred, because the barns have got their own now and the carts count.”

“Do carts count?”

“Carts count if the light stays with the cart,” she said. “That’s the rule. A lamp that moves with a person is a person’s lamp and it counts once. A lamp that gets carried about and put down in different places doesn’t count at all, because it’s the same lamp being counted four times and then next season you’d think we had four.”

“Who made that rule?”

“She did.” Brenna nodded at Nahari without looking up from the slate. “But I wrote down why, because if you only write the number down, then next season you’ll guess at the reason and then you’ll act on the guess.”

Nahari, walking beside us barefoot with her eyes shut, said: “That is mine as well, and she has said it better than I ever did, and I am furious about it.”

We did the north quarter. Two hundred and four, in the end, which Brenna wrote in her own column with the date and then, on her own initiative, a second smaller number underneath: 11.

“What’s eleven?”

“Lamps that went out while we were walking and got relit before we got past,” said Brenna. “That’s a different thing from a lamp being lit. That’s somebody watching it.”

That sentence stayed with me, sharper than most of my own.

The bear was asleep on the fair-ground in a nest of straw with four children asleep against it, which their parents had plainly permitted and which the man from Havering was guarding by sitting on a barrel nearby with a mug, in the manner of a man who has decided he lives here now.

“He’s eaten nine loaves,” he said, as I passed.

“Is that a complaint?”

“It’s a report,” said the man from Havering. “The empress said to report.”

Suzu and Nahari were playing dice on the vault stair at the eleventh hour, as they have done since Veltmark, a game the oracle loses almost every time.

“Four,” said Suzu, and threw four.

“That is not skill.”

“That is entirely skill.”

“You are palming.”

“I am absolutely palming,” said Suzu, “and you cannot prove it, because you have stopped looking, which was an outrageous professional gift and I intend to abuse it until you die.”

Nahari of Sundermere laughed out loud in a stairwell on the second-to-last night, and lost seven coppers, and paid them.

I did my own work last, in the loft, alone, for about an hour, and it was all lists.

That is what I am. Other men sharpen things.

Page one: the hours. First bell to dawn broken into half-hours down the left margin, with the wall sections across the top, and in every box the name of the person who is responsible for that section in that half-hour, and under it, in brackets, the name of the person who takes it if the first name goes down. Two hundred and forty boxes. Four hundred and eighty names. All four hundred and eighty written out by hand, because a list you have copied is a list you have not read.

Page two: what I can make. Echo-rope, three lengths at once, four seconds each. Echo-plank, one, six seconds, will hold a man’s weight for about half of that. Echo-bar, the pry-bar, eleven seconds, which is the longest thing I own and the only one worth anything in a fight. Echo-lantern, as many as I can throw, nine seconds, no heat, no smell, and enough light to make a thing that hunts by light look in the wrong direction.

That last one is the whole of my arsenal and I have built a battle plan on it twice.

Page three was a single line, because I made myself write it before I went to bed:

DO NOT REACH FOR ANYTHING THAT IS NOT ON THIS GROUND.

I read it twice, and put the notebook in my coat, and went down to look for her.



The letter happened at the eleventh hour, at the hall’s north-west corner, in the dark, with a mason.

I did not know it was going to happen. I came looking for her about a wall matter and found her kneeling at the foundation course with a lantern, a mason named Hask, a chisel, and a lead tube.

“You may stay,” said Maeva, “if you can be quiet until Hask sets the facing stone, a skill at which you remain infuriatingly reliable.”

So I sat on the mounting-block and watched an empress seal a letter into a wall.

Hask had cut the pocket that afternoon: a slot in the second course, four inches deep, at the corner where the hall’s north wall meets the older doorframe. The doorframe is the oldest wood in this march. She raised it herself four hundred years ago with a work-crew, and a man named Corwin Ferris was killed cutting the oak for it, and she is the only person alive who has ever said his name out loud.

She held the three folded sheets until the lantern flame shortened by a finger-width.

“You have watched me do this twice,” she said.

“Three times.”

“Three.” She turned the pages over. “The first was in the Marrowford war-loft before our second descent into the Sunken Crown. I wrote to three duchies that no longer existed, burned it, and complained about the ink so that neither of us would have to discuss it.”

“I remember.”

“The second was in the Veltmark annex on the eve of the Undercourt final. I did not burn it. I folded it into the campaign map and left it there, which was cowardice of a superior grade.” She squared the pages. “This one is to the march.”

“To the march.”

“To whoever is holding this hall in four hundred years,” said Maeva Castellan. “That is the entire address. It says what we are doing here this week and why. It has the drainage in it. It has the school in it, and the names of the twelve, and Ana Merrick’s culvert argument, which I have set down in full because she is right and I intend to be seen to concede in writing at a distance of four centuries. It has an accounting of the treasury, which the fox audited and which is therefore correct to a third of a copper. It has the fact that the Warden of this march paid for the fair out of his own share and then argued about it.”

“That’s not going in a wall.”

“It is already in the wall in the sense that it is in the ink,” she said, “and the wall is merely the storage.”

She put the letter in the tube and Hask sealed the tube with wax and mortar, and slid it into the pocket in the second course, and set the facing stone over it, and pointed it, and stood back, and it was gone: a corner of a wall, exactly like every other corner of that wall.

Maeva put her palm flat on the new mortar for a moment.

“The first empire wrote to its dead,” she said. “This one writes forward.”

Then she got up off her knees, and thanked Hask by name, and asked after his mother, and told him to go home, and stood there in the dark with the lantern at her feet while his footsteps went off across the yard.

And then, without turning round, in the middle of a sentence about grain stores:

“…and the second granary’s dry, which Osric will confirm, and I have had the seed corn moved above the flood course, so the empress is provisioned for tomorrow.” She stopped. “Tonight I would like the night off.”

“Off what?”

“Off being her,” said Maeva.



She went up first. I gave her fifteen minutes because she asked for them, and when I came up, the room had been changed.

The bodice was on the wardrobe door.

The bodice stopped me in the doorway. The re-tailored ceremonial bodice, four hundred years old and re-cut by her own hands, a thing half the march would recognize at a glance, the flag of Maeva Castellan since the day I pulled her out of the dark, was hanging on the outside of the wardrobe door, in the corridor light, out of the room.

Everything else was gone too. No gold-thread. No pins on the table. No court skirts on the chair. The map-case gone off the chest, and the seal, and the writing box.

A single candle waited on the sill.

And Maeva sitting on the edge of the bed in a plain shift with her hair completely down.

I had never seen her take the braid down first. Since the antechamber it had come down at the peak of things, mid-act, as an event, staged and known to be staged, the crowned coil coming apart over both of us like a signature on a document. That night it was down before I came through the door, and brushed, and lying over her shoulders and down her back, and it made her look younger and softer and entirely unarmored and she knew exactly what it looked like and had done it anyway.

“Shut the door,” she said.

I shut the door.

“Now.” Her hands were folded in her lap and her chin was up, which is her going-into-a-negotiation posture, and her voice went small enough that I leaned closer. “I am going to ask you for something and I have been rehearsing it since the doorframe and I have made a poor job of it four times.”

“Take as long as you like.”

“That is exactly the sort of gentle thing that will make it impossible, so do not do that.” She breathed. “Tonight, no empress. No decree. No tribute, no witness, no attend me, no you may. None of the ceremony, none of the vocabulary, none of the parts you have learned. I do not want to be conducted and I do not want to conduct.”

“All right.”

“Say my name and nothing else.” Her eyes came up. “Say it as often as you like and do not say the other things. Can you do that for me, Dorian?”

Since the tomb, she had called me summoner. It was endearment, joke, and a small act of empire. The rare uses of my name were scored into me.

“Maeva,” I said.

Her hands unfolded in her lap, and her chin came down from audit height.

“Yes,” she said. “That.”



I have written a great many things about that woman in this account and most of them are about display, because display is her trade and her armor and one of the great pleasures of my life.

There was no display in it.

I came and sat down beside her on the edge of the bed and did not go for anything, and put my hand on the side of her face. She turned her cheek into my palm, closed her eyes, and stayed there through twelve slow breaths.

“Maeva.”

“Mm.”

“You’re allowed to ask for things in ordinary words.”

“I am not, actually,” she said, with her eyes still shut. “That is precisely the trouble. I have spent most of my life avoiding requests in ordinary words. An empress indicates, and other people are permitted the pleasure of anticipating her before she must ask. It is a very effective system and I built it myself and I have not been outside it in four centuries.”

“Try one.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Kiss me,” said Maeva Castellan, “please,” and her voice did something on the second word, and I did.

The shift came off her over her head about ten minutes later and she did it herself, and there was no staging in it at all: she simply pulled it off and dropped it on the floor and lay back on the bed in one candle’s worth of light and let herself be looked at.

Sun-gold skin, a narrow waist, full heavy breasts settling as she lay back, regal hips, gold hair spread beneath her. Yet her unarranged face held me hardest.

“Say it,” she said.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Not the ceremony version.”

“That wasn’t the ceremony version,” I said. “The ceremony version has three clauses in it and a joke at the end.”

She laughed, once, wetly.

“So it does,” she said.

I took my time without liturgy, touching her breasts as plainly as her shoulder, ribs, and inner wrist. When I moved on, she made a small surprised noise at the broken itinerary.

“You did not stay.”

“No.”

“Everybody stays,” said Maeva.

“I know,” I said. “Maeva, I’ve got all night.”

She put her hands over her face.

“That is unbearable,” she said, from underneath them, and I took her wrists gently and moved them and kissed her again, and she came up off the pillow into it with both hands in my hair, and after that she stopped being able to talk in whole sentences at all, which for her is a different country.

She asked for things.

That is what that night was, in the end. She asked for things in ordinary words, out loud, in a plain voice, and every single time it visibly cost her, and every single time she did it again.

“Slower.”

“There.”

“Stay. Stay there. No. Yes.”

“Your hand. Both of them. On me, I want.”

And once, with her eyes shut and her mouth against my shoulder, so quietly that I nearly missed it: “Please don’t stop doing that.”

I did not stop doing that.

I had two fingers in her and my mouth at her throat and I had been working her slowly long enough for the candle to lose a finger’s width by then, and she was soaking, and every time I changed anything at all she made a sound she would have edited out of any other night of her life.

“Maeva.”

“Mm.”

“Tell me where.”

“You know where.”

“Tell me anyway,” I said, “in ordinary words.”

Two measured breaths passed while four hundred years of statecraft fought a losing action.

“Lower,” said Maeva Castellan. “And harder than that. And with your mouth.”

So I went down her, plainly, without any of the ceremony that usually attends it, and put my mouth on her, and she got one hand into my hair and the other flat on the headboard behind her and arched up off the bed with a noise like something breaking loose.

I took my time about that too.

She has a particular way of coming apart under a mouth: the thighs go first, then the hips lose all their imperial control and start working against me, and then, ordinarily, there is a narration, court-formal and increasingly ruined, which I had been collecting since the antechamber.

There was no narration. There was one syllable, over and over, in a voice getting higher and less careful every time, and her heels on my back, and both hands in my hair by the end, holding me exactly where she wanted me and not directing me at all, and then Maeva came against my mouth with her whole body locking and her spine off the mattress and a cry that anybody awake in the yard below certainly heard.

She was still shaking when I came up her body.

“Again,” she said.

“Say it properly.”

“I am saying it properly. That is the properly.” Her eyes were wet and open and entirely undefended. “Again, Dorian. And this time inside me, and slowly, and do not be careful, and do not stop when I.”

“When you what.”

“When I say things,” said Maeva. “I am going to say a great many things tonight and none of them are decrees and I do not want any of them obeyed. I want you to keep going.”

The gold came up under her skin low and even, lying along her ribs and throat like coals under ash: steady the whole time, warm rather than bright.

I went into her face to face with her legs around me and my forearms under her shoulders, and she said my name.

She said it about forty times over the next half hour and no other word at all.

Halfway, she turned us and came astride without procession or imperial arrangement. She wanted my face closer. She sank onto me with an unguarded groan, folded to my chest, and moved slowly with our mouths four inches apart and her hands around my face.

Her ceremonies in that position had always been about being looked at from below.

This one was about being close enough to be breathed on.

Since the antechamber, every touch had belonged partly to a ceremony she conducted. This one had no arrangement. Her breasts against my chest with nobody framing them. The soft heavy warmth of her all along me. Her hair down over both of us in the bed, which she had staged a dozen times elsewhere and which here had simply happened.

Her eyes shone before we were halfway, entirely undefended, as if something shut for four centuries had finally opened.

“Do not,” she said, when I started to speak.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were going to be kind about it.”

“I was going to say your name.”

“Then say that,” said Maeva. “That is permitted. That is the only permitted thing.”

“Maeva.”

“Again.”

“Maeva.”

Her hips lost their rhythm entirely on the second one, and she stopped trying to have a rhythm, and just moved on me in a slow unshaped way with her mouth against my jaw and her hands losing their last court precision.

“I am not,” she said, at some point, “doing this well.”

“There isn’t a well.”

“There is always a well. There is a way to do everything well and I have known all of them since I was nineteen and I do not know how to do THIS.” Her voice cracked on it and she pushed her forehead harder into mine, angry and undefended in the same breath. “I have been good at this for four hundred years without ever doing it. What is that, Dorian? What is the word for what that is?”

“It’s Tuesday,” I said. “It’s just Tuesday, and you’re allowed one.”

Maeva Castellan laughed and sobbed in the same movement, and put her mouth on mine, and did not answer.

“Slower,” she said.

I went slower.

“There. Just.” Her fingers opened helplessly in my hair. “Just there. Don’t move. Don’t.”

I held still through twelve small involuntary flutters of her body around me, and Maeva Castellan hid her face in my neck and made a noise that had absolutely nothing regal in it anywhere.

I got my hands into her hair and my arms all the way round her back and held her against me, and we moved together like that, both of us at the same slow rate, until neither of us was setting anything and neither of us could have told you who was.

The gold under her skin came up brighter then, still soft, still even, warming the hollow of her throat and the inside of my forearms where the silver tracery runs, so that the two of them lay along each other in the dark: her gold, my grey, one map on top of the other.

“You are going to make me,” she said, against my ear.

“Yes.”

“I want you with me.”

“I’m with you.”

“Say my name.”

“Maeva,” I said.

There was no tribute in that room and no witnessing and no attend me, and not even the shortened plain hunger that arrives when her court diction finally breaks, because there was no court diction to break: she had left it hanging on a wardrobe door in a corridor. What was in that room was a woman with her hair down saying one syllable over and over into my neck, and it undid me completely.

“Dorian.”

“I’m here.”

“Dorian.” Her arms locked around my back. “Don’t.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She came with my name in her mouth and her whole body locking against mine, folded down onto my chest with her hands in my hair, and the gold went through her from the throat to the hips in one slow soft flood, and she did not narrate it and she did not audit it, and she did not say a single elegant thing.

I finished inside her four strokes later with her holding onto me hard enough to bruise, spilling into her while she was still coming apart, and through the link her pleasure went into mine and mine into hers until the two of them were one thing with no border on it anywhere.

And then she said my name once more, in a completely different voice, and I felt the tear go down the side of her face and into her hair.

The rule is that it happens once and that I am not permitted to mention it. That is her rule and she made it in a loft over a Marrowford taproom the second night I ever spent with her, and I had kept it without exception.

So I left it unnamed. I turned my head and kissed it off her cheek, and Maeva Castellan put her hand on the back of my neck and held it there very hard for about ten seconds, which is her whole language for the thing she will not say.



We let the candle burn a thumb’s width without speaking.

It was our longest shared silence since the tomb, and nothing in it needed repair.

The candle went down. Somebody crossed the yard below with a lamp and their light went along the ceiling and away. Out past the shutters the town made the small noises a town makes at two in the morning when a great many people who do not usually live there are sleeping in its streets: a dog, a cart being unloaded late, a child, once, and then not again.

She lay half on my chest with her hair everywhere and her leg over mine and did not move.

After a while her breathing changed and I thought she had gone to sleep, and then she said, from somewhere under my collarbone, in a voice that was three-quarters plain and one-quarter beginning to be court cadence again, the way a fire comes back when you put a log on it:

“Thank you for finding just Maeva.”

“She’s not hard to find.”

“She is extremely hard to find. She is shy, and she has been shut in a room since the reign of a man whose name I decline to say in a bed.” Her hand moved on my chest. “The empress will require her seat back by morning. She has a wall to inspect and eleven hundred people to be magnificent at and I would not deprive her of it for anything in the world; she is my finest work and I am extremely fond of her.”

“Understood.”

“And after Friday,” said Maeva, “when we have all of us finished with this appalling nonsense, I am going to want the capital.”

“The capital.”

“The capital,” she said. “I go as a petitioner, beyond their pricing and curiosity, in my own name, at my own hour, with a march behind me and terms in my hand. I have carried the plan since we won the march and I did not want to say it out loud while I was still angry about something, because a plan made out of a wound is a bad plan and I have made two.”

“Is this one made out of a wound?”

She lifted her head and looked at me in the last of the candle.

“No,” she said, with some surprise. “No, it is not. This one is not made out of a wound at all.”

Then she put her head back down.

“But that,” said Maeva Castellan, “is a morning conversation.”



The false dawn went out at the fourth hour.

I know the exact hour because the north-wall watch woke me: three taps on the door, Colm’s voice, apologetic, and then the two of us on the wall walk in the grey with half the household arriving behind us in whatever they had been asleep in.

The eastern horizon was black.

For eighteen nights there had been a low bloom on it, thirteen miles out, wide enough to read a slate by if you had good eyes and an imagination. That night the east was empty: no fires, no glow, no smoke against the stars, only the shoulder of the hills and one very ordinary summer sky.

Yrsa arrived barefoot with her sword and looked until its point lowered an inch.

“They’ve not gone home,” she said.

“No.”

“They’ve formed and doused.” She spat over the parapet. “That’s a night march, and it’s an early one. They’ll be on our ground by tomorrow evening with a whole day in hand, and they’ll sit down in front of this wall in daylight and let us look at them until the dark comes.” She scratched her ribs. “They doused so we’d spend today arguing about whether they’d gone. Don’t. They’re a day out and they’re not in a hurry, because midsummer’s the appointment and they intend to arrive early and be seen waiting.”

“Nahari,” I said.

Nahari of Sundermere came up the steps with her eyes shut, put her hands on the parapet, and turned her face east into the dark and did not open them.

“It is walking,” she said.

“How far?”

“I told you in May that I would not look, and I have not looked, and I am not going to.” Her hands were flat on the stone. “But you do not need a glass for this, anchor. Put your palm on the wall.”

I put my palm on the wall.

Thirteen miles east, in the dark, on ground I had never walked, something was coming toward my town at the speed of a slow walk, and the stone under my hand was carrying it the way a floor carries a footstep in another room.


Chapter 17: The Room She Didn’t Case

They came over the eastern hills at four in the afternoon on the longest day of the year, in bright sunshine, and let us watch them do it.

I had the whole wall up there. That was deliberate: Maeva’s instruction, given at noon, and it was correct. Eleven hundred people cannot be kept from looking at a thing that is coming for them, and a town that watches an army arrive together is a town that has already survived the first hour of it.

So we stood on the wall in the sun and we counted, and Osric wrote it down.

Five banners at the head, all gone the color of old coin. That is what a bought hunt looks like: the cloth is all there, the gold thread is all there, and there is no shine anywhere on it, and you can see it at half a mile. Vael’s three white arches went past on a pole carried by a man who had never met him.

Sixty-five horse. Twenty-six on foot who moved like soldiers.

And then a gap of about forty yards, and then the leash-trains, forty-one, in fours, walking in step at the pace of the column ahead of them, and the sound they made was the wrong sound. Sixty-five horses make a noise you can hear at a mile. Forty-one leashed dead in step on a dry road at four in the afternoon make less noise than a hayfield.

Behind them the wagon.

It came last and it came alone, drawn by two greys with their heads down, with a lamp burning on the front hook in full afternoon sunshine, and forty yards of empty road around it in every direction, and no driver that anybody on that wall could see.

And beside it, walking, at the pace of the horses, in a plain coat with no dust on it: the Factor.

He did not ride. Every time I had seen him, he came on foot. He walked the whole thirteen miles at the speed of his own column with his hands at his sides, and when the column halted on the rise a thousand yards out from my wall he kept walking for another seven paces, then stopped and inspected the town from north angle to postern.

“He’s pacing them,” said Yrsa, beside me.

“Yes.”

“He’s never hurried in all the time we’ve watched him.” She had both hands on the parapet. “Now he’s setting an army’s pace with his feet. That’s what I don’t like. The pacing.”

And Cylas Aurent walked at the head of the column on foot, in gold that did not gutter, and stopped when the column stopped, and stood facing the wall without moving for the next six hours.



They dressed the ground until dusk. Everyone on the wall watched, because a structure seen being built can be understood.

Two picket lines, north and south of the drove road. A cook-fire they did not use. Three siege-ladders, unloaded from the wagons and laid out on the grass in plain view, which is an old trick and an honest one: a ladder you can see is a ladder you have to garrison against.

And at the middle, forty yards clear of everything, on the rise directly opposite my main gate, they set the wagon and its lamp.

Nobody unhitched the greys.

Bram sold four hundred cups of the Ferran barrel to the wall between five and seven o’clock and did not take a penny for a single one of them.

I found him working his way along the north curtain with a jug in his one hand and a boy behind him with a basket of cups, and he had a word for every third person, and none of the words were about the field.

“Your mother’s inside?”

“She’s in the vault, Master Tideman.”

“She’ll have taken the good bench,” said Bram. “She always takes the good bench. Drink that.”

At the top of the gate-tower he stopped beside me and looked out at a thousand yards of grass with an army on the far end of it.

“Warden.”

“Bram.”

“When this is done,” he said, “you’ll owe me for one barrel of Ferran red at the price I’d have got for it at a fair. Notice I haven’t written it in the book.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I write it in the book,” said Bram Tideman, “it becomes a debt, and the whole of tonight is about somebody who deals in those. I gave the barrel away. Gifts stay out of my ledger.” He handed me a cup. “Drink it in front of them.”

I drank it in front of them.



An hour before dusk, the Factor walked up to my ditch alone and asked, politely, whether he might have a word.

Four hundred people watched it happen, and half have told it wrong since.

He came up the drove road on foot at his pace with his hands at his sides. He stopped at the outer edge of the ditch, at about thirty feet, which is inside a good bowshot and he knew it, and he waited until somebody looked over the parapet at him, and then he said, at conversational volume, in a conversational voice that carried cleanly up the wall:

“Warden Marsh. If you can spare four minutes.”

Yrsa had an arrow on him before he finished the sentence. Two of Holt’s men had two more.

“Down,” I said.

“Dorian.”

“Down. He hasn’t come inside a bowshot on the off-chance, and if there were any version of this where an arrow worked, he wouldn’t be standing there.” I put my hands on the parapet. “Four minutes.”

I went out onto the wall-head above the gate and looked down at him.

He was exactly as he has always been: a plain coat, no dust on it, and nothing whatever remarkable about the face, a face I have now looked at four times and still could not draw for you. There were no footprints behind him on the road.

Nahari came up the steps and stopped six feet short of the parapet and turned her back to it and stood there with her eyes closed and her chin down, which is the refusal drill she had spent the last week teaching to sixty people, performed by its author, at the range where it counts.

“The oracle will not look at me,” said the Factor, with what sounded like real appreciation. “That has been very expensive and I would like her to know it was noticed.”

“You had four minutes.”

“I did. Thank you.” He put his hands behind his back. “The offer has stood since that wet spring evening at your own warden-post. It stands tonight and expires tomorrow. The calendar makes that statement, rather than a threat.”

“Say the offer out loud. In front of them.”

He inclined his head as though I had asked him to sign something.

“Terms,” said the Factor. “You cease returning legends without instrument. You accept an instrument, which we would provide, and which would not touch you. Your four remain with you: whole, at their present strength, no diminishment, no grey, no walking to heel. They are yours in every respect that any of them would recognize. Their bonds continue. Nothing you have is taken.”

“And?”

“And what you make from this evening onward is underwritten by us,” he said. “Every legend you return, for the rest of your life and the length of your line, arrives lent rather than free. The difference would be invisible to everybody, including you, and including her.” A pause. “It is a bookkeeping distinction, Warden. That is not me being coy. It is genuinely, entirely, a bookkeeping distinction.”

“And the town?”

“Untouched,” said the Factor. “The men on that rise go home unpaid and offended. The forty-one are withdrawn. There would be no night. You would keep your walls, your school, your empress, your saint, your seer, your thief, your eleven hundred people and your two hundred and four lamps, and you would keep all of them alive.” His head tilted very slightly. “I am aware of how that sentence sounds in your mouth. I put it plainly because you are a plain man and it would insult you to be handled.”

Two hundred and ten people listened from the wall, each with family inside. Bowstrings creaked as hands held them drawn.

“Say what it costs,” I said.

“Nothing that you would ever feel.”

“Say what it costs.”

“Then: everything after you,” said the Factor. “Whatever you are, occurs once and stops. There would be no further competitors and the account would be closed at your death, tidily, with no scar on anyone.” He was quite still. “These are the best terms I have been permitted to offer on your account. I have offered worse to kings.”

“No,” I said.

“You have not considered it.”

“I considered it in the spring mud at my own gate and I’ve thought about it about four hundred times since, mostly at night, and the answer is the same one.” I straightened up. “You want the difference between lent and free, and you say nobody would feel it. There’s a woman standing eight feet behind me who has spent two hundred years being told that a thing she was given for free came with a price nobody mentioned. So no.”

“Noted,” said the Factor.

“That’s it? Noted?”

“Warden, I do not argue,” he said, with something that was almost warmth. “Arguing implies that I want you to want it. My function is that the offer is made, correctly, in front of witnesses, and that it is recorded as declined.” He turned to go, and then paused. “One courtesy, since you gave me four minutes and did not shoot me. There is a thing coming tonight that is not me, and when it arrives, whatever else you do, do not ask it for terms. It does not have any. I am the terms.”

He walked back down the drove road at exactly the pace he had come up it.

Nahari stood with her back to the parapet until his footsteps had gone. Her slow blink restarted; she put her hand out, and I took it, and hers was shaking and mine was not much better.

“Anything?” I said.

“White,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “The wall. My own hands. Yours.” She opened her eyes at last and looked at me, and there was nothing in her face but relief. “And I did not see one single thing about tonight, anchor, which means neither did he.”



I came through the hall’s back passage at dusk and found the two of them on the bottom of the vault stair, and I stopped in the passage and did not go on, which I am not proud of and would do again.

Suzu was sitting on the third step from the bottom with her elbows on her knees. Nahari was standing two steps above her with one hand on the wall, eyes shut, as she had been since the rim.

“I’m not nervous,” Suzu was saying.

“I did not say you were.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to keep my mouth shut,” said Nahari. “I am extremely good at it and nobody in this house ever lets me practice.”

There was a silence.

“It’s a big room,” said Suzu, eventually, and her voice had gone somewhere I had heard it go exactly twice, at a grave under a plum tree and in a rock gallery full of eggs. “That’s the report. It’s a very big room and I’m not going to be funny in it, and I can’t remember another room where I knew I wouldn’t be funny.”

Nahari did not move off the wall.

“You have explained to me nine times,” she said, “what happens when a debt is settled in full.”

“That’s different.”

“Tell it to me anyway. I am blind and I would like something to look at.”

Suzu made a noise.

“Fine,” she said. “When a thing’s paid off in full, the instrument doesn’t get torn up. That’s the amateur version and it’s wrong. What happens is the instrument gets kept. Both parties keep a copy, signed, forever, because the whole point of paying a thing off is that afterward there’s a piece of paper in the world that says you did.”

“And what is on the paper?”

“Nothing that’s owed,” said Suzu.

“Say that again, small one.”

Suzu went quiet long enough for one tail to twitch.

“Nothing that’s owed,” she said. “It’s just… a record that it happened. That’s all that’s on it. That’s all a settled instrument is. The settled debt has become a fact.”

“Then you have already written tonight yourself,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “in your own hand, in your own trade’s grammar, and I have simply held it up so that you could read it, because you can price everything in the world except the thing in your own pocket.”

She came down the two steps, put her palm flat on the top of Suzu’s head for a moment, as she does with Brenna, and went past her up the passage without opening her eyes, and did not see me, or did, and said nothing about it either way.

Suzu sat alone until the next passage lamp was trimmed.

Then she said, to nobody, in a perfectly ordinary voice, “Bloody oracle,” and got up.



Suzu found me at the vault door at dusk.

She had spent the afternoon doing what she does, which is everything: three trips along the outside of the wall in daylight because “somebody has to know what our own ditch looks like from their side”; the vault’s benches counted and re-counted against a list of names; two arguments with Colm about lamp-line traveler rings; and one entirely unexplained forty minutes on the hall roof.

She was standing at the head of the vault stair with her hands in her sleeves, and the grille was open, and the great door was open, and she said:

“Come down. I want to show you something and I’ve only got the light for it until the sun clears the west slit.”

There were a hundred and forty people in that vault an hour later. There was nobody in it then. They were still up in the yard eating, because Maeva had timed the last hot meal for the second hour after dusk and had let them have the daylight.

We went down the stair that turns twice.

She had emptied it.

The coin had gone into the mason’s void a week earlier. Now the false floor stood against the wall, the counterweighted shelf lay dismantled, and the hollow third step gaped open. All eleven hidden devices rested disarmed in precise rows on a bench.

“What have you done?”

“Sit down on the step,” said Suzu, “the real one, not the hollow one, and let me get through this, because I have been building it in my head for eleven days and if I lose my place I’ll start pricing things.”

I sat down on the step.

She stood in the middle of her own emptied vault with the lamp behind her and her hands out of her sleeves.

“Right,” she said. “Here’s the inventory. I want it said properly because that’s the whole point of tonight.”

“Suzu.”

“Don’t help. You always help.” The pencil stopped turning between her fingers. “Every room I have ever been in in my entire life, I have cased. It goes deeper than habit; it’s what I’m made of. I do it before I know I’m doing it. I walk in a door and I’ve got the exits, the sight-lines, the hinges, the way the floor sounds, which window’s swollen and which one isn’t, and the second thing I do, always, always, is work out how I get out if it goes wrong.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know the numbers,” said Suzu. “I’ve counted. Eighty-one years, allowing for the sixty in the rock, and I did it in there too, which is funny if you like that sort of joke, because there is exactly one exit in a sealed rock and I checked it every single day for sixty years.”

She looked round at the open floor and the stacked panels.

“This room had eleven ways out,” she said. “Nine of them mine, two of them yours because you built the hall. And I’ve taken all of mine out this afternoon, one at a time, with a chisel, and I have not put anything back, and there is nothing under this floor and nothing behind that shelf and nothing in the third step, and the only way out of this room is up that stair through that door in front of everybody.”

She put her hands behind her back.

“It’s the first room in eighty-one years I haven’t cased for exits,” said Suzume Kagehana. “That’s the vow, porter-of-legends. I’m not keeping one.”



I held still. I had worked out about four sentences in what was happening and had decided to make her finish before I moved a muscle.

“You want to say a thing,” she said.

“I want to hear yours first.”

“Everyone else gets wanted for what she does.” She paced, which she did when honest. “Maeva runs an empire. Yrsa is the best sword alive. Nahari can see Thursday. I steal and make people laugh because a funny fox in a human town survives. I’ve performed so long I stopped knowing what sat underneath.”

“Suzu.”

“Sixty years sealed under a rock taught me what I am when nobody’s looking,” she said. “You want to know? Quiet. An ordinary person with the performance stripped away. A person with no audience and no jokes and no takings, sitting in the dark, listening to a boy leave a plum in a crack once a season for eleven years and not being able to say one word back to him.”

She stopped pacing.

“Then you paid a debt-weight you couldn’t afford to get a thief out of a rock, and your arms came out silver. I followed east to find the trick. There wasn’t one. Since Veltmark, I’ve learned what I am when exactly one person sees all of it.”

“And what are you?”

“Kept,” said Suzu.

She had to stop for a second.

“That’s the word. I looked for a better one for a fortnight and couldn’t find it. It’s a horrible word, sounds like a mistress in a bad ballad. I mean the way a thing gets kept. Written in a book. Counted. Put on a shelf where it belongs and looked at, on purpose, by somebody who knows exactly what it’s worth and doesn’t want to sell it.”

She came and stood in front of the step where I was sitting, so that for once she was looking down at me.

“Sixty years sealed taught me what I am when nobody sees me,” she said. “You taught me what I am when one person does. I want that on the permanent record. I want the permanent kind, beyond tabs, tethers, oaths, or favors with interest running.”

“Say the word.”

“Crown me,” said Suzume Kagehana.

And it surfaced in that flat ledger-voice in a room with the floor taken up.

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE. NO DEBT ON EITHER SIDE.]



“You decided in June,” I said.

“I decided in June.”

“In the loft. When Nahari looked at you.”

“I decided about four minutes before that,” said Suzu, “and Nahari knew, because Nahari is unbearable. And then you stood up and said nobody crowns for a wall, and I sat on the corner of that table with my chin on my fists and I nearly said it there and then, and I didn’t, and do you know why?”

“Because I’d never have believed it.”

“Because YOU’d never have believed it,” she agreed. “Not out loud. You’d have said all the right things and you’d have meant them, and then in about nine years, on some perfectly ordinary Tuesday, you’d have been lying awake doing arithmetic, and you’d have thought: she said it on the eleventh day before a siege.” She shrugged. “I’m a fence, porter-of-legends. I know exactly how much provenance is worth. So I sat on my hands for eleven days and let you not know, so that when it happened you’d never be able to price it as strategy.”

“You paid dearly to keep the provenance clean.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Suzu, “which is how I knew it was the right one.”

Then she reached into her sleeve and took out my pencil and put it in my hand and closed my fingers round it.

“Collateral returned,” she said. “The debt runs neither way now. That’s what a crown is, isn’t it. Paid in full, both directions, forever.”

I looked at it.

Then I put it back in her hand.

“No,” I said.

“Dorian.”

“The storm isn’t over. It hasn’t started.” I closed her fingers on it, as she had closed mine. “The policy says stolen before, returned after. You hold it until after. That’s the terms and you wrote them.”

Suzume Kagehana turned the pencil once in her hand, put it in her inside pocket, and her whole face did something complicated.

“That’s the correct reading of the contract,” she said, thickly. “Disturbingly correct.”



There was one lamp and the door was open.

She did that. She went up the stair, in the middle of everything, and put the great door back on its stop and left it open onto the empty landing and the stair with nothing at the top of it but the hall and a town full of people, and she came back down and looked at me and dared me with her whole face to say a word about it.

“You said no exits.”

“I said I hadn’t cased it,” said Suzu. “This is different. This is the door being open because I want it open. Eighty-one years of picking rooms with two ways out, and tonight I want one way in and it’s standing wide, and if anybody comes down that stair they can look at me for as long as they like.”

“Nobody’s coming down that stair.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s the joke and it’s on me and it took me since Veltmark to get it.”

She came and stood between my knees on the step with the lamp behind her and the shelf with the copper tower on it over her shoulder, and put both my hands on her face.

“Yes,” she said. “In case that hasn’t been clear enough for the ledger. No hidden balance, no reserved part. And I’m twenty-one. Sixty-odd years running. The rock didn’t count and neither does the war, so note it and start.”

“Noted,” I said, and pulled her in.



The glamour went first and she did not make an event of it.

Suzu’s glamour was stagecraft, slipped badly on purpose because being half-seen was her trade. In the vault, it went out like a candle cleared from a table.

Fox ears. The fox-fire freckling across her nose. Amber eyes gone vertical and already streaming a little light at the edges. And nine tails, unhidden, out, filling half the room in a slow red fan.

I undressed her sitting on that step with her standing between my knees, layer by layer of thief’s silk, and every pocket I found she emptied herself and set on the bench behind her without being asked: a hook-knife, four picks, a coil of wire, two coppers, somebody’s silver button, a dried apricot.

“That’s everything,” she said, at the end.

“That is not everything.”

“That’s everything,” said Suzu, and then, after letting the silence ripen, produced Osric’s spare pencil from behind her left ear and put it on the bench with enormous dignity.

Then I picked her up, because she weighs nothing and because I wanted her off her feet, and put her down on the bench she had laid all her disarmed mechanisms out on, and swept the whole lot of it onto the floor with my forearm.

Suzu made a small outraged noise.

“That was ordered.”

“It was in the way.”

“It was ORDERED, there was a system, that was a,” and then she stopped talking because I had her knees over my shoulders.

I took my time with her, which ran against every quick, loud encounter she preferred and was why I did it. Somewhere around the third tail of that speech on the stair, I had decided Suzume Kagehana would be attended to slowly, in a lit room, with nothing to look at but me.

She was ready before I ever touched her. She would tell you that’s professionalism, and she is entirely unembarrassed about it.

“Oh,” she said, when I got my mouth on her. “Oh, that’s. That’s unfair, that’s.”

I worked her with my tongue, slow and flat, and put two fingers into her, and she got both hands into my hair and her heels crossed behind my head and she started narrating, because she cannot help it, at about half speed and dropping.

“That’s. Right there. You’ve got. Porter, you’ve.” A gasp. “There’s a rate for this, there’s a professional rate, I’m going to invoice, I’m going to.”

“You’re not going to invoice anything.”

“I’m not going to invoice anything,” she agreed, breathless, and came about ninety seconds later with her back off the bench and both hands fisted in my hair and every tail going rigid at once.

She was still going when I picked her up again.

“Wait,” she said. “Wait, I can’t, I’m still.”

“I know you’re still.”

“You’re going to be unbearable about this.”

“Yes,” I said, and sat down on the step with her.

I got her into my lap, facing me, and that is where she stayed.

Every other night with her had been chaos: rooftops, rails, near-misses, and a running commentary of prices. I had loved every minute of it. This had none of that.

She came down onto me astride, facing, with her hands on my shoulders and her forehead against mine, and took me in slowly, and her whole small body shuddered from the tips of her ears to the ends of nine tails.

“Oh,” she said.

“Suzu.”

“Say it. The thing from the room upstairs. Say it while I.”

“Counted,” I said.

And I started counting them.

The count became the vow. Each time she came down, I gripped a tail at its base, spoke the number, and kissed her mouth, jaw, throat, fox-fire freckles, or ear.

“One.”

She laughed on the first one. Of course she did.

“Two.”

Quieter.

“Three.”

Her hands tightened on my shoulders.

“Four.”

By the fourth, the jokes were gone. She kept speaking, but only in plain inventory, each phrase laid down like part of the vow.

“Here,” she said, holding my gaze. Unlike the full inventory in her room, she refused the shelter of silence.

“Five.”

She was riding me properly by then and it had stopped being anything either of us was managing. Her hands slid off my shoulders and went round my neck and she pulled herself in until there was no space anywhere between us, chest to chest, her fox-fire holding steady beside my ear while her voice narrowed to short broken sounds, her whole small body working, and I got one arm all the way round her back and held her down onto me and took over the rhythm and she let me have it without argument.

“Yours,” she said.

I could feel her at the edges through the link: not the performance, not the running odds, none of the bright noise she keeps between herself and the world. Underneath it there was one thing repeating, over and over, at a volume that had nothing to do with sound.

Stay. Stay. Stay.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, into her hair.

She made a sound like she had been hit.

“Six.”

The fox-fire came up without its usual snapping, jumping show or thrown bar-shadows. It rose steadily, from the tail-tips inward, like nine wicks catching one after another, and by the sixth the whole vault was orange and moving very slightly, and she was watching my face the entire time with her pupils gone to vertical slits.

“Staying,” she said.

“Seven.”

I had to stop for a moment there and just hold her, because the bond had gone somewhere I had no arrangements for.

Maeva held the hall above us, Yrsa waited on the gate stair, and Nahari stood blind on the tower. Their crowned edges arrived together as Suzu’s fourth line opened, quick and bright, beside them.

Suzu felt it happen. Her head came up off my shoulder.

“They’re all here,” she said.

“They’re all here.”

“They can feel.” Her hips stuttered. “Dorian, they can feel this, the whole.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t.” She was laughing and gasping at once. “I don’t mind. That’s the thing. I’ve spent a lifetime arranging for people to almost see me and I don’t mind, I want them to know, I want it in the ledger in three hands.”

“Then let them have it,” I said, and got both hands under her and took her harder.

She lost the rest of her sentence in my neck. Small and hot and absolutely present, riding me on a stone step in an emptied vault with the door standing open behind her, her thighs gripping, her whole body working, the smell of fox-fire and lamp oil and the two of us.

I got a hand between us and found her clit with my thumb. Her second orgasm hit mid-stroke without any warning at all: she clamped down hard and went rigid from her ears to her heels.

She came back up shaking and pushed my hand away and put it back on the base of a tail.

“Count,” she said. “You’re behind. Count.”

“Seven,” I said again, and gripped, and she made a noise.

She started to shake.

“Dorian.”

“Eight,” I said, and she made a high sound and buried her face in my neck and I put my hand in her hair and brought her back up. “No. Look at me. That’s tonight’s entire point and you know it is.”

She looked at me.

Tears ran openly down her face, but there was no laugh this time. Her mouth held a fierce, concentrated line, and she rode me faster with her hands locked behind my neck and the lamp guttering in the draft from the open door.

“You’ve got one left,” she said, wrecked. “You’ve got one left, count it, count it, count the last one.”

I put my hand on the ninth tail at the root and gripped.

“Nine,” I said. “Witnessed entire. No balance due.”

And Suzu came apart in my lap with nine tails flaring at once.

I mean that literally: they went out from her in a fan, every one lighting from base to tip in the same half-second, and the light of it filled that stone room floor to ceiling, and threw her shadow up the wall and out through the open door and up the stair, and she cried out and clamped down around me in hard fluttering waves, and I went with her, coming up into her while she was still going, holding her down onto me with one hand at the small of her back and one in her hair.

The light stayed afterward.

And the bond crowned.

Fox-fire went through both of us at once, and something quick and bright and entirely unlike anything I already carried arrived in my chest and settled there, and every hair on my arms lifted.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: SHADE-STEP, INNATE]

And then, quietly, the way a door closes in a house where somebody is asleep:

[THE CIRCLE: FOUR CROWNS. THE CIRCLE CLOSES – AND SETS AT DAWN.]



Suzu stared at the floor between her boots.

She remained in my lap, arms round my neck and her tails everywhere, and I could feel her heart going against my chest at about twice the speed of mine, and the fox-fire light was ebbing down through the room in slow waves like a fire settling.

“Four,” she said, eventually.

“Four.”

“That’s me. I’m the fourth one.” She lifted her head. “Say it out loud, the panel, the way you promised in June. Say it in front of the fox.”

I said it out loud in front of the fox.

Suzu closed her eyes.

“Sets at dawn,” she said.

“Sets at dawn.”

“So the ring’s closed and it’s soft,” she said, “and there is exactly one night between now and it setting, and the thing on that rise has one night to spend everything it owns, and it knows that, and it has known it since about four minutes ago.”

“Yes.”

“Right.” Her ears stood straight with professional offense. “Well. That’s a viciously tight window. And I once robbed a wedding.”

She climbed off me and got her silks and started putting herself back together with the appalling efficiency of a woman who has dressed in a hurry in hundreds of rooms, and she was still doing up the front of it when both of us stopped at the same moment and looked up the stair.

Because the light had changed.

There is a lamp on the vault landing at the head of the stair. It is a plain iron lamp in a bracket and it has burned there every night since the vault was finished and I have walked past it four thousand times.

Its flame was lying over sideways.

It held a steady lean: bent about thirty degrees off vertical, held there, steady as a weathervane, pointing east through a stone wall, in air that was not moving at all.

We went up the stair together.

The lamp at the top of the stair was leaning. The two lamps in the hall’s great room were leaning. The lamp over the war-loft door, the sconce at the north passage, the lantern in the kitchen where four women were still scouring pots: leaning, all of them, in the same direction, at the same angle, in a building with every shutter closed.

We came out of the hall door into the yard.

Eleven hundred people were standing still in the dark.

That is what I saw and it is what I will see for the rest of my life: an entire town, in a yard, on a warm midsummer night, all of them stopped where they were, not shouting, not running, looking up at the wall-line and at the lamps on the poles and at the light in their own hands.

And every flame in the Wend-march was leaning east.

The lamp-line lanterns on their traveler rings. The pole-lamps on the wall. The cook-fires, the braziers, the candle in the window of the school, the two lamps either side of the hall door: one of them the sister-lamp for a girl named Esra who lit lamps in Cinderwell until the fever took her legs and whose light had stayed lit since Marrowford.

Even hers. Bent over sideways, straining east, burning perfectly steadily at thirty degrees off true.

Beside me Suzume Kagehana looked out at a town made of leaning light.

And then she laughed. Once. Soft and fox-bright, in the dark, the way she laughs at a lock she has just understood.

“Interest is due, porter-of-legends,” said Suzu. “All of it. Let’s go collect.”



The bells went at midnight.

The sound came from beyond our two bells: a hand-bell in the yard and the school’s, which is a cracked cow-bell on a post that Brenna’s cohort rings for drills.

What went at midnight was every bell in the march at once, because Maeva had ordered it, because a town that is rung to its posts by its own bells is a town that arrives on the wall angry instead of frightened, and because she had spent four hundred years learning what a sound does to a crowd.

Two hundred and ten levies to the walls. Nine lamp-line wardens to their windlasses with a gold pin at each collar. Eleven children to the inside lines with shuttered lamps, behind the curtain, in the dark, with Brenna at the yard end and a sand-glass she had asked nobody’s permission for. A hundred and forty in the vault under the heaviest door in the march.

Yrsa Kaldwyn at the main gate, at the hinge, with the Warden’s guard drilled behind her and her blade already out.

Saskia Roehn at the postern with her back to the wall and her boots planted.

Maeva Castellan on the yard side of the gate-tower stair, mounted, in the bodice she had taken back off a wardrobe door that morning, with every flame within forty feet of her standing up straight and true against a wind that wanted them east.

Nahari of Sundermere on the watch-tower platform, barefoot, with her eyes shut, in the northwest corner, exactly where she had told herself to stand after the rim and had refused to look at the reason for.

And a thousand yards out, the column came off the rise and began to walk toward my wall in the dark, and the lamp on the front hook of a wagon that nobody has ever seen anyone enter came down the drove road with them at the speed of a slow walk.


Chapter 18: Every Lamp Leaning

The first wave came at twenty minutes past midnight and it was men, the most welcome sight on that field.

Sixty of them on foot with the three ladders, straight up the drove road at the main gate, in the dark, with no shouting.

Ladders and living men kill without anything supernatural in them, but they are things a man can count.

“Lamp-line north, walk to the angle,” I said. “Set a walking pace. Colm, do you hear me?”

“Warden.”

“Walk it to the angle and stop it there and hold it. I want them looking at the north angle.”

Six traveler-lamps walked north along the curtain at a man’s pace. Every head in the field followed the false reinforcement, and two ladders went to the north angle, where Colm’s crews had deepened the ditch to nine feet.

The first ladder went up in the dark and did not reach.

The second one reached and eleven men came up it into the Warden’s guard, which is a shield-line at a gate-hinge drilled by a dead woman’s student for three months. They wounded four of ours in the first minute. Wat, Deric’s nineteen-year-old boy and the steadiest adult hinge in the Warden’s guard, took a blade through the upper arm without stepping forward. The line closed over him on the count while two people dragged him back, and held.

Third ladder went in the ditch with eleven men on it because Suzu cut the tie-line at the top, which nobody asked her to do and which she did by walking out along the outside of a parapet in the dark, at one in the morning, with a hook-knife in her teeth.

By half past one the field had pulled back and left thirty-eight attackers in my ditch. Eleven of ours were wounded, all alive.

“That’s one,” said Yrsa, at the gate, wiping her blade on her forearm. “Six to go and then the sun.”



The second wave was not men.

They came at a quarter to two and they came at the north-east curtain where the ground is highest, and they came in silence, and they did not carry ladders because they did not need them.

Forty-one leashed dead, in fours, walking, and then not walking.

The leashed dead climbed like determined soldiers who could neither tire nor fear. Holt’s men pushed one from the curtain four times; each time it rose from the ditch and returned. A woman in a century-old surcoat crossed the parapet and dropped two levies in three beautiful movements. Her craft remained in the hands. The woman did not.

Yrsa did not leave the gate. Ilsabet’s rule held her there: the strongest stands last at the hinge, because leaving to fix another problem only moves the hole. The north-east curtain nearly went for eleven minutes and Yrsa stayed at her station with her jaw set while other people fixed it.

Maeva fixed it by arriving up the north stair with her skirts in one fist and her sword in the other. The Standard ran along the curtain. Every north-wall flame came upright, and two levies already running stopped, turned, and went back.

And Maeva Castellan stood on the north-east angle in the middle of the second wave and said, in the voice she uses for crowds, not loudly:

“Hold, please. They cannot get tired. Neither, apparently, can you.”



By three o’clock we had a rhythm and it was killing us slowly.

Wave three hit the main gate first: twenty living men behind six husks, close enough that the dead took the arrows and the living took the ground. Yrsa held the hinge with forty levies. The lead husk drove a spear into Deric’s shield, twisted, and opened the overlap by a hand.

“One back,” Yrsa called.

The hinge gave one boot. Deric locked his shield against the hinge post. The second rank drove two shafts over his shoulder, and Yrsa cut the spearhead off at the socket instead of chasing its owner. The line closed on her count. The six husks reached the gate three times; each time the levies yielded one pace, re-formed, and took it back. When the living men saw the same strip of ground change hands for the third time, they broke. Wave three ended with the gate shut and Deric still on the hinge.

Wave four struck both gates thirteen minutes later. Seven living attackers fixed Yrsa at the main hinge while three husks came one by one into Saskia’s four-foot postern, each wearing her own back-cut.

The first dropped its shoulder. Saskia called “shoulder” to the levy behind her, stepped inside the recovery, and broke its sword wrist against the jamb. The second sold the same finish lower. She refused to turn, held her rear heel on the chalk mark she had drawn the day she took the postern, and let its blade bite the door instead. On the third, a levy beside her started toward the opening.

“Hold yours,” Saskia snapped.

He held. She read the drop, caught the dead blade in the hardened hinge gap, and cut the knees out from under its owner. At the main gate, Yrsa never left her station. The seven living men found no saint chasing them and no hole where she had been. Wave four ended when both groups withdrew together, leaving the postern leaf scarred but swinging freely.

The lull lasted eleven minutes. Colm’s crews used every one. They reset the postern’s lower pin under load, wedged the main gate’s split brace, and passed water down the hinge line without breaking formation. Behind the curtain, Brenna changed two exhausted runners, checked both replacements against the signal slate, and sent a three-flash gate-ready message end to end in eight seconds. Nobody cheered. The answering shutters opened in sequence, each lamp proving the next section still had hands on it.

“A thing wore my hands,” Saskia said later from the infirmary row. “Good thing I’d spent a month teaching children where the shoulder drops.”



The lamp-runners stayed behind the walls all night. Their relay carried a dozen breach warnings in under nine seconds each.

At the third hour I found Brenna on an upturned bucket, shaking while she logged a signal against her sand-glass.

“Are you all right?”

“No. If I leave, the relay has a hole. I’m staying on my bucket.” She wrote the time and never approached a wall.



Wave five was breach-work, and it began before the fourth hour.

They stopped trying to come over the wall and started trying to come through it.

The north-east curtain is the oldest section: four hundred years old at the base, rebuilt twice, with a seam where the new work meets the old that I have known about since the week we were granted this ground and had budgeted to repoint in the autumn.

They knew about it too. That is what the Gilt Hunt had been for. A season of a hunt-captain riding our roads and pricing our defenses, and it bought them one seam in one curtain, and at ten past four they put ten husks and two crows of iron bar into it and took nine feet of my wall down into the ditch.

The breach was seven feet wide at the top and it was full of dead people in about four seconds.

The drill held it. The songs put three legends in that gap; forty-one levies actually ran two hundred yards through a dark street and formed at the breach on April’s count. Hinge against the standing masonry. Swing on the mud. Count-and-step.

They held it for nine minutes on their own before anything with a legend in it arrived, and the man on the hinge was the cooper who built the sign on my war-loft door, with Deric at his shoulder, pulled off the main gate when the wall went.

I was ninety feet away with a lantern and no way through. I called that line for nine minutes, the night’s work I remain proudest of.

A breach becomes a rubble-choked funnel rather than a wall or gate, and rubble is the whole argument: a man coming down a slope of broken masonry cannot put his feet where he wants them, and a man standing at the bottom of it can.

“Nobody goes up,” I called. “Nobody. You let them come down to you. Hinge on the stone, swing on the mud, count.”

“Counting!” from somewhere in the middle.

The first four came down the rubble together and the line took them at the bottom of the slope where the footing was worst, and two of them went over on the loose fill and got hit while they were going over, which is not honorable and is entirely correct.

The fifth was fast. She came down that slope on the outside of it, on the standing masonry where the footing was good, and she was inside the swing side’s reach before anybody had finished counting, and she had a hand-axe.

“Hinge holds!” I shouted. “HINGE HOLDS, don’t you dare go after her, swing on the step, second rank take her legs!”

The cooper did not move.

That was the decision. He is fifty-four years old, he has a bad shoulder, he had been on that line for two hours, and a dead woman with a hand-axe came round his flank at the one place he could have reached her, and Yrsa Kaldwyn had spent three months telling twelve children and forty grown adults that a hinge does nothing forever and nobody sings about it.

He did nothing. He held the stone.

And the swing side stepped on the count and closed round her, and the second rank put three shafts into her legs at ground level where a boot has to come up, and she went down into the fill and did not get up because Holt’s man put a forked pole across her throat and held it there.

They lost the mouth twice in those nine minutes.

Both times the count got it back for them: the line gives on the swing side, folds back four feet, re-forms on the man behind, and comes forward again on a number everybody in it is saying out loud. It looks like nothing. It looks like a crowd shuffling in the dark. It is brutally difficult to teach frightened people, and they did it twice in nine minutes at four in the morning with the wall down.

At the ninth minute the cooper’s shoulder went. I heard him say so, in an ordinary conversational voice, to the man beside him: “That’s my shoulder gone, Deric, you’ll want to take the stone.”

And Deric said, “Right you are,” and stepped onto the hinge, and the cooper stepped off it and went back through the second rank and sat down against a wall and was still sitting there at dawn.

Nobody sang about either of them. I have made sure both names are on a stone.

The last husk at the north-east mouth came down alone. Deric called the fold, took it at the bottom of the rubble, and drove it back onto the slope with six shields. At four sixteen the attackers cleared the mouth. Wave five was over. The line had lost nine feet of wall and no street.

Wave six opened on the north-west angle four minutes later. Nahari called the second breach before it existed.

She was on the watch-tower with her eyes shut and she had been there since midnight, and at twenty past four she said, to the runner on the platform steps, “Tell Colm the north-west angle in four minutes, and tell him not to look at me while he says it,” and the runner ran, and the angle came down in five.

I asked her afterward how she had that, from a corner, blind.

“I did not have it,” said Nahari. “I have not looked at one single thing since May and I did not look then. I heard a wall being tapped, anchor, four hundred yards away, three times, at intervals, by somebody finding out where the fill was, a sound I heard soldiers make before, in a city that burned.” She was quiet a moment. “I have been sitting in the dark refusing to see since the rim. It turns out that a woman who will not look listens extremely well.”

And the shear went past her corner by four feet.

When the north-west angle went, it went outward and downward and took twelve feet of the tower’s own parapet with it on the north-east side, and every man on that platform went into the yard with it, and two levies died in the fall: Eamon Pike of South River and Jory Bell of Old Wintering Barn.

Nahari of Sundermere was standing on the north-west corner with her palms on the stone, exactly where she had told herself to stand after the rim in a night wind after a woman had come apart on the parapet beside her, and the collapse stopped four feet short of her feet.

She did not move for the rest of the night.

The north-west attackers came through the fallen angle in a rush of five husks and eight living men. Holt’s crews gave them the tower yard, pulled both flanks inward, and turned the open ground into a three-sided pocket. Lamp-runners relayed LONG, NORTH-WEST from behind the curtain. The living men found Maeva’s Standard waiting in the yard and fled back over their own rubble; two husks remained until forked poles pinned them under the fallen parapet. Wave six ended at five fourteen with the north-west line re-formed twelve feet inside the old wall.

The seventh wave came at half past five and it was everything they had left: thirty-six living men at the main gate, seven more at the postern, and the last of the husks driven into both breaches. Saskia stood in her doorway and refused the seven. Six living attackers fell before the Factor gathered the chains, leaving thirty-seven on their feet.

Maeva took the north-east breach herself at the sixth hour, the first mounted breach charge I had seen from her in this siege.

The mouth had been given up and re-formed nine feet back into the street, which is survivable for about a quarter of an hour and then is not, because a street is a corridor and a corridor lets them come at you forever on a frontage of four.

She came down that street at a canter on a grey horse, in a bodice four hundred years old, into a gap ten feet wide with dead people in it.

A great many fights have passed in front of me. Maeva never pretended to be a duelist. Men who expected her to die had trained her at nineteen to lead a charge in armor, and what she did to that breach mouth was arithmetic on a horse: she went in at the seam between the husks who had come through and the ones still on the rubble, at the gallop, with the whole weight of a horse behind a lance she had taken off a dead hunt-man an hour earlier, and split them in the only place they could be split.

Four went down under the horse. The lance took the fifth off its feet and broke.

Then she was through, and turned in the mouth of the breach with the broken stub in her hand and her back to her own town, and the levies came up the street behind her at a dead run without being ordered to, because every flame in that corridor had just stood straight up and so had they.

They took the mouth back in about forty seconds.

She came off the horse when it was done, handed the stub to somebody, said “thank you, that was well counted” to a man who had been screaming a number for six minutes, and went to the next wall.

We were losing ground. At twenty past five, Eamon Pike and Jory Bell were dead, scores were wounded, both breaches rested on exhausted lines, and half an hour of dark remained.

Yrsa’s count had been right. Seven waves and then the sun.

What she had not counted, because nobody had, was the thing that was not in any of the seven.



During the fourth hour, leaning flames pulled harder and the dark between watch-fires gained deep-water texture. People turned toward it without knowing why.

The refusal drill stopped them. Goodwife Cairn, fifty-five and unarmed, kept her eyes on her windlass lamp while grown soldiers wept at what walked behind her. She counted her line aloud. When something screamed, the woman to her left looked and gave her the report. Cairn never turned.

The Factor found no future in a town that refused to lend him its attention.

Late in the fifth hour the Factor stopped conducting the field from the rise and began to walk.



Odette’s last page gave us one breath at the harvest’s peak, when every chain grounded through the Factor’s physical hand. We spent the night making sure he would gather within reach while looking elsewhere.

Nahari baited the sight.

The bait was Nahari’s. She kept her eyes shut on the north-west corner for five hours while I spent the same hours visibly worrying about the bricked west cart-postern. I planned for it, sent two useless runners there, shifted a lamp-line to it and back, then walked the west curtain slowly with a lantern where the field could see me.

A thing that reads what a man’s attention is going to do next had five hours of my attention to read, and every minute of it said west.

At thirty-six minutes past the fifth hour, the Factor walked off the rise and down the drove road, past his own picket lines, and out onto the open field north-west of my wall, and stopped.

The whole column turned with him.

And on the platform, without opening her eyes, Nahari of Sundermere said: “Now.”



Shade-Step is a fox’s trick and it is not invisibility.

What it does is much stranger and much smaller: for about nine feet at a time, you are not worth noticing. Eyes go over you. Attention slides. It is the thing Suzume Kagehana has done in front of nine hundred people for a lifetime, and since dusk it had been mine, innate, permanently, granted by a woman who had emptied a vault so she would not have a way out of it.

I crossed two hundred yards of open ground in the fifth hour of a siege, through the gap in the picket line that Suzu had cut for me at the fourth, past the flank of thirty-seven surviving men, nine feet at a time.

Four husks stood between me and the field’s edge. I went past them close enough to touch the third one. It was a big man in a hundred-year-old brigandine with a sword out. His eyes went over me the way eyes go over a fence post.

The Glimpse ran the whole way and I did not use it once, and that was the plan too: I had every half-second to spend and I intended to spend all of them in the last four seconds.

And out in the middle of that field, in the dark, forty yards from the nearest man, the Factor lifted one hand and gathered.

Description fails at the center of it. Everything on that field that had a chain on it went taut at once. Forty-one of them, plus the gold one at the head of the column. The lines are invisible; you feel them the way you feel a floor take weight. All forty-two ran back across the grass and up into the air and came together above that plain coat and went down into one hand, palm down, the way you would sketch a hand resting on a table.

One breath. One full breath at the peak of the harvest.

Nahari, blind, on a tower, four hundred yards away, said “now” a second and a half before it happened, and she was not looking, and she left it unexplained and I left it unasked.

Yrsa Kaldwyn threw her sword.

From the main gate. Without leaving the hinge. That is a hundred and ten yards, and she threw the best blade in the province flat and hard across a battlefield, and it went through the gathered lines above that hand and pinned them into the turf like a man pinning a sheaf of paper.

The whole braid went taut and stopped.

The Factor turned his head. Toward the west wall. Because that is where the Warden of the Wend-march had been thinking for five hours.

And I came out of nine feet of nobody-noticing on his blind side with an echo-bar in both hands.

The Glimpse gave me the half-second: his weight going onto the left foot before it went, the shoulder starting, the hand about to lift. The man offered no target, and the chains were lines without knots.

I swung at the hand.

Eleven seconds is the life of an echoed bar and it took about a quarter of one of them. I brought it down flat across that pale hand where it lay in the air over the turf, and I felt the bar go, and I felt the hand go, and something in that field came off its hinge.

The Factor unraveled the way a signature vanishes when somebody takes a knife to the paper under it. There was no blast and no scream. A thing was unwritten from the edges inward, quietly and in good order, and the last of it to go was the voice, courteous to the final syllable, entirely without malice, saying:

“…noted.”

Then there was nothing on that field but grass and a sword standing up out of it.



Every leash on that ground died at once.

Forty-two bodies stopped. All at the same instant, mid-stride, mid-swing, and stood there slack with their arms at their sides, and the entire battle stopped with them, and thirty-seven hired men looked at what they had been standing next to all night and about thirty of them ran.

I went down on my knees in the churned mud at the field’s edge and started cutting them free.

While a manifestation formed over the drove road and Yrsa shouted my name from the gate, I cut the first line. Grey left the dead woman at once; her shape folded into old bones inside a rotted surcoat. Then the next. Then the next.

I did them in the order they were standing in, working left to right along the line, because that is how you unload a cart and because if you start choosing you stop working.

Number seventeen was Cylas Aurent.

He was standing where the column had stopped, in gold laid over grey, with his hands at his sides and his sword still in one of them. I came to him in the row the way I had come to the sixteen before him, and I found the chain, and it was there, and it was the Saint’s own and it had grounded through a hand that no longer existed.

I cut it.

He went down onto his knees in the mud in front of me. The gold went off him, and what was underneath was the grey a man goes when he has been foreclosed once and repossessed once and emptied twice, and he knelt there and breathed, which he had not been doing before, and put one hand flat on the ground to keep himself up.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

That is all that happened. There was no speech. I did not say the thing I had been composing since the Sunken Crown. Mercy and grace had nothing to do with it. Eighteen through forty-two still stood in the mud with chains on them, and he was item seventeen, and there was no time.

I got up and went to eighteen.

I cut eighteen through forty-two without choosing among them. The grey fell away in different forms: bones, bodies, one woman who remained standing long enough to close the eyes of the man beside her before both went gentle. The blank shape over the drove road thickened while I worked, but the Saint did not reach for my queens until the last chain parted. Forty-one strangers and Cylas, all unbound before I turned from the final row.



The Saint came at the end of the harvest, when it understood that its hand was gone.

Words diminished what stood there.

It asserted itself without an arrival: at the broken lamp-line north of the gate, where the poles had gone down in the second wave, standing in the dark that had been getting a texture in it since half past three.

It was tall. It was the size of a granary and it had the shape of a very tall patience, and it was wearing something that was not a coat but the idea of a coat, the way a child draws a coat. There was no face. I looked at where a face should have been and what was there was the blank of a page nobody has written on yet, and my eyes would not stay on it, and every person on that wall who was not obeying the refusal drill looked at it and fell down.

And around it, in the air, was the harvest.

Hundreds of small pale flames hung in held ranks, in the air about it, in files and rows, stored like anything valuable, and each one was the size of a lamp’s flame and each one was somebody. Some of them were guttering. Some were burning steady. One very small flame burned near the bottom; its image never left me.

It did not speak. It has never spoken and I do not believe it can.

It reached for my queens.

It passed me entirely: it reached out over that field toward four lights standing on and behind my wall, gold and storm-grey and ember and fox-fire, and it began to pull with steady, terrible force.



They held for eleven seconds and then they began to come apart.

I felt it happen through the link, and subtraction hurt in a category apart from every burn I knew. It was not impact or fire; it was absence being carved while the missing parts were still alive. Something enormous had put its hand on the ledger and started drawing them out of the world, one accounting entry at a time, and I was pouring everything I had into four strands to keep four women standing at ceilings history never recorded, and it was not enough, and it was going to keep not being enough for exactly as long as it took.

There was one door left and I could not open it and hold them at the same time.

The arithmetic took me about a second and a half to finish, kneeling in the mud with my hands out and both arms silver to the shoulder.

Vyrissa’s price was a closed circle and an open hand. The circle had closed at dusk. The cost of the call was beyond any recorded weight and I would have to drop the pour to reach for it, and dropping the pour with that thing pulling meant four women standing alone against the thing that eats legends for as long as it took me to open the biggest door in the world.

I would not do it.

I want that clearly written. I made a decision, and my decision was no, and I was going to kneel in that mud and pour until there was nothing left of me and die with all four of them still standing, and it would not have worked, and I would have done it anyway.

They took it out of my hands.

All four at once, through the link, in the space of half a breath, in four voices I could not have confused if I lived a thousand years.

Maeva, in court cadence, without a tremor in it: Warden, you are hereby instructed. Spend us.

Yrsa, flat, the way she says a thing she has already done: Drop it. We’ll hold. Go.

Nahari, calm and exact in full sentences, from a tower with her eyes shut: I have not looked and I am not going to, and I am telling you to let go of me, and I want you to hear that I chose this in a bean field in daylight eleven days ago.

And Suzu: Interest is due, porter-of-legends. ALL of it. Pay it.

And then, together, in something that was not words at all:

WE CHOSE THIS.

The loop closed.

It had turned up in a drill on an ordinary Tuesday in June, and we had measured it for a week without working out what it was for: four strands, each holding the other three, self-sustaining, with the anchor’s pour entirely withdrawn, for exactly one held breath.

Four women stood on nothing but each other above a field of stopped chains, and I let go of all of them, and reached north.



[CALL: VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE LAST OF THE LINE IT ATE, WAKING TO AN OPEN HAND]

[COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT – THE CIRCLE CO-SIGNS]

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

Since the boon I had counted that heartbeat, one beat in four under the world, patient as tide.

I put my hand out, open, palm up, kneeling in gate-mud a hundred yards outside my own wall, and reached north according to her terms.

I woke her.

The price came up through me like a rope going through a hand. I felt the burn cross what was left of my throat and go up under my jaw on both sides, and I heard it, that small tight cracking, and my sight went to a grey tunnel with a ring of light in it and then the ring started closing too.

Somewhere at the very edge of everything I heard Yrsa Kaldwyn scream something obscene about my mother.

And two days’ ride north, on ground no ledger has ever read, the Cindermaw opened like an eye.



Dawn came early and it came from the wrong direction and it was made of fire.

Every person in that town saw it. The whole northern sky went the color of a forge at about thirteen minutes to six, seventeen minutes before the sun had any business being anywhere. The light crossed the country in a long low sweep and threw the wall’s shadows sideways across the field.

Before the wings reached us, the Cindermaw’s fire drew a bright seam across the northern cloud. Men on the breach turned toward it. Maeva kept them facing the field with one command, while Brenna’s runners carried the long-flash signal from yard to wall and every lamp warden opened a shutter in answer. The town met the false dawn with its own lights still held.

A sound arrived about nine seconds before Vyrissa did. It was the noise a mountain makes when it decides to move: pressure first, then a wind from behind us that went east and drove every leaning flame in the march bolt upright.

I could not see her. I was face-down in the mud by then, my sight gone to a grey pinhole and somebody’s hands on my collar.

What I had was the shadow.

A wing-shadow went over that field, from the north, at low altitude, and it took four seconds to pass, and it covered everything: the wall, the ditch, the column, the grass, the town behind it, all of it in shade for four full seconds in the middle of the night.

And Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress, came out of the dark over my wall and sheared the harvest out of the sky.

She did it on the first pass. One pass, low, from the north-west, straight through the ranked files of stolen light hanging in the air about that tall blank patience, and hundreds of pale flames broke ranks in her wake like a rick of straw going up in a gale.

The freed flames settled.

Two hundred and six witnesses supplied the part my ruined sight missed, and I need to get it right. The flames came out of those ranks, held their places against the wind, and settled. One after another, all over that field, drifting down into the grass and the mud and the ditch and the wreck of the lamp-lines, and one by one going gently out, the way a lamp goes out when the person who lit it has come home and does not need it any more.

Osric wrote down that it took four minutes and eleven seconds for the last of them to settle.

Bram, who was on the wall with a jug he had forgotten he was holding, said it was like watching a fair go home.

The four queens hit it together.

My sight had narrowed to mud and a grey pinhole, but the crowned link stayed open. Their movements reached me as pressure, impact, and four unmistakable decisions.

Maeva struck first without leaving the breach. She drove the Standard through every lamp still burning on our wall. Gold travelled pole to pole, then leapt the broken section on the flames the townspeople held in their hands. The line closed around the manifestation like a drawn boundary. For the first time all night, the stolen dark had an edge.

“There,” Maeva said through the link. One word. A command and a target.

She tore the gold treasury pin from her braid and cast it through the breach. Suzu caught it one-handed without breaking stride, its twin already bright at her collar.

Nahari stood blind on the surviving northwest corner. She turned her face away from the blank where its face should have been and listened to the settling flames. Each freed light went gentle with a small pressure leaving the world. One place in the orchard made no such sound.

“Three paces east of the wagon tongue,” she called. “The hunger is standing there.”

Suzu moved on the call. Shade-Step carried her through nine feet of disregard, then nine more. Fox-fire marked each stride only after she left it, a trail of orange paw-shaped flashes curving behind the manifestation. She reached the hem of its impossible coat, drove both gold treasury pins through the idea of cloth, and stole the edge Maeva had given it. The pins came away black. The coat tore open along a line of fox-fire.

Through that opening, Yrsa came.

She had recovered her sword from the field after the Factor vanished. Now she crossed the torn distance in Saint’s Footwork, every step landing where Nahari’s voice placed it. First cut low through the blank’s planted shadow. Second across the reaching arm. The blade met no flesh, but the whole orchard of stolen light jolted sideways as if the cuts had found load-bearing ropes.

The Saint reached again.

Maeva closed her fist. Every kept lamp in the march blazed gold-white and the Standard held its reach short.

Nahari called, “Now, fox.”

Suzu pulled the two pins apart. The torn coat opened from hem to empty throat.

Yrsa drove her sword through the opening with both hands and put the point into the ground behind it. Storm-grey light ran down the steel. Ember filigree followed from Nahari’s tower, fox-fire locked around both, and Maeva’s gold boundary contracted.

The manifestation took one backward step.

Then another.

Vyrissa told me afterward that she had no memory of it yielding ground. It yielded now before four women sustaining one another at ceilings history had never measured.

The Pale Saint hurried.

Through every recorded year, the creditor had moved at a walk. Now the blank face snapped toward the eastern hills. Its coat gathered around it too fast for patience, and the pinned shadow ripped free of Yrsa’s blade.

And then the sun came up over the eastern hills at four minutes past six on midsummer morning, on time, in the ordinary way, without any assistance from anybody.

[THE CIRCLE: SET.]

It went out of the world the way weather goes off a hill: no defeat in it anywhere, no wound, nothing broken. A thing that had been enormously present was somewhat less present, and then was not present at all, and every deed-stone in the province took the whole night at once and started to light.



They tell me I was talking.

I have no memory of any of it. Apparently I was giving orders, in the caller’s voice, mostly correct: fires on the north curtain, water to the postern, get the second gate propped, count the wall. Apparently I got the count wrong twice and Osric corrected me and I thanked him.

What I remember is this.

Grey light. Mud. My own hands in front of my face and both of them silver to the wrist and beyond, and the tracery going up out of my collar and across my throat and along my jaw on both sides so that I could feel it in the hinge of it when I moved my mouth.

Yrsa’s arm under my shoulders. Maeva saying a number, twice, to somebody, in a voice with nothing in it at all. Nahari’s hands, warm and slow, on either side of my face, and her thumb going along the new line under my jaw as though she were reading it.

And something landing in the yard behind the wall.

I felt it through the ground before I heard it: a weight coming down on the world with the finality of a mountain sitting, and it settled rather than crashed.

And Suzume Kagehana knelt down in the mud beside me and took my ruined right hand and opened the fingers and put a pencil into it and closed them again.

“Returned,” she said. “After.”


Chapter 19: The Dragon in the Yard

We counted at seven in the morning, in the light, and the number was two.

Eamon Pike of South River and Jory Bell of Old Wintering Barn died when the northwest angle threw part of the watch-tower into the yard. Sixty-one others were wounded. By that morning, all sixty-one had been treated and remained stable under the infirmary lamps.

Wat, Deric’s boy, carried a stitched arm and no regret about the ground he had held.

We buried Eamon and Jory with lamps. No song, and no priest unless the family asked. Everyone who held the wall with them came to the graves at dusk carrying light. Yrsa spoke both plain accounts. Her voice failed on Jory’s last line, recovered, and finished it.



The stones started at about six and did not stop until noon.

An etch landing is a thing I have seen four hundred times. What happens is that a stone takes a sworn truth, weighs it, and the letters light, slowly if it is a small thing and quickly if it is not.

What happened that morning was different, and every stone-keeper in the province has written a version of it and Osric has collected nine of them.

They all lit at once.

Our own border stone first, at about twenty past six, with nobody standing at it: the letters coming up gold on the north face without one hand on the stone, because there were four hundred witnesses to a thing that had happened in front of them and truth of that weight does not need a palm.

THE NIGHT OF LEANING LAMPS: THE MARCH HELD.

THE CIRCLE SET.

Then Fenwick Ford’s. Then East Ford’s, which had already been lit since June and simply added a line under it. Then the drover-road stones. Then, by mid-morning, stones in villages nobody in this hall had ever visited: Coldharbour, and Havering, and a market town four cantons east that had spent the spring watching House Vael’s entries go grey and had, as far as anybody knows, no opinion about any of this at all.

By noon it was in twelve towns.

And under our own, in the afternoon, three old men who had come up for the rematch season in June and had never got round to going home again put their hands flat on the border stone one after another and swore, unasked, an addition that nobody in this household would ever have thought to put on a stone.

IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD, AGAIN.

They were sixty-one, fifty-eight, and seventy, all keepers of the Warden’s guard tradition rather than eyewitnesses to Havrun. Two had learned the old relief drill from fathers who learned it from Havrun veterans. The third had kept cadence for a later wall-company.

The stone took it gold.



Cylas Aurent woke in the infirmary row at about nine in the morning and nobody was guarding him.

Mercy and oversight had nothing to do with it; there was simply nobody to spare and nothing left to guard against. Liria’s crate had gone into that row at dusk two nights before and by nine in the morning half of it was used, and there were sixty-one wounded in there and nine women working, and one of the nine had put a blanket over the man in the mud and had him carried in with the others because she did not recognize him and because he was breathing.

I did not go and see him. The honest reason is that I could not have stood up.

Saskia was on the wall over the main gate at ten when he walked out.

She has told it once, to me, and I asked her to tell it to Osric so that it would exist somewhere in a hand that is not mine, and she did, and this is Osric’s transcript.

“He came out of the row on his own feet about ten. Nobody stopped him because nobody was on the gate but me and there wasn’t anybody left to give an order. He had a blanket and somebody’s boots. He walked down the middle of the road with about eleven hundred people either side of him and not one of them looked up.

“That’s the bit. That’s what I’d want somebody to write down. Before the mother-stone at Veltmark, that man could not walk down a street in this kingdom without four people saying his name. He went out of that gate at ten in the morning through the whole of the Wend-march and there was a woman salting a barrel four feet from him who did not stop salting.

“He got about nine paces past the gate and stopped and looked back up at me.

“I don’t know what he wanted. I’ve thought about it and I don’t. He wasn’t asking for anything; there wasn’t enough of him left to ask.

“So I said the only thing I had, which was: walk.

“And he did.”



She landed in the yard at ten o’clock in the morning.

The whole town had known she was on the hall roof since dawn, because at dawn the hall roof had acquired a weight and a smell and a very slow sound like a forge banked overnight, and because two of the three lamp-runners who went up to look came back down not talking.

At ten she came off it, and the shape that came off that roof went out over the wall and turned in the air over the ruined field and came back, and what walked in through my broken gate at twelve minutes past was a woman.

She was tall as the doorway and wore borrowed fire like a court gown. Then she audited my march for two hours, walking at her own pace while the population followed forty feet behind.

She looked at the north-east breach for four minutes and put her hand flat on the old seam where the four-hundred-year-old work meets the new.

She looked at the field of resting light, where three hundred small flames had come down in the grass and gone out gently, and she stood at the edge of it for a long time and did not walk on it.

She looked at the school yard, and at the twelve wooden certificates, which had been laid out on the fence rail overnight because two of the cohort had gone home for their fathers and somebody had thought to bring them out into the sun. She read every one. She asked one question, of Brenna, in a voice that made the fence-posts hum.

“Which is the lamp-captain?”

“Me,” said Brenna, and did not run, and I have been proud of a great many people in my life.

She went down into the vault and was in there fifteen minutes with Suzu, and I do not know what was said, and Suzume Kagehana came up that stair afterward with her ears flat and her face a wholly new color.

“She appraised me,” she said.

“You appraised her.”

“I appraised her first, obviously, I’ve got standards,” said Suzu. “And she let me. She stood there and let me do the whole thing, the tail count, the wingspan, the she LET me. And then she asked me four questions about my own vault and all four went deeper than any appraisal I was prepared for. By the third one I had told her about the copper tower, and by the fourth one I was explaining Piet.”

She sat down on the step.

“Nobody appraises me,” she said, in genuine professional distress. “I’m the appraiser.”

“Suzu, you’re blushing.”

“I am aware.”

And last she came to the yard where I was sitting, because I could not stand for more than a few minutes at a stretch, on a chair somebody had carried out for me exactly as they had carried one out for Ana Merrick, and she read every line of silver from my collar to my jaw before speaking.

Four women had drifted to within reach of that chair over the course of the morning, none of them on any errand she could have named if asked.

“You are not standing,” said Vyrissa.

“No.”

“You are being stood near.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

She considered the tracery. I could feel her considering it: the silver up out of my collar, across the throat, and along both sides of the jaw, which is where the map stopped and where it will stay.

“I have watched empires from above for four hundred years,” said the Last Dragon Empress. “I have seen nine of them raised and ten fall, and the ones that fall are always astonished, and they always say the same thing on the way down, which is that they were owed better. I did not come here to be impressed and I do not intend to say that I am.”

“Nobody asked you to be.”

“No,” she said. “Nobody asked me for anything at all. That is what I have spent two hours confirming.”

She looked around the yard: at the breach, at the field, at the school, at eleven hundred people pretending not to listen.

“Your march is small,” said Vyrissa. “It is warm, and it is honestly kept, and its books balance, and its children are taught by the people who are best at the thing rather than the people who own it. Its dead are named on stones by their neighbors. It buries with lamps.” A pause. “And when the Glutton came for it, its anchor knelt in the mud and cut the chains off forty-one strangers in the order they were standing in, and then did not skip the man who murdered him.”

“That wasn’t mercy.”

“I know precisely what it was,” she said. “It was housekeeping. That is what makes it worth landing on.”

She put out her hand, palm up, which took a long time, because everything she does takes a long time.

“The price was a closed circle and an open hand,” said Vyrissa. “You brought me both, and you brought the second one first, which nobody in nine hundred years has done. I will land.”

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE]

[ACCEPTED]

“Terms,” she said, before anybody could speak.

“Name them.”

“My hoard remains mine, and nothing in it is a hoard, and no one goes down there again, including you, including the fox, until I say a thing about it that I have not yet decided to say.” Her voice did not change. “My sky remains mine. I come and go and I do not report.

“And my reasons remain mine until I choose otherwise. A dragon’s court gives audiences. It does not give inventories.”

“Agreed.”

“You did not negotiate.”

“Your terms return your own things to you,” I said. “I don’t hold a bond by taking things off people; that’s the other lot.”

Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress, looked down at a grey-faced man in a chair for a moment.

“Yes,” she said. “I had heard that. It is why I am standing in a yard.”



The two empresses met at four in the afternoon and the entire household found urgent business in the great room.

People have asked me to describe it as a confrontation. Fourteen minutes of perfect courtesies felt worse than the siege.

Maeva came down the hall in the re-tailored bodice with the crowned braid up and both pins in it, the silver and the gold one Suzu had returned at dawn, its point still black where it had gone through the idea of a coat and no polish would touch it. She did not hurry and she did not bow, and Vyrissa did not rise, and the two of them looked at each other across about nine feet of floor for a period of time that Osric, who was writing, has recorded as “some while.”

“Empress,” said Maeva.

“Empress,” said Vyrissa.

“You have taken the hall’s roof.”

“I have.”

“It is a good roof,” said Maeva. “It was rebuilt this spring at considerable expense and I would take it as a courtesy if the ridge were not sat upon directly.”

“The ridge is the warmest part.”

“The ridge is the only part holding up the other parts.”

The room waited through one slow count while the temperature did something I have no vocabulary for.

“Then I shall sit to the south of the ridge,” said Vyrissa, “and you will have the roof-line looked at in the autumn, and I shall pay for it.”

“You have no money.”

“I have a great deal of money,” said the Last Dragon Empress, “and none of it is anybody’s business, and it is four hundred years out of date, and I imagine your fox will enjoy explaining that to me enormously.”

Maeva Castellan’s mouth moved.

Fourteen minutes, mostly about the roof, and by the end of it the two of them had settled precedence without either of them once naming it, and it settled where I would not have guessed.

Vyrissa took the seat at Maeva’s left.

“The right hand holds the pen,” she said, when I asked her about it later. “I have watched what this house does with pens. I have no wish to be nearer to it than necessary.”

And Maeva poured her wine personally, a deliberate courtesy that quieted the room.

Helvane’s courier arrived during the negotiation, at a canter, having ridden through a countryside that had lit up like a fair overnight, with a sealed letter that turned out to contain one line in the Margrave’s own hand.

I heard.

Charge admission.



They kept a watch on me from sunrise onward and pretended it was a rota for something else.

I knew by the second handover. There wasn’t an hour that day when at least one of those four women wasn’t within fifteen feet of my chair. They did the handovers badly on purpose so that I would notice and could not object, and each touched the burn in her own way.

Maeva audits it.

She came after sunrise with the day’s work under her arm and did it before she said good morning: two fingers under my jaw, turning my head to the window light, her eyes going along the silver at the throat and up the new lines at the hinge the way she re-reads a treaty she signed herself.

“It has stopped growing,” she said, on the fourth inspection.

“It stopped before noon.”

“It stopped before noon and I intend to confirm that daily for a fortnight, and you may find that tedious, and I am entirely indifferent to your finding it tedious.” She let go of my jaw and picked up her papers. “You have a map on you now, Warden. Forearms, elbows, shoulders, collarbone, throat, jaw. It is finished and it is not going any further, because there is nowhere further for it to go that I am prepared to discuss.”

Yrsa re-wraps it.

She has done that since Marrowford and she does it without asking and mid-motion, on her way past, like a woman straightening a picture: linen off, salve on, linen back, done in about forty seconds, no eye contact, gone before anybody can say anything about it.

The third time she stopped in the doorway on her way out.

“It goes under the jaw,” she said, to the doorframe.

“It does.”

“Right,” said Yrsa, and went out, and came back four hours later with a light travel scarf she had bought off a carter, and put it on the arm of my chair without a word. It is on the arm of my chair now. I have not worn it and she has not asked why.

Nahari oils it.

At dusk, with warmed oil, working from the wrists up in slow measured passes, she talked the whole time about ordinary things: the lamp count, Ana Merrick’s culvert, the price of pepper.

When she got to the jaw, she stopped for a moment with her thumb on the new line.

“When I was crowned,” she said, “I received your whole memory of me.”

“You did.”

“There is a great deal in it that I have not looked at yet, on purpose, because I am rationing.” Her thumb moved. “But I have looked at one thing more than once since dawn, and it is not a good thing, and I want you to know that I have seen it. It is what your face does at the exact moment before you spend more than you have. You do not brace. Every man braces before a heavy load; you have carried loads all your life and you brace beautifully. Before an overdraft you do not.”

“What do I do?”

“You put something down,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “In your head. You put yourself down like a pack, out of the way, and then you reach. And I do not have any way to prevent that, and neither does anyone else in this house, and so I have decided instead to be a woman who oils a burn every evening and mentions it once.”

She finished the jaw and put the cloth away.

“That was the once,” she said.

And Suzu appraises it.

Her tenderness came disguised as appraisal. She hooked a chair around with one foot, sat backward, and valued my ruin at market rates.

“Right. Forearms: original work from the Sunken Crown, established provenance, appreciating. Shoulders: Veltmark, dramatic, popular with a certain kind of buyer. Throat: East Ford, recent, controversial.” She squinted. “Jaw’s the problem. Jaw’s above the collar. You can’t sell a jaw.”

“I wasn’t going to sell my jaw.”

“Everybody says that.” She leaned her chin on the chair-back. “It’s the last one, though, isn’t it. There’s the face and then there’s nothing.”

“Suzu.”

“I’m not asking you to promise anything, because you’d promise it and then you’d do it anyway, and then I’d have to be angry at a dead man, which is unprofessional.” She flicked my ear. “So instead I’ve written a policy. Terms: any further overdraft by the insured party must be countersigned by four crowned queens in advance, in ink.”

“You have confused insurance with a rota of enforcers.”

“It’s four enforcers who love you,” said Suzu, “and one pencil. Sign here.”

I signed it.

It was the final receipt on a habit the queens had fought since Marrowford: I sat in a ruined yard, let four women ration me, and signed the joke document in earnest.



The feast was on victory evening, because Maeva refused to let the march spend its first night after the siege sitting quietly with what had tried to eat it. Every wounded person who could be carried was carried to it, and everyone else received the same food under the infirmary lamps.

Bram paid out the one long-term bet he had kept sealed all season.

He had it in the book from April, in his own writing, from the week the gilt banner went up: SUZUME KAGEHANA, ON HERSELF, TO BE CROWNED BEFORE THE YEAR TURNS. ODDS SEALED.

“You took a bet on yourself,” I said.

“I took a bet on myself,” said Suzu, counting silver, “in April, before any of it, which I would like the record to show, because it means the provenance is clean and there is a written date, and if anybody suggests fifty years from now that I did it for a wall I am going to hand them a ledger.”

“That’s why you placed it.”

“That’s why I placed it,” she said. “I’m a professional.”

Pell’s convoy arrived late that afternoon and triumphant, having come the long way round because the direct road was full of soldiers going home unpaid, and Pell walked into the taproom annex at nine in the evening, looked at the state of the town, and said, “Right. Who’s paying for the dragon’s provisions.”

Bram opened an account for the dragon before the feast, a fine piece of taproom accounting under difficult conditions.

He came out of the annex at dusk with his apron on and his one hand behind his back, crossed the yard, stood at the foot of the hall wall, and looked up at a roof with something the size of a granary on it.

“Evening,” he said.

The roof tiles ticked as they cooled. Then a very large amount of the roof-line moved, and an eye the color of metal at the moment it stops being solid came over the gutter and regarded a sixty-year-old innkeeper.

“You are the man with the barrels,” said Vyrissa.

“I’m the man with the barrels,” Bram agreed. “Now. I’m told you’ll be stopping. And I run a taproom, and a taproom that doesn’t know what a guest costs is a taproom that goes under by harvest-end, so I’ve come to open an account.”

“I do not drink ale.”

“No, I didn’t think you did. But you’ll eat,” said Bram, “and I’d rather find out what off my own doorstep than off a shepherd’s, because a shepherd who loses six ewes and doesn’t know why is a shepherd who starts a story, and a story about a dragon eating stock is a very expensive thing to have in a market town.”

The eye did not blink.

“You are pricing me,” said Vyrissa.

“I’m pricing your feed,” said Bram Tideman, “which is different, and which is what you’d do if you were me.”

There was a long silence in that yard. About forty people had stopped moving.

“Two beeves a fortnight in summer,” said the Last Dragon Empress. “One in winter, and I sleep through much of it. I do not take from herds; I have not taken from a herd in nine hundred years, because a keeper who eats her neighbors’ stock is a keeper who is eventually visited by her neighbors.”

“Right,” said Bram, and got a stub of chalk out of his apron. “And who’s paying?”

“I am. In coin four centuries out of date.”

“Then you’ll want the fox,” said Bram, “and you’ll want to haggle, and she’ll enjoy it, and you’ll enjoy it, and I’ll take a commission.” He chalked something on the wall at the height of his own shoulder, which is where every account in that man’s life has been recorded. “There. Opened. You’re a customer now. That means if anybody in this town says a word against you, they’re saying it against my books, and I’ll have them out.”

The roof-line was quiet for a moment.

“Innkeeper,” said Vyrissa.

“Aye.”

“That was well done.”

“That was Tuesday,” said Bram, and went back to his taproom.

The ballad got its new verse by committee.

“The Lantern and the Chain” has been growing since Marrowford, and it has four verses that nobody wrote and one that I bought for three coppers in a taproom in Marrowford, and on victory night the entire annex composed a fifth verse about a dragon, by shouting, over about ninety minutes.

It does not scan. It has eleven syllables in one line and six in the next, and it rhymes “Cindermaw” with “saw” twice, and there is a line in the middle about a mountain with a lid on it that is a direct quotation from a Blade Saint who has denied it under oath.

Vyrissa was on the roof throughout and heard all of it. She has never mentioned it.

And on the hall shelf, beside the tower of shrine coppers I had paid and Suzu kept before returning them with appreciation, two things appeared during the feast when nobody was looking.

A plum stone, wrapped in cloth, sixty years old.

And beside it, at last, a child’s copper whistle, worn bright at the mouthpiece.

She put them there herself and told nobody and denied it until supper, when the story had gone round the household anyway. Then she stood in front of the shelf with her hands in her sleeves and said, to the room, without any joke in it at all:

“His name was Piet Gorrow, he was a ferry-boy on the east road, and for eleven years he fed a thing in a rock that couldn’t thank him. That’s the complete exhibit.”



At the foot of the stair, Vyrissa turned toward the roof instead of following us up.

“I do not join middles,” she said. “I begin beginnings.”

Then she left us to the night and settled above the hall.

They convened above the feast, at the eleventh hour, in the great room under the banner, and they did it in the order they always do it.

Maeva convened. Nahari kept time. Yrsa bolted the door. Suzu went round all four of us and confiscated the entire contents of our pockets, “for security,” and produced at the end of it two knives, a lockpick I did not know Maeva owned, a wax tablet, and my pencil. The pencil she gave back to me with enormous ceremony.

I was in the chair.

That evening after the call, I could stand only long enough to cross the room with help. My hands shook when held out but steadied on a task. Rising at all greyed my sight. The tracery ran from both forearms to both shoulders to the collarbone to the throat and up the jaw on both sides, and where it crossed the jaw hinge it ached, and it aches now.

They had rationed me since dawn and I had let them, harder than holding any pack I had carried and which all four of them noticed and none of them mentioned.

“Terms for tonight,” said Maeva, standing in front of my chair with her hands folded. “Since the Warden is fragile and will not say so.”

“I’m not fragile.”

“You are ornamental,” said Maeva, “temporarily, and gloriously, and we have all agreed. You will command. You will not carry, lift, kneel, or overreach. Every one of us will obey you exactly and immediately, and any instruction that requires you to stand up for longer than four minutes will be carried out by the fox.”

“I’m a stepladder,” said Suzu, from the map-table.

“Do you accept?”

I thought about arguing. I had the sentence half built.

Then I looked at four women who had stood on nothing but each other for one held breath over a field of chains while their anchor let go of all four on purpose, and I put the sentence down.

“Accepted,” I said. “And my terms: nobody’s careful tonight. You’ve all been careful since dawn and it’s making me tired. Be rude.”

“Oh, thank God,” said Yrsa.

The consents went round in four registers as they always do, and this time all four ended the same way, which nobody had planned and which arrived out of the night behind us like the ring itself.

“You may attend me, and I shall attend you,” said Maeva. “Witnessed.”

“Agreed. No reserve. Same terms. Witnessed.”

“I want the room and the time,” said Nahari, “and I want him to break the last number, and I want to be told when I am wrong. Witnessed.”

And Suzu, holding both my hands: “Everything. No prices. Witnessed.”

“Yes,” I said, “to all four of you, in that order, out loud.”

And the circle set that morning made itself visible over that room without anybody doing anything about it: a ring of light above the chair, gold and storm-grey and ember and fox-fire, turning slowly, closed.



Yrsa went first because Yrsa always goes first.

She went across the map-table, which is her place in a group and has been since a loft in Marrowford, and she did it laced hands: face-down, arms stretched forward, fingers threaded through mine on the far edge of the table where I sat, which is the mechanic she invented in a training hall in April and has since made entirely her own.

“Fierce,” I said. “Nahari, tempo’s yours. Yrsa, you don’t get to set anything tonight.”

“That’s a shame,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, into the map, in a voice that meant precisely the opposite, and then Nahari started counting, and about ninety seconds in the Blade Saint stopped having opinions.

I had one hand in her jaw-length black hair and one hand laced through both of hers and I gave her what she had asked for at the pace the oracle chose, and Yrsa came on that table with the storm-grey light going white along every scar on her forearms and my name in her mouth, twice, which she has done exactly once before and has yet to acknowledge.

Then Suzu, astride, facing, present the whole way, tails wrapping whoever came within reach and one of them, at all times, wrapped round my wrist.

She had waited her turn on the arm of the chair with her chin on her knees, watching the map-table with both amber eyes gone vertical, and she came into my lap the moment Yrsa slid off it and did not so much as pretend to negotiate.

“Mine,” she said, to the room.

“You are fourth on the rotation,” said Nahari.

“I’m first on the chair,” said Suzu, and sank down onto me in one motion and lost the rest of the sentence halfway down.

She talked throughout and none of it was odds.

“You’re grey,” she said, at one point, working herself down onto me slowly with her hands on my shoulders and her forehead against mine.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re grey and you’re shaking and I can feel it in the link and I’m going to do all the work and you’re going to let me.” She kissed me. “Call it my professional opinion rather than charity, porter-of-legends, as the person who is currently holding the asset.”

“Suzu.”

“Say the thing.”

“Counted,” I said, and got a hand round the base of two tails and gripped, and Suzume Kagehana went off like a struck match with her face in my neck.

She kept moving through it. She always does; it is one of the reasons that woman is dangerous. Her pussy clamped around me in a quick hard rhythm and she did not stop, riding the orgasm out in fast shallow strokes with her whole small body shaking and her tails going rigid one at a time, and got a hand back to take my other hand and set it where she wanted it, and came a second time about a minute later swearing in coinage I did not recognize.

“Right,” she said afterward, sagging, with her forehead on my collarbone. “Right. I’m going to sit here for a bit. Nobody move me. Empress, you can have him in a minute, I’m depreciating.”

Nahari at the great sill, from behind, moving at her patient pace, because the sill is hers and the whole room knows it and nobody has ever borrowed it.

The great room’s window looks south over the yard and that night the yard was full of lamps and people and a dragon’s shadow on the hall roof, and she stood at that sill with her palms flat and her silver hair down her back and her ember filigree climbing, and I stood behind her for the four minutes I was permitted and then sat down and had her come back and take me sitting, backward into my lap, my hands on those wide hips. She called it “the compromise” and pronounced it acceptable in full sentences at some length.

And she ran the room the entire time. Her Crown carried a paradox: the Glimpse innate in me and the sight gone out of her, and yet she still knows what four people are about to do half a beat before they do it, and I have stopped asking how.

“Empress,” said Nahari calmly from my lap at some point. “Two minutes.”

“I have been waiting an hour.”

“You have been waiting an hour beautifully.”

Maeva came last, astride, at my tempo, and she took her time getting there.

She undressed in front of the chair at a deliberate pace and without one word of ceremony about it, and the bodice lost the argument it had been engineered to lose since the tomb, and I got both hands full of her and put my mouth where I have been putting it since a tomb antechamber. She held the back of my head with one hand and narrated every touch down at me in court cadence to an audience of three.

“You may. There. You have always been extremely.” Her next court-formal clause dissolved into a helpless sound. “Yrsa, do stop looking so pleased.”

“Not looking at anything.”

“You are lying face-down on a map with your chin on your fists, watching.”

“Yes,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn.

Then Maeva came down into my lap the way she always does, which is like a procession of one arriving somewhere it owns, and rode me slow with the crowned braid coming apart over both of us, and she narrated it in court cadence as she has since the antechamber, and midway through she stopped, and looked down at me, and said, in front of every woman in that room:

“Dorian.”

Just that. In court cadence. The two registers married at last, in company, on purpose.

Yrsa, from the floor, without opening her eyes: “Oh, she’s using the name.”

“Shut up,” said Maeva Castellan, with enormous fondness, and did not stop.

She kept that slow pace through two complete turns of Nahari’s count, and she did all of it, which was the arrangement and which I had not been consulted about.

I had four minutes of standing in me and I had spent them at a window. What I had left was my hands and my mouth and my voice, which were enough for the job.

“Slower,” I said.

She went slower.

“Sit up. All the way. I want to see you.”

She sat up all the way, with her hands going back to brace on my knees, and arched. The crowned braid finished coming apart and went down her back, and her very full breasts pressed forward into the lamplight the way they had in every good moment since the tomb, gold light lying along her ribs.

“You are giving orders from a chair,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I find it,” said Maeva, and the low gold light under her skin climbed another rib, “I find it does not diminish the effect even slightly, which I would like entered, because I had privately wondered.”

“Faster now.”

“You said slower four minutes ago.”

“I did,” I said. “Faster now.”

And the Empress of three duchies did what she was told at once, without one syllable of negotiation, in front of a saint, an oracle, and a thief, which she would once have gone to war over and which she now does with an expression of open enjoyment that I do not intend to describe further.

Her diction went at about the two-minute mark. It goes in stages with her and I know all of them: the clauses drop, and then the courtesies, and then the vocabulary, and what is left is a woman who has run out of court and is simply saying what is happening to her.

“There. That. Do not stop, do not, I am.”

“I’ve got you.”

“Say it.”

“Mine,” I said. “All four of you. Said out loud in front of the whole house.”

“Yours,” said Maeva Castellan in front of the whole house. Her court cadence shattered on a cry as she clenched around me, gold pulsing from her throat to her hips.



The finish went through the ring.

I have described a braided finish before: four strands running into each other. This closed circle with four crowns in it, set since dawn, and what it did was simpler and much larger: there was no order to it at all.

Nahari counted down from ten with her hand on my chest, and at one she gave it to me, as she always does.

I broke it.

And every one of us went at once.

Maeva above me with the gold going through her from throat to hips and her hands crushed in mine. Yrsa on the floor at my knee with her forehead against my thigh, taken along by the loop with nobody touching her at all, swearing. Suzu with all nine tails flared out flat across the boards. Nahari laughing, quietly, on and on, delighted.

And me: coming up into an empress with almost nothing left in my body to give, and giving it, while four pleasures came back down the ring into mine until there was no telling whose was whose.

The ring flared.

And through the shutters, at exactly the same moment, the light in the yard flared with it, because the stones of twelve towns were still cascading the night’s etch and a fresh one had just landed somewhere out on the drover road.

For about two seconds the light in that room and the light of the world were the same light.

“Right,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, flat on her back on the ruined maps, when she could speak. “Outranked everything on this continent. Still took a porter.”



The pile arranged itself, and Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside it, and was overruled by all four of them at once.

“The Warden sleeps through the watch tonight.”

“That is not how a rotation.”

“Witnessed,” said Nahari.

“Witnessed,” said Yrsa.

“Witnessed and notarized,” said Suzu, “and I’ll sign it, and I’ll charge him for the ink in about ten years when he’s forgotten.”

“Overruled,” said Maeva Castellan, with great dignity, and went to sleep on my chest.

We had said our wants for after the war a week ago in a loft, so instead, going round, half asleep, each of them named one thing from our life together she would do again unchanged.

“The antechamber,” said Maeva, into my collarbone. “In the dark, on the sarcophagus, with nothing decided. Every part of it, unchanged, including the fever and including your appalling apology.”

“The tide-flats,” said Yrsa. “Losing. On purpose. And I’ll deny that in the morning.”

“The lamplighter’s dawn,” said Nahari, and did not elaborate, and did not need to.

“The plum,” said Suzu, from somewhere under my arm. “Obviously.”

Above us, Vyrissa settled onto the south roof hard enough to shake dust from one beam.

Inside the circle, I counted five heartbeats, mine among them. The sixth moved slowly through the roof beams above us, finally on the right side of the world.


Chapter 20: The Open Hand

The grass came back over the field in six days, which is faster than grass has any business doing anything, and almost nobody walks on it.

Nobody calls the detour superstition or forbids it. There is a stretch of about four acres north-west of the main gate where three hundred small lights came down out of the air on midsummer morning and went out one at a time in the wet grass, and it is ordinary ground now: sheep on it, a cart track across the corner of it, a boy from Old Wintering Barn who lost a knife in it and spent an afternoon looking.

And every single person in this march, walking from the gate to the drover road, goes round it.

They do it without discussing it. They have made a path, which is now a real path, worn in, with the grass gone off it, that curves out and around four acres of perfectly good pasture and rejoins the road on the far side for no reason a stranger could see.

It is the second road in this county that bends for no cause.

I rode the whole march a week after the battle, with Wend driving and Osric in the back and my hands shaking on the reins for the first hour and not much after, which is how it goes. All sixty-one people carried from the walls had survived the week; some rode our route in wagons, bandaged and loudly dissatisfied with rest.

Here is what my founder’s account looked like after resisting the role since the deed-fair.

The walls: patched. The north-east seam repointed properly in six days by levy crews who did the work for wages and then, having finished, kept turning up in the evenings to drill in the yard without anybody asking them to. There is now a wall-watch rota in this town that I did not write, run by a carter, with its own rules, one of which is that anybody who misses a turn buys the beer.

The school: two cohorts. The second one is nineteen strong and the first one is teaching it.

I stood at that fence for fifteen minutes and watched Brenna, twelve years old, with a wooden certificate at home that says LAMP-CAPTAIN, drilling nineteen children on the gate-hinge count in the cadence Yrsa inherited from a dead woman.

“Hinge holds. Hinge does not move, hinge does not step. If you are on the hinge and the whole enemy has turned its back and there’s glory available, what do you do?”

“NOTHING!”

“Nothing,” said Brenna. “Forever. And nobody sings about you. Again.”

Yrsa was not there. She had gone up to the wall specifically so as not to be there, and she was standing on it with her arms folded, watching, and when I came up she said, “Her count’s a beat fast,” and I said, “You could go and tell her,” and Yrsa Kaldwyn said, “No,” and that was the end of the conversation.

The petitions: two hundred and six that season, of which forty-one came from outside this march and thirteen from outside this province.

That is the number that frightens Maeva and delights her in equal measure. There is a warden-post at the hall door with a board on it, and it now gets letters from four cantons away, and the letters are addressed variously to The Warden of the Wend-march, The Anchor, the March Coalition, and, on one occasion, in a child’s hand, To The People Who Have The Dragon.

Maeva triages them all personally with a joy that has begun to frighten the staff.

And the lamps.

The lamp census stood at ninety-four in spring. It stood at a hundred and sixty-one after East Ford, when villages that had watched a man’s light get taken off him in daylight went home and hung a second one.

At the end of that survey it was two hundred and eighteen, and Nahari and Brenna had stopped being able to walk it in an evening and had recruited nine children to a census that now takes four nights and produces a written report.

Ride the rim road at night, going north, and look back south.

The Wend-march is a ring of light on black country. Villages, ford-houses, and one stubborn old woman’s window compose the broken line, spaced out across nine miles of dark, and from the height of the rim road they close up into a circle with a brighter smudge in the middle where the town is.

The shape arose without a plan. Every part came from an individual choice. Eleven hundred people hung lamps for dozens of different reasons since the boon and it came out, when you get high enough to see it, as a ring.

Osric drew it. He asked permission first, though he did not need it, and then sat on a rock on the rim road for two hours and drew it, and that drawing is on the wall of the war-loft now, and under it, in his ruled clerk’s printing:

THE MARCH, FROM THE RIM ROAD. 218 LIGHTS. ONE WEEK AFTER MIDSUMMER.



Nahari had been without long sight for one week and was already intolerable about it.

“Blind” is the wrong word and she has told me off for it twice. She sees. Her eyes work; she reads, she walks, she beats Yrsa at dice.

The long sight is gone beyond her power to reopen. It vanished at four minutes past six on midsummer morning, when a circle set and everything after it stopped being in anybody’s ledger, and there has been nothing to look at since.

She is the happiest person in this march and she is unbearable.

On the third morning after the feast, rain caught her unexpectedly on the fair-ground and soaked her in ninety seconds. I found the Oracle of Sundermere with her arms out and head back, laughing so hard she had to sit on a barrel.

“Two hundred and twenty-nine years,” she said, when I got to her.

“Nahari.”

“Rain caught me by surprise, anchor. Completely. I had no warning at all.” She wrung out about a foot of silver hair. “Do not put a shawl on me. Do not.”

Yrsa put a shawl on her. Yrsa put a shawl on her and said “you’ll get stiff” and walked off before anybody could thank her, which is the whole of Yrsa Kaldwyn in one movement.

The lamp census is hers and Brenna’s and it now runs to nine children, four evenings, and a written report, and I asked her during the survey why she meant to keep expanding it now the war was over.

“Because we did not count them in order to have a number,” said Nahari. “We counted them so that next season, when somebody asks why there are two hundred and eighteen lamps in this march, there will be a page that says who lit each one and what for. Otherwise, next season, we will guess.”

“And?”

“And a march that guesses about its own lights,” she said, “is a march that will let one go out to save the oil.”

Yrsa’s log has thirty-one entries.

It is the school’s own book, started by Brenna in June on her own initiative, and it records who taught the cohort what, so that, in her words, we know who to thank when it works.

There are two entries in it now that will outlive everybody in this account.

The Warden’s guard, and the gate-hinge count. Taught by Warden Kaldwyn. She had it from Ilsabet Kron, who had it from her own instructor, whose name Warden Kaldwyn does not know and would like somebody to find out.

The loose grip. Ilsabet Kron to Yrsa Kaldwyn, by runner, at Havrun, on the fourth day of nine. Yrsa Kaldwyn to Brenna, in the yard, before the siege. Brenna to the second cohort, the week after.

Somebody is going to be teaching that in a garrison yard in ninety years and will have no idea who anybody in that line was, and will teach it correctly anyway, and that is precisely what Ilsabet Kron spent a runner on.

I asked Yrsa once whether she wanted the school’s name changed, since the decree that named it the Kaldwyn School was signed on a warden’s seat under circumstances she has still not forgiven.

She thought about it for an unusually long time.

“No,” she said.

“You were furious for eleven days.”

“I was furious because it was on a board before I’d been asked, and I’d do that argument again,” said Yrsa. “But it’s got a name now, and the name’s on the gate, and in ninety years the name will still be on the gate and somebody will look it up.” She shrugged. “There’s a woman who died at Havrun with nine days’ worth of arithmetic against her and no song, and the only reason anybody in this world says Ilsabet Kron out loud is that a stone in a market town has my account of a bridge on it. Names on things matter. I’ve been on the wrong end of it.”

Then, because she is who she is: “Anyway, the empress would only put it back.”



The dragon settled in like weather.

Vyrissa sunned on the hall roof at dawn, south of the ridge, exactly as agreed. Within days this had stopped being an event and become something the town mentioned like weather.

“She’s up early.”

“She’s always up early.”

“She’s on the south side, look, she’s being careful of the ridge.”

Children were forbidden to go on the roof and went on the roof. She has never commented on this and has twice moved a child off a slate she was about to warm, with one claw, at a distance, without turning her head, a sight about a hundred people have now witnessed and nobody has managed to make into a song because there is nothing to it.

She and Suzu began their first vault audit on the fifth day.

It immediately became a fine new running argument for the household. They agree entirely on principle, which is the trouble: two keepers who both believe that a thing worth keeping is worth keeping correctly, and who have gone to war over what the word “worth” is doing in that sentence.

“Memory does not appreciate,” Vyrissa said, on the second of these occasions, from the doorway, because she does not come all the way in.

“Everything appreciates if you hold it long enough.”

“That is a fence’s opinion.”

“That’s a THIEF’S opinion,” said Suzu, “and I’d thank you not to say fence, I’ve never fenced anything I couldn’t have kept,” and Vyrissa made a sound like a hill clearing its throat, which we have learned is laughter.

She watches the school drill every day and will not say why.

I asked once. Directly, in the yard, during the survey, when the second cohort was running the count and the whole line of them got it right for the first time.

“Why do you watch them?”

“That is one of my reasons,” said the Last Dragon Empress, “and my reasons are mine until I choose otherwise,” and went back to watching them.

She came off the roof for the school drill, said nothing, and made the fence-posts hum. On the seventh-day rim survey she followed us north and sat above the road looking toward the Cindermaw for an hour.

“Small anchor.”

“Empress.”

“Your circle closed your ledger,” said Vyrissa. “Yours, and your line’s, and every legend you will ever return. It is beyond that thing’s reach forever, and I have looked at it from above and it is real and it is not going to fail.”

“But.”

“But it closed YOUR ledger,” she said.

The wind came off the mountain. She has a way of sitting entirely still that makes the country around her look temporary.

“The Glutton’s oldest note is mine,” she said. “It has been outstanding for nine hundred years and it is not written anywhere in your kingdom’s stones and it does not go away because a march in a valley told a collector to leave. I have a flight that was eaten and a nursery under glass and an account that has never been settled, and I did not land in your yard because I had forgotten any of it.”

“Then why did you land?”

“Because a closed ledger is a very good place to stand,” said Vyrissa, “while one settles an old account.”

That closed the subject, then and since. It is all I have.



Helvane arrived six days after the battle with nine riders and stayed through supper.

He inspected the wall, which is his way of paying a compliment; he ate at the annex and complained about the beer, which is his way of paying a larger one; and later that day he walked the north curtain with me at the pace of a man who had noticed I could not go faster, and told me what he had come to tell me.

“The crown is mustering a progress for next season,” he said.

“To the province.”

“To you,” said Margrave Helvane. “A royal progress. Which means the King, or more likely his sister, who is the intelligent one, and four hundred people who have to be fed, and a court that attempts to own every power it meets, and, because it is a progress and not a visit, an army walking behind it as furniture.”

“How large?”

“Large enough to be furniture,” he said. “That is the art of it, Warden. Nobody threatens anybody. They arrive, in numbers, and admire your walls, and remark upon your school, and ask, very pleasantly, what a march is doing with two hundred and eighteen lamps and five legends and its own light.” He put both hands on the parapet. “And then somebody suggests that all of this would be so much safer under some more permanent arrangement.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you say no charmingly and repeatedly,” said Helvane. “Crowns travel with armies, pageants, personal bargains, and a parade of marriage candidates. A gate cannot stop those, but a magnificent host can make every bargain cost them.”

“That’s cheerful.”

“It is enormously cheerful. It means you have a season to prepare, and the preparation is not another wall.” He turned round and leaned back against the stone and looked at the town. “Here is my counsel, and it is the only one I have, and it is the same one I gave my father and he ignored it and died in a ditch about it.

“Be magnificent,” said Helvane. “Be so magnificent that owning you would be embarrassing. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them for very much longer.”

Maeva had it out of him at supper in about four minutes and began planning a reception before the plates were cleared.

Before Helvane left, she had a folder.

The staff have started leaving rooms when she comes into them with the folder. Osric has been given a numbered list of things to find out and has, so far, ruled nine pages of columns about the eating habits of a court he has never seen. Bram has been asked to price four hundred people for four days and has said, with feeling, that he would rather do the siege again.

“You are enjoying this,” I said.

“I am enjoying it enormously,” said Maeva Castellan, “and I want to be extremely clear about what it is, because you have been looking at me sideways for a week. That court is coming here. I will receive it on our ground. It will arrive on a road my crews built, and be fed out of granaries I filled, and sleep behind a wall your people held, and be entertained by a fair this march made its own, and at the end of it somebody very senior will ask what it is that we want.”

“And what do we want?”

“To be asked,” she said. “That is the campaign. Four hundred years ago I was the most capable person in an empire and I was married into it, and everything I built was recorded as a gift given to me by a man who eventually poisoned me in a garden. I am not doing that again in either direction. We petition from strength, we do not beg, and we are not acquired. They come, and they look, and they ask.”

She went back to her folder.

“And then,” said the empress, “we shall discuss terms.”



Saskia’s siege contract expired on the seventh day and she did not renew it.

She came to the loft to be paid out and Maeva paid her in full, in coin, on the table, counted twice, exactly as written, plus the fortnight of the siege at the emergency rate that had been in clause nine since April and which Saskia had forgotten about and tried to refuse.

“It’s written down,” said Maeva.

“It’s too much.”

“It is precisely what was agreed by a woman who thought at the time that she was being clever about it, in April, when nobody knew what was coming,” said Maeva. “I do not renegotiate a contract downward because the risk materialized. That would be the other lot.”

Saskia took the money.

Then she went to the school yard, and taught the back-cut read to the second cohort for two hours, unasked and unpaid, and had a long conversation with Brenna about how to correct a grip without making the child hate you, which Brenna wrote down.

She rode out that afternoon with her rig on her horse and no colors on her at all.

Yrsa walked her to the gate. The two of them stood there for about a minute and did not embrace, because neither of them would survive it.

“You’ll be on a circuit,” said Yrsa.

“I’ll be on a circuit.”

“When somebody beats you, come back and tell me how.”

“When somebody beats me,” said Saskia Roehn, “you’ll hear about it from three provinces away, because I’ll be complaining.”

And she went off down the drove road at a walk, past the field nobody walks on, on the path that curves.



The household eats together on Thursdays now, which was nobody’s decision and has become law.

It started because Nahari’s lamp census runs four evenings and Thursday is not one of them, and because Maeva discovered that a Thursday supper is the only meal in the week at which she can get all of us in one room without an agenda, and because Yrsa will attend anything that involves a quantity of food.

Ceremony would require seating and fewer arguments.

At the first Thursday supper, the argument was stew.

Bram made it, because he had come up to the hall to check the stores for the resumed fair and had looked into the kitchen on his way past and had then, without asking anybody, taken the kitchen over for two hours, a takeover he has staged four times and which nobody has the standing to prevent.

Maeva tasted it and reached for the pepper.

“No,” said Bram.

The room stopped.

The historical dimensions matter here. Maeva Castellan held a pepper fleet. She unified three duchies. She has been overruled about the seasoning of a dish exactly once in four hundred and thirty-eight years and it was by this man, in a taproom in Marrowford, in our first winter, and she has never forgotten it and neither has he.

“It wants pepper,” said Maeva.

“It wants nothing,” said Bram Tideman. “It’s had four hours. You put pepper in that now, you’re not seasoning it, you’re covering it, and you’ll be covering my afternoon.”

There was a silence of about three seconds.

Then the empress put the pepper down, and said, “Note that I am not conceding on the principle,” and ate two bowls of it.

Suzu, who had been watching this with the expression of a woman at a title fight: “Twice. That’s twice now.”

“It is twice,” said Maeva, “and it will not happen a third time, because the next time he attempts it I shall simply have him made a reeve, and reeves do not get to be right about stew.”

“That’s not how any of that works,” said Yrsa.

“It is going to be how it works.”

And Vyrissa, from the great doorway, where she stands for these because she does not come all the way in and because the roof gets cold at supper time, said: “The innkeeper is correct about the stew.”

Which settled it, and which Bram has been intolerable about since.

The piece of that week I would keep is a Thursday rather than the etch cascade or the dragon on the roof, in a hall with a doorframe in it that a dead man named Corwin Ferris cut four hundred years ago, with ten people in the room arguing about pepper, and a lamp on either side of the door outside, and everybody in it alive.



The Founding Fair resumed on the fourth day after midsummer, exactly as postponed.

A fair suspended was a defeat; a fair postponed was an appointment. Eleven hundred people who had spent midsummer behind a wall received the promised four days as soon as the graves were closed and the wounded could attend.

Four days. A beast-show. A wrestling, won by a woman from Old Wintering Barn. Bram’s cellar, restocked at expense, including one barrel of Ferran red that he had bought specifically so that he could sell it to me, at the fair, at the price he had lost on the last one, and which he had entered in the book as SETTLED, IN FULL, NO INTEREST, and which he made me sign for.

Seven flood-notch sticks measured against each other in one room, at last, in front of fourteen interested people and one dragon in the doorway, a comparison I had wanted since the boon and which was, I maintain, extremely interesting.

Pell brought twelve carts and won the provisioning contract for the next year with a letter he had written in advance, before he had unloaded.

And the ballad got sung about nine hundred times.

“The Lantern and the Chain” now has six verses. The fifth one, about the dragon, was composed by committee in a taproom on victory night and scans so badly that two professional bards have refused to perform it and one offered, seriously, to fix it for free.

The march declined.

“It’s ours,” said Suzu, who has appointed herself its custodian. “It’s terrible and it’s ours and nobody’s improving it. Ask him what happens to things when strangers improve them.”

The sixth verse arrived at the fair, from a drover, and is about a man kneeling in mud cutting chains off strangers in the order they were standing in, and I left the room the first time I heard it and Yrsa came and stood next to me in the yard until the verse ended. Neither of us said anything; then she went back in and I went to see about the beer.



The souvenir economy arrived at that fair like a tide coming in, and it gave the household four days of relentless comedy.

Tin march-lantern pins at two coppers, unchanged since spring. The felt nine-tailed fox puppet, second edition, tails still correct, pockets increased from four to fourteen after a letter of complaint from an anonymous reviewer.

And, new this year, in quantity: dragons.

Wooden ones on strings. A clay one that whistles. A painted tin thing at four coppers with wings that flap, which does not look like her in any respect and which the maker described, when challenged by an interested party, as “a likeness of the general idea.”

Vyrissa came down off the roof on the second day, walked the whole length of the stalls at a pace that emptied them, stopped in front of the tin one, and looked at it for about a minute and a half in complete silence while its maker aged visibly.

“Wings on the wrong bone,” said the Last Dragon Empress.

“Yes, Majesty.”

“Continue,” she said, and went back to the roof, and by the fourth day he had sold three hundred of them and had raised the price and was pinning up a card that said AS INSPECTED.

Suzu bought one of everything, including the fox puppet, and reviewed the entire range aloud at the annex bar for two hours to an audience of about forty people. The Wend-march souvenir trade turned over thirteen pounds that week and every penny of it stayed in the march.

Bram opened her feed account before the fair, which he is proud of. It is the bar tab that has broken him.

“She doesn’t drink,” he said, on the first evening of the fair.

“No.”

“She asked me what I had that was warm and I gave her the mulled and she took the pot.”

“The pot?”

“The whole pot,” said Bram Tideman. “Out of the fire, in one hand. Drank it, put it back on the hook, and said it was adequate.”

“What did you charge her?”

“I haven’t decided,” he said. “I have been not deciding since she handed back the pot. There is no line in my book for it, Warden. I can price a wyvern’s damage, I’ve done it, but there’s no rate anywhere in this kingdom for a pot of mulled wine consumed by an empress the size of a barn who says thank you.” He wiped the plank. “The fox says four shillings and a standing arrangement. The fox is enjoying this.”

Maeva formally appointed Suzu on the last day of the fair, in public, on the hall steps, with an actual document.

REEVE OF THE WEND-MARCH, KEEPER OF THE VAULT, with a salary, backdated eleven months, which is a joke that only four people in the province understand and which put Suzume Kagehana on a step in front of six hundred people entirely unable to speak.

“You said when I stopped trying to sell the doors,” she managed.

“You have not tried to sell a door since April.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“You have been busy,” Maeva agreed, “and I have been watching, and there was a fortnight in June in which you were offered two shillings for the school-yard gate by a man from Havering and you refused, and I have known about it since the day it happened and have been waiting for an appropriate occasion.”

“He was going to take it away in a cart.”

“Yes.”

“It was a bad gate,” said Suzu, and put the document in her sleeve, and went off to be congratulated at length by people whose pockets she has emptied, which is her definition of a good afternoon.

And the two empresses opened the wrestling together, because the crowd wanted it and because Maeva’s governing instinct is to leave no crowd unfed.

They stood on the steps side by side, gold and bronze, and Maeva said nine words about the march and got a cheer, and Vyrissa said four and got a longer one, and afterward, at the rail, watching a woman from Old Wintering Barn throw a carter over her hip, Vyrissa said, without looking round:

“You are going to enjoy this crown of yours coming here in the spring.”

“Enormously.”

“You intend to charge them for the privilege of being impressed.”

“I intend,” said Maeva Castellan, “to make it very slightly difficult to get an invitation.”

Vyrissa made the hill-noise we had learned was laughter.

“Empress,” she said, “I begin to see why he has not been eaten.”



Odette’s last page came during the fair, by a courier who was paid at a crossroads by a woman in a hood.

Unsigned. Ledger-hand, ruled, level, eight words on a sheet folded in three.

The capital keeps its own lamps.

Count them.

Nothing else appeared on the page, front or back, except a smudge of ink at the bottom edge, dry in the center and faintly, faintly wet at the rim, a mark I have now seen four times and hope never to see again.

It went into Bram’s lockbox with Halden Rusk’s testament and the two schematics, and Bram wrote it in the receipts file with the date, and closed the box, and set his one hand on the lid for a moment.

“Warden.”

“Bram.”

“Is she alive?”

“I think so,” I said. “She was thirty miles further from here than that ink was when she wrote it, and the ink came from where she’d been, not where she is.”

“I’d give odds on her.”

“You said no odds on weather.”

“Weather doesn’t wear a hood,” said Bram Tideman. “She’s an accountant, and I’d give three to one and take my own money.”



The rumor arrived on the last day of the fair, in a stable yard, from a drover from two provinces over, told as a joke to somebody else.

I overheard it from behind a cart while counting barrels.

His sister’s boy, he said, had come over strange at midsummer. Woke up on midsummer night, sat up in bed and said a word nobody knew, and had been odd about lamps ever since. They had taken him to the certifiers at Coldharbour three days later, out of duty, expecting nothing, because nobody in that family has ever certified as anything.

And the certifiers had gone away, and come back with a second man, and read him three times, and then had a conversation in the next room that went on for an hour.

They could not grade him.

The reading settled on neither a low grade, support class, nor null. They could not grade him at all: the stone would not settle on a number, and one of the certifiers had said, in front of the boy’s mother, that he had never seen a reading do that and that he would like to write to somebody about it.

“Midsummer night,” said the drover, and laughed. “Same night as all that carry-on down your way with the lights. Whole world went strange that week.”

I stayed behind the cart until the drover moved on, the tally forgotten in my hand.

Then I went and found Nahari, who was sitting on the fair-ground fence with her bare feet on the rail eating a pie, and told her.

She did not stop eating.

“Yes,” she said.

“You knew.”

“I did not know and I have not looked,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and I am never going to look, and that is the fifth time I’ve said it this month.” She thought about it. “But a ledger that has been closed for one line is a ledger with a crack in it. And things get born through cracks. That is ordinary causation, anchor, the way anything has ever got anywhere.”

“There’ll be more of them.”

“There will be more of them,” she agreed, “and one day one of them will be nine years old and frightened and standing in a yard somewhere with a skill nobody can grade, and somebody will suggest that the safest thing for everyone would be to have that looked after by a very reasonable gentleman with an instrument.”

She finished the pie.

“And then,” said Nahari, “there will be a question about what a march with two hundred and eighteen lamps and its own light is for.”

She got down off the fence.

“Not this year,” she said. “Possibly not next. Do not go looking for the boy; his mother is not frightened yet and there is nothing crueler than being told.”

Nobody followed it up. It is one line in Osric’s book, dated, unremarked, on a page mostly about barrels.



The last of it is an evening at the end of the fair, and it is small, and it is the whole thing.

I was at the warden-post at dusk nailing up the new season’s petition board, which is a job I do myself for no reason that will survive being examined.

Behind me, through the hall door, the shelf: Suzu’s tower of shrine coppers, every coin I had paid into her seal and she had kept before returning them with appreciation, which nobody was allowed to dust; a plum stone, sixty years old, wrapped in cloth; and a child’s copper whistle worn bright at the mouthpiece, which came out of a rock and a pocket and eleven years of somebody being kind to a thing that could not thank him.

To the left of the door, a lamp that has burned every night since Marrowford, lit first in a market town for a girl called Esra who kept the lights of Cinderwell through a plague and asked to be buried near the high spring.

To the right of the door, the march’s own.

Out past the wall, across the dark, the ring: two hundred and eighteen lights in nine miles of black country, coming on in ones and twos as people got round to them, the way a fair goes home.

And over my head on the south side of the ridge, something the size of a granary breathing one beat in four, laced through my own pulse since the boon and where it will presumably stay.

I finished the board and went to put my hammer up, and passed the road-shrine cup at the corner of the yard.

I have paid road-shrine coppers whenever I could since I was nine years old, because an old ferry-dock master told me that a thing under a road is still a debt and that you pay debts whether or not anybody is collecting. I have done it in five provinces. I did it on the morning I went down into the Sunken Crown with a survey I knew was wrong, in a cup on a post at the head of a lake, at dawn, with a pack on my back and a party ahead of me that had already decided what I was for.

I put my hand in my pocket for a copper.

There was already one in the cup.

It was lying on its edge against the side, polished so bright it caught the last of the light off the wall, and it was old, and it was worn thin at the rim on one side the way a coin goes when a man has carried it in the same pocket for years and paid it out and had it handed back to him in change and paid it out again.

I knew that coin from a nick left by a ferryman’s teeth. I paid it into a cup at Lake Marren on the morning I descended into the Sunken Crown, ninety miles away.

Somebody had gone and got it.

Somebody had gone ninety miles to a wayside cup on a lake road, identified it, kept it, carried it home, and set it polished on edge in my own shrine cup.

There was no note. There is never a note.

I stood there for a while in the dark with a hammer in my hand.

Then I picked it up and put it in my pocket, and put a different copper in the cup, because a debt is a debt, and went in to dinner.



Somewhere with no weather, a hall of hanging lamps.

Its scale does not belong to rooms. The same dimensions continue in every direction, and in it, in rows, on hooks, in ranks and files arranged over six hundred years by something that has never hurried, hang the lamps.

Whole rows of them are dark now.

Finished rather than spent. The ledger records the difference. Beside each of the dark rows, in fresh ink, in a small hand that has never pressed too hard on anything, the same word, over and over, down the columns:

SETTLED.

SETTLED.

SETTLED.

The ledger lies open on the desk at the page it had held since the Sunken Crown, the one with a single line entered high on the leaf in the same unhurried hand.

ANCHOR (LIVING).

There is a stroke through it now. Neat. Ruled. A correction without anger, made by something that does not make errors and does not resent them either, the way a clerk closes an account that has moved elsewhere.

And under it, entered fresh, with the ink still shining faintly at the rim of every stroke and already dry in the middle:

THE CIRCLE (SET). BEYOND REACH.

And under that, at the top of a new column, in the same precise hand, without any pressure at all:

NEW TERMS REQUIRED.

THE CROWN HOLDS OUR OLDEST NOTE.

The pale hand sets the pen down beside the ledger.

It squares the ledger to the edge of the desk, with two fingers, twice, until it is true.

Then it takes up a small knife, turns the pen in the light, and begins to sharpen it, stroke by patient stroke.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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