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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Harvest

The wall held two hundred and forty-three lamps, and I had walked past every one of them before the sun cleared the fen.

Osric walked at my shoulder with the tally-book open against his forearm, ruling lines as we went.

He did not talk while he counted. I preferred his silence to Wend, who would have argued with the lamps. The autumn round takes longer than the spring one. Spring counts hope.

Autumn counts what survived. You go past each pole with the care of a man checking that a debt is still good.

“Two-forty-two,” Osric said, at the warden-post. “Two-forty-three at the border stone. And the loft.”

“Separate page.”

He did not add the loft lamp to the total. The count always passes it by. It burns at the door of the war-loft for a lamplighter who died three weeks before I ever heard her name.

That flame is a debt with a wick, and Osric keeps a separate page for those.

The KEPT column had no gaps.

I had come out early for that number. In spring the KEPT column is a mess of guesses, lamps relit the night before the count so somebody’s stone would read fuller than it had earned. By autumn the march has learned that I check the oil against the burn. The guessing stops. The column runs straight down the page like a seam of good mortar.

A man who signs a causeway maintains it. A village keeps a lamp for what the flame means; otherwise it puts the lamp out and stops lying to my ledger.

“South River’s up two,” Osric said. “Old Wintering Barn’s up four and swears it’s the pigs.”

“The pigs don’t carry lamps.”

“No. But they’re proud, and pride keeps a light burning past the point where sense would blow it out.” He ruled another line. He had a rule for that, the one I had made him write down last spring and he now recited back at me like scripture: write down why, or next season somebody will guess and act on the guess.

He wrote down why. Old Wintering Barn’s four extra lamps belonged to Goodwife Cairn’s campaign. Fifty-five, never armed, she had decided a village that held a wall could light a road and told her neighbors so until four households agreed. Her own tag read WITNESSED OWN LAMP in a hand that shook and did not stop.

I trust numbers with a person behind them who will not blow the light out to save oil.

At the south stair, autumn showed itself in the lamp gear: felt caps against the fen mist and spare horn panes wrapped in sacking, with thickened oil set below every sixth pole. Osric checked the exterior marks against his tally.

I lifted one felt cap and found the horn beneath beaded with cold mist. The wick still stood clean, trimmed square by whoever had taken the dark watch. I wiped the pane with my cuff, checked the oil line against yesterday’s knife-mark, and settled the cap back over a flame that had consumed its proper measure. The damp felt smelled of sheep grease and last night’s rain, workmanlike protection against harvest weather.

Two hundred and forty-three civic flames, each tied to a road, wall, house, or border stone.

Esra’s loft flame stayed on the memorial leaf in his wax-cloth pocket, honored and outside the civic sum. Beside the oil crate, someone from the hall had left heel bread, pear preserve, and a note ordering us to eat before we mistook hunger for diligence. A household with five queens disagreed on plenty.

Whether I had eaten was settled law.

We came around the northeast curve of the wall, and I walked wide of the resting-light field, as I always do.

The grass had grown back over it. You would not know, riding past, that anything had happened there, only that the road bends for no cause a man can name, and that nothing grazes it, and that the drovers who take the long way around could not tell you why the short way feels like walking on somebody’s roof. Forty-one flames settled there at midsummer, and one very small one nobody has ever explained, and the ground has not forgotten it.

Neither have I. I do not need to walk on it to count it.

“Letters,” Osric said, and steered us to the post.

Three provinces’ worth were nailed and weighted there, more than the wall could have carried before the march had a banner. I read them the way I read a load: heaviest first, then the ones that will shift in transit.

A miller from two valleys over wanted the Anchor to bless a well. I set that one aside without heat.

People still mistook the word Anchor for priest, and I would send back the truth of it in Bram’s hand, kindly: I do not bless wells; I can send a man who will tell you why the well is bad, worth more than a blessing and costing only a meal.

A stone-keeper from the far side of the province wanted to know whether the march took students who were not from the march. He had written it without ornament, a working man’s letter with a working man’s arithmetic under it, so many days to send a boy, so much lost from the harvest to spare him, is it worth it, and what does it cost. I liked the letter for the arithmetic.

A man who counts the cost of hope before he asks for it is a man who will keep a lamp lit once he has one. That one I kept.

There was a haunting on a drove road, which was the third or fourth this season and which I had learned meant something specific and unpleasant that was not a ghost.

There was a widow at Havering who wanted to know whether the Anchor rented, meaning himself, meaning would I come and be a warden for her stretch of road as I was for mine, and the answer was no, and the answer beneath the no was that the march was learning to make more of me than there was of me. The school, distilled into one request. And there was a child’s letter, three lines, asking if the fox was real, which Suzu would answer herself, in person, badly, at cost.

Under it, in a careful adult hand that had practiced the letters before committing them to good paper, waited a question I read twice, then once more.

Does the march take children the certifiers can’t grade.

The hand carried no name or village, only care. The writer had asked whether the march took such children, leaving out the word in, as if those two sizes of hope were more than she dared distinguish.

I said nothing about it. I put it with the requests that would shift in transit. It would shift; I had learned not to reach before I knew the weight.

“File that,” I told Osric.

He was already tucking it into the wax-cloth. He hides to avoid interrupting, preserves the papers I mark, and asks no questions, which is the other reason I walk the census with him.

The sun came up over the fen while we finished the north run, and it came up gold, the broad harvest gold that makes even the mud look like it has been minted, and I turned back toward the hall to find that the roof had a dragon on it.

The roof usually had a dragon on it. That morning, I watched her come down.

I had lived under Vyrissa for a season. I had shared a hall with the last dragon empress through that whole season, had budgeted her against Bram’s feed account, had watched her drink a mulled-wine pot in one hand and rehang it before pronouncing it adequate.

In all that time I had never seen her come down from the hall roof. I had only ever found her already there, already presiding, like weather settled over the place. This time I caught the descent itself, and I stopped walking to watch it, and Osric stopped too, as anyone would.

She came off the south ridge of the hall roof at the sunrise like heat coming off a road.

She stepped off the ridge as casually as the last stair of a house she had lived in a long time. The air took her weight for the length of the drop and set her down. I have watched a great many arrivals out of the sky these past few seasons and most of them were trying to land on me.

I had watched her land in our ruined yard with war smoke around her. Watching her step down into a peaceful harvest morning stopped me cold for a different reason.

She was in the human shape she wore for us as a courtesy, and every part of it read as large. Six foot three of her, broad through the shoulders in a way the church would never have painted and the church would have been wrong not to, built to a scale that made the hall’s good oak doorframe look like something a good carpenter had measured for a smaller species. She had the permanence of a mountain range. She occupied the yard, and the yard arranged itself around her, a valley shaped by the force that made it.

My eye went first, as it always did, to the shimmer.

The scale-shimmer ran across her shoulders, down the ridge of her spine, and along her forearms. It belonged wholly to her skin, an iridescence catching the harvest light and throwing it back a shade richer than it came in, bronze over gold over something with a fire behind it. In full sun it looked like a woman wearing dawn as a garment. It made my mouth go dry, and I noted that it did, and I noted that I was twenty-six and warden of a march and had counted every exit in this yard a thousand times and could not for the moment remember where a single one of them was.

She had fixed her human wardrobe at last: a sleeveless court gown of ember-black cloth, close-fitted through her powerful torso and strong hips, with deep walking splits that freed her long legs. Bronze thread edged the high collar and crossed her waist in the angular pattern of folded wings. Over the cloth lay the borrowed fire she wore as regalia, a transparent heat-shimmer draped from one broad shoulder and trailing behind her a finger’s width above the ground. The dark fabric gave the public yard something mortal to call clothing. The moving fire made any claim of mortality absurd.

Her hair came down as she landed, molten copper-bronze with a metallic sheen and the tips of it glowing faint, the color of a bar drawn out of the forge and left to cool three heartbeats too soon. The shade stood worlds apart from Suzu’s bright fox-red. You would never confuse them across a yard or a province.

Suzu’s red is a spark struck for the joy of it. Vyrissa’s is the color a metal goes when it remembers being liquid.

Her skin was deep bronze-gold under the shimmer, and where the light ran along her forearms it broke into that iridescence before gathering again as she moved, so that watching her cross a yard was like watching a coal breathe.

She was built to the same scale everywhere, no part of her apologizing for the rest: strong through the hips and the thighs, a deep chest and a bust the harvest light did no favors to my composure by finding, all of it carried as she carried everything, without hurry, without display, as if her body were simply the smallest shape she could reduce herself to and she saw no reason to pretend otherwise. Four queens had already taught me not to reach while I looked. My fingers stayed loose.

It was work.

Her eyes came up last, and they were furnace-gold and lit faintly from inside, the pupils round and steady as struck coins where the fox’s would have narrowed to excited slits, and I felt the look land on me like an appraisal, because that is what it was. Even a dragon’s glance is an appraisal. She weighed me briefly, using the same grave measure she put to everything, found me current, and the corner of her mouth moved.

“You are staring, small anchor,” she said. Her voice was the sound a mountain would make if you asked it a polite question.

“It is early for it. You have not even had your tea.”

“I’ve never seen you come down from the roof,” I said. “A season, and you’re always already up there.”

One season had still given her a place at Thursday supper.

Vyrissa took the south end of the table, Maeva took the north, and the pepper passed between two empresses under armed neutrality. Suzu’s tails crept across Vyrissa’s boots whenever the room cooled. Yrsa always cut the roast. Her portions ended every argument before it began.

Nahari finished tomorrow’s jokes over yesterday’s stew. I sat among them and kept finding one cup too many set out before anyone counted.

“A dragon gives audiences,” she said. “It does not, as a rule, let itself be watched taking off its coat.” But she said it warmly, and she came across the yard to the warden-post, and she bent her head over the morning’s mail, following the habit that had become one of the fixed points of my mornings: the last dragon empress, standing over a warden-post reading a miller’s well request with the solemn attention she would have given a tribute of nations, because to her there was no difference in the reading, only in the weight, and she read weight for pleasure as other people read for scandal.

I watched her scan the practiced-hand letter. I watched her go still over it.

Only a breath, maybe two: one of hers, four of mine. Then she moved on, and said nothing, and I said nothing, and the letter went into the wax-cloth, and neither of us mentioned that we had both stopped on the same three lines.

“The vault today,” she said instead. “Your fox owes me an argument.”

“She usually does.”

“We audit on the new moon. It is the new moon.”

A sound came out of her that in a smaller creature would have been a laugh and in her was closer to a rockfall enjoying itself. “Last month she wrote MEMORY: APPRECIATING across my figures and billed me for the ink. I paid in a Ruthelm II crown. She accepted it at face.”

“Which proved your point.”

“Do not tell her. She keeps the only honest treasury I have seen in an age of the world.”

“A thief would.”

Vyrissa meant compliments and insults to the last grain. Suzu had built the best vault in the province; memory still wasted in it. The contradiction gave them something costly to dispute every new moon, and neither keeper showed any appetite for winning.

Bram had stopped trying to price the bar tab. He had a beeves account for her, two a fortnight in summer and one in winter, and beyond that she drank whatever the taproom had and rehung the pot herself and pronounced it, and no ledger line could contain what a dragon’s custom was worth to a taproom, so Bram had simply written HOUSE across the page and moved on, which for Bram is a religious act.

She went to watch the drill before she went to the vault. She always did. She stood at the edge of the school yard, out of the sun so she would not throw a shadow across the students’ footwork, and she watched the second cohort drill the gate-hinge count, and she would not tell anyone why she watched, and the first refused answer ended the questions.

I found Yrsa at the yard’s other edge with a fistful of chalk already sorted by length, which meant she had decided something.

“Nineteen,” she said, before I could ask. “Second cohort’s nineteen strong and the first cohort’s teaching them, which means the first cohort’s ready to have what they earned put on stone before the Crown.” She was watching Brenna run the relay code down the line, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, eleven children forty yards apart with shuttered lamps carrying a message end to end in under nine seconds and a sand-glass to prove it.

“I’m commissioning them at the fair. The whole first class. Royal witness.”

“They graduated before midsummer dark.”

“Emergency graduation before a siege. They earned the certificates, and the certificates stay earned.” The chalk went still in her fist. Her gaze stayed on Brenna after the relay report, fixed there with a pride Yrsa spent more freely in drills than in words.

“This is the stone-commissioning, Warden.

“Twelve oak service bars. From the cooper’s own hand. I want the province to take the class as a deed while the Crown watches, and I want each of them to carry the new receipt beside the certificate they already earned, so they never confuse training finished with service witnessed.”

She jerked her chin at Brenna. “That one’s already asking me what goes on hers.”

“Lamp-Captain.”

“Lamp-Captain.” The title came clipped and level. She had used it since the siege; now she meant to burn it into a service bar the Crown would watch her hand over. Ninety years undefeated and uncredited, her own stand filed under the lord who ran, and now she stood in a yard with chalk in her fist scheduling the day she would put her name beside twelve commissioned names and mean it.

I did not touch it. You do not touch Yrsa’s gratitude; she itches. I kept the fact anyway. She loved the school now, out loud, and whatever she loved gave the year a target, and I had learned to know where the household’s soft places were before the year found them for me.

Brenna finished the relay run and came up the line at a jog to report the time, and she reported it to Yrsa and not to me, which was correct, because the relay was Yrsa’s to grade and the school had learned who signed what. Eight and a half seconds, end to end, eleven lamps. She had shaved half a second off the summer’s best and she knew it and she was holding her face still about it as she had learned to hold her face still from someone who held her face still for a living.

“Who taught you the loose grip,” Yrsa said, which is a question she asks Brenna at least once a season and which is not really a question.

“You did. And Ilsabet taught you.

“And somebody taught Ilsabet and you want to know who.” Brenna wiped chalk off her hands onto her fence-wire-tied braid. “I’m going to find out.

“I put a line in the log for it.”

“Good.” Yrsa turned the chalk over in her fist. “A grip runs uphill or it dies with you.

“Ours is running uphill. Log that too.”

No one stood in the hall when I came in for the tea I had missed, but the history shelf made it feel occupied.

The shelf runs along the north wall now, above the long table, and bears the whole run of us: the little tower of shrine-coppers I had paid through her sixty-year sealing, returned to me after her release as collateral plus appreciation, a plum stone gone dark and hard, a copper crossing-whistle that plays short-low-then-high-ending-flat when a child cannot resist it, a tin dragon with its wings on the wrong bone marked AS INSPECTED, a slate under a coat of size that reads a fen-drive signal in a lamp-captain’s first hand. Four hundred years of a hall that stood empty, followed by one season of a hall that did not, and the shelf holds that season, because it is the part with a story someone living still tells.

Vyrissa was dusting it.

She either did not see me or granted me the courtesy of pretending. With a cloth the size of a bedsheet held between two fingers, she dusted the copper tower, the plum stone, and the whistle. The whistle got a second pass. When dust clung inside one tiny hole, she used the point of a claw to work it free.

She dusted the whistle twice.

I went back out and returned loudly. By the time the kettle was on, she was reading the well request as though she had never moved. We left the dusting unmentioned. I made tea the one way she accepts it; Vyrissa drank a cup and pronounced it honest, her only grade above adequate and one she grants less than twice a season.

The courier came at midmorning, on the right hand, at a gallop.

The road teaches this: a rider waving with the right hand keeps the left on the reins to come fast, and comes fast for a reason. This one wore Helvane’s grey and had ridden two horses to the bone to reach us, and he reached ground level with the horse still moving under him, and he had a sealed packet inside his coat that he handed over as if it had been getting heavier the whole way.

I broke the margrave’s seal in the yard with the household gathering around me as iron filings find a lodestone, because a courier at a gallop is the most interesting interruption a march produces on a mild harvest morning, and read the note first, because Helvane writes short. Kingslight stood nine weeks away; the progress meant to spend every one of them crossing the province toward us.

The royal progress comes at harvest, it said in Helvane’s iron-grey cropped hand. He had blotted none of it and underlined only the final order.

His sister would lead instead of the King: Princess Sidonie Ruthelm, four hundred mouths, an army you’ll be invited to admire and forbidden to need, a wagon of women you’re expected to marry and won’t, and the regalia. With the regalia comes the custom: a new banner proves its land by the King’s Trial. Three trials, sworn on your border stone, witnessed.

Below it, underlined once, came the load-bearing sentence. Helvane’s one-liners are load-bearing and he knows it: Trials are cheaper than claims. Win them. And for the love of daylight, be magnificent.

The courier caught his breath while I read, then filled in what the margrave’s short hand had left out, carrying the parts too long for paper. The progress had wintered nowhere; it moved the whole season, town to town, being magnificent at people.

It had crossed into Helvane’s country a week past and left three towns poorer in provisions and richer in stories.

The princess rode the column’s flank on an actual horse, he said, and she counted every visible detail. She had counted the lamps at Marrowford’s deed-fair from the saddle and told the reeve his census was two short and had been right. The army travelled with her, and he said the word army as a man says a word he has been told to be impressed by and has decided, privately, to be impressed by anyway.

The regalia came under glass in its own wagon. The crown in it was relit every harvest in a rite older than any of us, and he had seen it once, at a distance, and he did not have the words; his lack of words was information in its own right.

I read it out. Concealing news from a household that can feel me read it is impossible, so I do not try; I read the important papers out loud in the yard and let the murmur do the work as it always does, the crowd drawing the conclusions while I give them the facts.

The facts landed, and the household did what a household of queens does when the world nails a deadline to the door. It claimed the map table.

We went inside and they claimed it as governments claim a coastline.

Maeva took the south quadrant, the water-meadows where four hundred mouths would have to camp, and she took it with two fingers laid flat on the parchment and a light in her green eyes that I had learned to be glad was not aimed at me. Yrsa took the border stone and the trial ground and the gate approaches, because trials meant ground to hold and ground to hold was hers. Nahari took nothing on the map at all; she took a stool by the shuttered window and set her palms on her knees and watched the border quadrant as you watch a pot.

Suzu took the courier’s spare quill.

“Customs duty,” she said, when the man reached for it and found it gone, and produced it from a sleeve, and did not give it back. “Everything that crosses the march line pays the march.

“Ask the reeve.

“I’m the reeve.” She turned the quill over, appraising. “Crown-grade.

“Two coppers. I’ll allow you the two coppers off your next toll.” She did not give it back.

Before the courier’s horse stopped sweating, the danger had been divided five ways. Maeva marked water and mouths. Yrsa circled gates. Nahari turned her stool toward the road. Suzu stole the quill that had delivered the news.

I began my usual count of tent rows, reached thirty-eight, and found I had written the same number twice. My bracing hand had left the table. Maeva covered it with hers for one beat, never interrupting her own calculation.

Vyrissa did not claim any of the map. She stood at the head of the table with her arms folded and looked down at the water-meadows, the border stone, the trial ground, and the roads, and she said, in the mountain-patient voice that stops a room, “A crown is coming to your land, empress.” She was looking at Maeva when she said it, one empress to another.

“How curious. I have never watched one arrive from the ground before. Only ever from above, and only ever once it was already too late for the arriving to matter.”

“Then stand near me,” Maeva said, her eyes still on the south quadrant, “and we shall be appalled together.”

“I intend to.” Vyrissa moved from the head of the table to Maeva’s left, close enough that their shoulders nearly aligned over the map. Maeva anticipated her and shifted the water-meadows plan closer. Neither woman looked at the other again. They had already made room.

Maeva straightened from the map at last, and put both hands flat on the water-meadows, and looked at all of us, and I knew the look. It was the look she wore before she turned a town into a war effort by charm, the one that had reclaimed a march and hosted a founding fair and broken a siege by lending a crowd her spine through two hundred kept lamps.

Four hundred years ago she had stood a King’s Trial herself, from the crown’s side, as an empress appraising some new banner’s land. She knew what was coming and the purpose behind it.

“A crown does not come to take a march by force,” she said. “Force is expensive and it makes a poor story. It comes to look, and to price what it sees, and to leave owning the march by courtesy that it could not afford to take by war.

“It will arrive planning to own us the polite way, through a marriage we will decline and a claim we will out-deed.

“So.” She smiled, and it was the smile that made merchants grateful to surrender.

“We will answer ownership with magnificence. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them longer.”

She had read Helvane’s last line before I had. She had probably written it into him years ago.

“Every soul in this march is going to want to be a conspirator. Let us give them the chance.”

“Marriage candidates,” Suzu said, from behind the map, testing the word. She had the courier’s quill behind her ear now and a look I knew. “They’re sending women to marry the Warden.”

“They’re sending women to marry the march,” Maeva corrected. “The Warden is where the march keeps its face.”

“Can I open a book on it?”

“On what?”

“Which one cries first.”

“No,” I said.

“I’m opening a book on it.” She was already opening a book on it. Yrsa left her attention on the gate approaches. Out of habit, she meant to sort the candidates by threat assessment and could not be talked out of it.

The court expected to find a porter it could own with a wedding. Instead, it would find a fox running odds on its daughters and a saint reading their footwork for a fight. I decided against warning them. Helvane had told me to be magnificent; he had said nothing about being kind.

I let them plan. My part came after I had walked the ground with my own eyes. A whole harvest day remained before I earned an opinion about where four hundred mouths would sleep.

I spent it as I spend a good day: on my feet, with the household, watching the march exercise its newest habit, which was work, out loud, at a scale that still caught me off guard some mornings when I remembered what the ground had been a season ago.

Colm’s crew platted the fairground. The ballad’s seventh verse rehearsed in the taproom, the one about the dragon. It scanned terribly. Suzu already paid the bard to keep the fox verse wrong; on his own initiative, he had extended the discipline to Vyrissa.

The dragon verse scanned so badly that Vyrissa, passing the open taproom door, stopped, heard all of it, and said only, “That is not what happened, and the meter is a crime, and you will not change either.” It was the nearest thing to a review the march had ever received, and the bard framed it.

The souvenir stalls were retooling for royalty before the progress had reached the march. The march-lantern pin, which is a bent scrap of tin that costs a farthing to make and sells for a copper because it means you were here, now came in a court-grade, which was the identical scrap of tin at twice the price, and the seller could not fully explain the difference and did not need to, because someone who had walked her children across a province to see a crown would pay the extra copper for the version that sounded like the crown had seen it too.

Suzu inspected one, pronounced the markup honest, and took her cut. The Sidonie dolls had not started yet; the princess’s appearance remained unknown. Bram was already taking bets on the doll.

Late in the gold, I walked the water-meadows myself, as I walk any ground before I let myself have an opinion about it. Four hundred mouths. I walked the flat and read the drainage. Where four hundred sets of boots and hooves would turn ground to soup, I marked higher ground for the canvas city. The regalia wagon received hard standing. I placed the chandlery wagons in the camp’s unnoticed middle, away from the water.

I walked the chandlery row twice and shifted it six yards uphill.

Through all of it, under the harvest gold, I continued the habit I had caught in myself all season and had stopped fighting: I counted what was burning.

Two hundred and forty-three lamps on the wall and the roads. A school with two cohorts. A vault with a fox in it and a salary attached to the fox.

A dragon on the roof like weather with an opinion. And inside my own chest, when I let myself feel for them, five heartbeats that were not mine and were, at the edge of my senses where the bond runs thin: Maeva’s, quick and certain; Yrsa’s, banked and even; Nahari’s, deep and unhurried; Suzu’s, bright; and one that beat once for every four of the others, deep and patient and, since the march was granted, counting mine back.

Six, counting mine. I counted them as I used to count exits. Some changes are easier to trust when you leave them between yourself and the road.

At dusk I walked the wall a last time before supper, because I do, and I came to the border stone, and I stopped.

The border stone’s lamp leaned west.

The wind came from the fen, but the flame bent along the far drove road, the one the progress would come by. It held there like a needle finding north, steady and wrong, leaning at nothing as a compass leans at everything.

Nahari was there. I had not heard her come, which meant she had come as she comes, barefoot on the cool stone, already knowing the flame would be doing this and having decided to watch it do it anyway. She stood with her silver hair loose to her waist and her dark eyes on the leaning flame, and she did not look at me, and she did not reach for the glass she does not use anymore.

I put my hand near the flame. No draft. The evening was dead still, the fen holding its breath as it does before a clear night, and the flame leaned west anyway, at nothing, along the road the crown would come by, as iron leans at a lodestone it cannot see.

“A crown, you could time,” I said. It was half a question.

“A crown, I could time.

“Four hundred futures, I could sort.” She watched the flame lean. “Something is traveling with them.

“It isn’t hurrying.”


Chapter 2: Be Magnificent

Maeva’s third drainage decree was carved into the fairground’s first cornerstone before the second cornerstone was cut.

WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD reads on the hall lintel, from the year she came home. The new stone read, in the same imperial shorthand, ROYALTY JUDGES A HOST BY THE STATE OF HIS GUTTERS, and Colm’s crew laughed at it before digging the gutters anyway, deeper than they wanted to. The empress had stood over the first shallow cut until they deepened it, explaining that a princess who arrives on dry ground remembers dry ground, and a princess who arrives with mud to the ankle of her riding blacks remembers that too, and that a season’s careful ditch-work done a week early decided which memory she carried away.

Colm’s crew dug the gutters and grumbled and dug them anyway. The head of the crew, a South River man with mortar permanently in the creases of his hands, put it to me directly while his crew set the low-edge drain: “We could dig these after. When we see if the ground needs it.”

“You could,” I said. “The crown arrives, the first rain finds the gap, and you dig them in front of a princess with a shovel and a grudge.”

He considered that. “Before, then.”

“Before.”

My doctrine started with ground and spread from there: the first fallback covered the expected failure, the next covered the surprise, and the third covered whatever set the second one on fire.

Colm’s South River man drove his spade through the turf before the clouds arrived. When the rain came, it would pass under the plank lips and spare a princess’s boots, and the ditch would do its work without praise. Colm preferred it that way.

“They call them Castellans,” Maeva told me, watching a boy cast a sub-yard drain along the fairground’s low edge. “The drains.

“The march named them after me. Did you know?”

“Digging one is casting a Castellan. Yes.”

“They named their ditches for me.” Her amusement warmed the title without softening it. “Aldous named towers for himself. The towers impressed visitors. The drains kept his people alive through flood season, so naturally nobody painted them.”

She stopped beside the boy in the trench and offered her hand. He surrendered the line-level. Maeva set it across the cut, sighted along the bubble, and handed it back.

“Half an inch lower before the turn,” she told him. “Otherwise the kitchens will smell the crown before they see it.”

The boy checked, found her right, and called two older men over to deepen the run. Neither needed an order from her. She watched them reset their boards with the private satisfaction of a ruler seeing work continue after her hand left it.

“They expect a warlord’s camp dressed for company,” she said to me. “Let them arrive ankle-dry and discover the town did this for itself. Courtesy can claim a host’s performance. It has a much harder time claiming habit.”

We walked the fairground while she said it, and I read the ground as I read all ground, and I saw what she saw and a few things she left to me.

The progress’s horses would churn a low corner to porridge in a day, so we moved the picket line up onto the harder ground and let the crown think it had been offered the better spot out of deference. The regalia wagon would want hard standing, level and dry, near the fair’s heart; a relic under glass wants a floor that does not shift. The chandlery wagons took the middle of the camp, back from the water, the dull practical spot important visitors always avoid because there is nothing to see there but a man trimming wicks.

I drove painted stakes at the kitchen firebreaks and marked each water lane with a different knot of cloth, red for horses, blue for cooks, plain hemp for waste. A visiting camp of that size could foul a meadow by breakfast if every servant followed the nearest bucket. Colm added plank lips over the new drains so cart wheels could cross and leave them uncrushed. One look at the prevailing grass sent Maeva twenty paces downwind with the latrine line at the prevailing grass.

“You are marking the wick-carts,” Maeva observed.

“I mark everything. It’s cheaper than being surprised.”

“It is the porter in you and I would not trade it for a duchy.” She said it as an aside, but she meant it, and I filed it, in her vocabulary, under paid.

The town enlisted itself. By noon, crews I hadn’t assigned were already staking stalls, cutting drains, and rerouting grain carts around the future canvas city.

Pell won the provisioning contract by letter, sight unseen, as Pell wins everything, before the fairground had a single stall standing. His acceptance itemized crown-related depreciation, speculative against the price of ale, and a surcharge for royal wastage, and a note at the bottom, in the same hand, that read the crown drinks like the crown, allow for it. Bram read the letter aloud in the taproom three times and then entered it into the wager book as its own line and would not say what the wager was.

Colm’s crew platted the fairground and rigged the lamp-grid, which dressed the festival while retaining its older purpose: the grid could be lit section by section on a caller’s count. Two hundred and thirteen larch poles at nine-yard intervals, iron-capped, the same grid that had walked lights three hundred feet in twenty seconds around a siege wall at midsummer, now strung to make a harvest fair glow. Colm tested it at dusk, section by section, and the fairground lit in rolling gold, and children ran under it screaming with the particular joy reserved for something bright, enormous, and theirs.

The souvenir stalls retooled. The ballad grew a verse. Old Wintering Barn sent word that it would come to the fair with nineteen households and forty-one carts and would sing on purpose, and Maeva wrote back that they were to sing badly on purpose, as they had at the siege, because a crown expects a march to perform for it and there is nothing that unsettles a crown like a march that is openly performing for its own pleasure and would go on whether the crown watched or not.

Goodwife Cairn of Old Wintering Barn, fifty-five and never armed, sent a separate note asking whether the refusal-drill tags should be repainted for the crown’s benefit, WITNESSED OWN LAMP being perhaps too blunt for royalty.

Maeva wrote NO across the bottom, sanded the ink, and sent the same tag back with the messenger. Goodwife Cairn hung it above her lamp exactly as written.

Beyond the fairground, sickles continued moving. Grain wagons passed the crews polishing the pavilion stakes, and once a load of barley forced a royal-width practice procession into the ditch; the driver had the right of way and no patience for rehearsal. Maeva waved the barley through. No crown was worth a wet harvest.

The wrestling barn cleared a ring.

The seven flood-notch sticks came in from seven villages to be compared in one tent, a new fair tradition that Ana Merrick of Fenwick Ford ran like a magistrate. The ballad’s seventh verse rehearsed nightly and scanned like a wagon with a square wheel and would not be changed. And the souvenir stalls sold the court-grade march-lantern pin, which was the plain pin at twice the price. No eye could tell the two versions apart. A mother who had walked her children a day and a half to see a crown still paid the extra copper for the card suggesting the crown had seen her too, and the court-grade pin outsold the plain one three to one.

I oversaw none of it directly. That is what the school and the vault and the reeve are for: the march now made more of me than there was of me, and I could spend a season as a warden, holding three fronts in mind without carrying all of them on my own back. I spent the daylight on the trial grounds with the numbers, and I let the town be a campaign, and I trusted the queens with the quadrants they had claimed off the map the morning the courier came.

The war-table met the second night, with eight weeks and five nights left before Kingslight. Helvane’s rider set three wooden chips beside the map; Maeva took the fen chip out of his hand before he finished placing it.

“Three trials,” the rider said.

He was older than a courier, a campaign man Helvane had lent us for this purpose, and he laid three chips on the map, at the fen edge, at the East Ford approach, at the fairground. “The Hunt. The Line.

“The Field. Sworn on your border stone before both camps, witnessed, no take-backs.”

“The Hunt begins with a real threat,” Maeva said. “They choose a danger already on your land and watch you clear it at the source.”

“The fen’s shear-claws,” Yrsa said, moving the chip to the six live mouths already marked on my map. “The brood re-seeds every autumn. Pushes for the drove roads.”

“Then we’ve named it before the Crown does.” Maeva slid the second chip toward East Ford. Yrsa caught it with one finger.

“Picked companies under trial arms,” the rider said. “Real force, blunted steel, a real gate.”

“They’ll send their best,” Yrsa said. She turned the chip until its scored edge faced the bridge. “Good.”

“Where a Hero was collected in daylight,” Nahari said, from the window, and the table fell still a moment, because we all knew which gate.

East Ford. The rebuilt bridgehead where a blessing had been called in front of the province earlier that summer, and where Hanne Voll kept a lamp lit that she would not put out. “Most of their soldiers will know the story, but they will not have held the stone or felt what happened there.

“We will. Hold it anyway.”

Maeva set the last chip on the fairground. “The Field. Open melee and single combats before both camps and half the province. The loud one.”

Suzu reached for the chip. Maeva pinned it beneath one green nail.

“The Crown isn’t counting victories alone,” Maeva said. “It wants to see whether our stones glow from deeds or fear. Strength can be hired. One grey scar under our banner would feed the court’s suspicion for a generation. Three true etches leave it nothing to purchase.”

The rider nodded. “Pass all three and the Crown swears banner-right before witnesses. Forever. Beyond claim, custody, or revisiting.”

“And if we fail,” I said, “or cheat.”

“Then the banner rides to the capital as guests.” She let the word sit. “Ownership wearing courtesy.

“You would be honored guests of the crown for the rest of your natural lives, and the march would belong to the men who kept you comfortable.”

She smiled, and there was four hundred years of court in it. “I have been an honored guest. I do not recommend it.”

“You’ve stood one of these,” I said. “A Trial.”

“I have judged one.” She sat back. The memory surfaced without burden, as old memories did now that she had made peace with their age.

“A new lord on my eastern march, four hundred years ago, a hard little man who had taken his valley off bandits and wanted it acknowledged.

“I rode out with my regalia and my army-for-furniture and my wagon of eligible cousins, just as this princess rides now, and I set him three trials, and I watched him.” Her eyes went far off and came back. “He passed the Hunt by strength and the Line by stubbornness.

“And then, at the Field, one of my captains offered to lose to him without fanfare, as a courtesy, to spare a proud man a hard bout before his own people. And the lord refused it.

“Loudly. He said he would rather lose true than win borrowed, in front of everyone, and he lost, true, and he was magnificent about it.” Maeva tapped one finger beside the Field chip.

“I acknowledged his banner that hour. The two wins did not decide me.

“The honest loss he refused to steal did.

“I watched him lose, then acknowledged his banner before my captain had cleaned the borrowed offer off his boots. Four centuries later, I remember the refusal and have forgotten the score.”

“Then we give Sidonie something worth remembering,” I said.

“Sound work.” Maeva pushed the fen chip to me, the bridge chip to Yrsa, and kept the Field beneath her own finger. “Logistics closes the Hunt. The count holds the Line. At the Field, we give her nothing so staged that she mistrusts it.”

“And the presence on the road,” I said. It still pulled at the border stone’s lamp, and an unpleasant entry belongs on the manifest as surely as any other. “The one that isn’t hurrying.”

Nahari did not turn from the window. “It’s closer than it was and no faster.

“Whatever it is, it’s traveling in the middle of the column, where the futures are thickest and I can’t resolve it.”

Her habitual languor vanished halfway through a blink, eyes suddenly bare against the glass. “It doesn’t want anything from the trials, Dorian. The trials are the crown’s game.

“This is something riding under the crown’s game, patient about it, and I’d stake the season it’s been patient a very long time.”

“Then we watch it,” I said. “We count. We don’t guess ahead of the count.”

“No,” she agreed. “We don’t.” And she went back to the flame she could see from the loft window even now, a small west-leaning wrongness on the border stone, and let it be, on purpose. A seer who refuses to look cannot be read looking, and she had decided the crowded sky would not read her home.

Vyrissa spoke from the far end of the hall, where she had come in without any of us noticing her arrival, a feat her size has no right to accomplish and does at will. She had listened from the shadow past the last lamp.

“Do not field me,” she said.

Maeva looked up. “I had not planned to.”

“Plan it out loud, so the anchor does not reach for me when the fen goes badly.” The furnace-gold eyes found me. “A dragon on your Hunt proves nothing about your march.

“It proves you have a dragon.

“The crown already knows you have a dragon; it is the reason the crown sent its cleverest woman and not its dullest. Win the trials with your people, small anchor, and let me be weather.

“High. Patient. Uninvolved.”

A pause, and the rockfall-laugh under it. “I will watch.

“I always watch. It is the craft at which I am reliably excellent.”

Osric was already chalking a running tally slate to hang under the border stone, blank, three lines: THE HUNT, THE LINE, THE FIELD.

He ruled them straight, as he rules everything. He had anticipated the etch and left room beneath them, for the etch that would come, and beside the fresh slate the old wager’s ghost-marks still showed faintly on the stone, the ones from the Gilt Hunt earlier that summer, MARCH and GILT and the numbers that had ended eleven to two. He set the new slate to hang beside them, so that a princess reading the border stone would read both boards, the new blank and last season’s win, and would draw her own conclusions. Conclusions worth anything must be reached rather than supplied.

“They’ll ask who chalks the tally,” Osric said. “During the trials. They’ll want a neutral hand.”

“They’re bringing their own marshal,” the rider said. “Hired, no colors.

“Fair by trade.” He did not know the name. Maeva did not press him.

I marked the shape of it in memory, a marshal riding in with no patron and a duelist’s reputation, and thought I might know who, and said nothing. Suspicion cannot enter the ledger, and the stones take only knowledge.

The souvenir economy went feral over the coming crown. Suzu’s fourteen-pocket puppet acquired a rival: a doll of the unseen princess, carved entirely from the words intelligent and tall. The first Sidonie dolls were slim, severe, and based entirely on rumor. The carver gave each one a surveyor’s squint because Bram had heard she counted things.

Bram booked the doll. Children left coppers at the old east-road fox shrine for luck, and Suzu silently doubled and returned each one.

She thinks the secret holds. Everybody knows. The household protects it for her.

The marriage-candidate letters arrived ahead of the column, a full wagon of them, sealed in a dozen houses’ wax, and they became the household’s entertainment for a day.

Maeva read them as she read dowries: with the suspicion a customs officer reserves for a manifest known to be lying. She priced them out loud, and she priced them to the copper, itemized, with depreciation, seated at the head of the table with a cup of the good wine. Her green-painted nail stopped at every mortgaged asset no matter how many seals hid it.

“This estate includes a falconry. Six birds.”

She turned the page over, checking the reverse as she checks everything. “The birds are mortgaged. They have offered the Warden the right to feed six hawks he does not own until a creditor two provinces away decides to repossess them mid-hunt.”

She set it aside.

“The next house offers river frontage. The map says the frontage is a flood-notch.

“So what they are offering is the right to drown twice a year with a deed to prove it drowned legally.” Set aside.

The next letter changed her voice. “A sincere offer, which makes me dislike it. A minor house. An unassuming girl.

“A real dowry, small and unencumbered.

“A mother who has written the letter herself and has clearly told her daughter to be brave.” She laid it flat, gently, apart from the others.

“That one we treat with care. We feed her, we thank her by name, we send her home before the pageant so she is spared standing in a line of prettier women being declined in public. The gentleness is the mercy, and the mercy is the message.

“The march does not marry for rank. It also does not humiliate the women that rank ships across a province against their will.

“The joke, when there is a joke, is the court’s instinct to own us. Never the girl.”

“There’s one wants the dragon,” Suzu put in, reading over the empress’s shoulder without permission, the courier’s quill still behind her ear.

“Lady Petra of Harlow. Whole letter’s about how she’s heard there’s a dragon and would there be any chance of an audience. Doesn’t mention the marriage until the last line and only to apologize for it.”

“I like her already,” said Maeva.

“She has offered a modest dowry and asked for a dragon story,” Vyrissa observed, from her shadow. “That is the first fair exchange rate anyone in this stack has proposed.

“A story is worth more than a falconry. Certainly worth more than mortgaged birds.” A pause.

“I may grant her an audience.

“Briefly. I have not decided.”

Suzu wrote LADY PETRA: DRAGON AUDIENCE, PENDING in her book. Beneath it she drew a hard double rule, the mark she used for accounts that accepted neither odds nor outside investment.

“And this,” Maeva said, reaching the bottom of the stack, holding up a letter heavy with a duchess’s seal, “is a duchess’s daughter, dowry itemized by the family itself, which saves me the trouble.” She read it, turned it over, and tapped the line subtracting the mill’s repairs twice with one nail. “They have valued a woman at four manors and a mill, listed the mill’s annual yield, and, in a different hand, subtracted the mill’s repairs.

“They have depreciated their own daughter’s dowry in the letter offering it.

“I could not have done it crueler if I had tried, and they did it to themselves, thinking it made them look prudent.” She set it down, almost gently.

“That one we also treat with care. It is not her fault her family reads like a manifest.”

Yrsa sorted the candidates by threat assessment. Ninety years of habit gave her no other useful order. She read the descriptions and family rankings, then produced a list that had nothing to do with dowry and everything to do with which of these women, if it came to it, could hold a door.

“The Harlow woman rides,” she said, approvingly, moving the name up her secret list. “Actually rides, beyond the court display.

“You can tell from how the letter brags about the wrong thing.”

She moved another. “Her father teaches his daughters to fence. It’s in the letter.

“He thinks it’s a selling point. He has no idea what he’s advertising or to whom.”

She frowned at a third. “This candidate is afraid of everything and they’re sending her anyway. Put her with the unassuming girl.

“Send them both home early.” She had, before she noticed and would never admit it, become protective of three of the candidates before a single one had crossed the province line, and would deny it under oath.

Suzu opened a book on which candidate would cry first.

Bram confiscated it on ethics grounds, standing at the taproom bar with his one arm and his considerable moral authority and the particular wheeze he keeps for occasions of principle. “You do not,” he said, “run a book on frightened women who didn’t ask to be here.”

“No,” Suzu agreed, and surrendered the book.

Bram copied the odds into his own wager book before he handed the confiscated one back empty. He cheats transparently at his own book and considers it a form of honesty, and because the odds were, in fact, very good, and because he had already decided that any candidate Yrsa liked was worth backing to keep her composure. He entered them under weather futures, where he files everything he is not supposed to be doing.

I said my piece once, and once only, and I did not make a speech of it, because the writing on that wall was already obvious to everyone in the room.

“We don’t marry for rank,” I said. “The candidates get fed, and thanked, and sent home with their dignity, and nobody in this hall makes sport of a woman her family shipped across a province against her will. Suzu.”

“I’ll only run odds on the ones who volunteer to be funny.”

“Fine.”

Maeva answered with a look down the length of the map table, over the mortgaged falconries and the flood-notch dowries. It was warmer than any decree I had seen her sign, lasted one telling beat longer than a look about marriage candidates needed to last, and then she went back to pricing birds.

The court had misread the ground worse than the worst dowry map. I glanced along the table: a dragon dusted our history shelf, a fox taxed the century, and four queens had left their marks on every room I used. Maeva met my look over the mortgaged falconry and let one gold pin slide from her braid. The refusal needed no speech.

The war-table broke up near midnight. The stewards cleared the cups and plates. When the last lingered over the lamps, Maeva told him in her level voice that the banner-hall would keep its own light tonight. She thanked him by name, and he left.

The two of us remained with campaign maps pinned across the great table and one lamp burning low against the north wall.

She bolted the door herself.

It is Yrsa’s gesture, the bolting, and Maeva knows it, and she did it anyway, and she said, “I am borrowing the saint’s habit. With attribution. It is a good habit.”

The bolt seated with a sound like a decision. She turned back to me in the low gold light, and her eyes made their familiar auditing sweep of the whole room, the exits, the lamp, the maps, and then me, and then only me, and the audit was over.

She came to the table where the fairground was pinned out in string and ink, and she began to take the pins from the map in sequence, and to name each one as she set it on the wood beside her hand.

She lifted the pin from the drainage line. “The first guarded us against mud.” From the fairground margin, she drew another. “The second guarded us against a princess who thinks she has come to appraise us.”

A third clicked against the wood.

“That covers dowries, falconries, and every house that thinks a daughter can purchase a march.” Her voice warmed with each pin, the court precision keeping its shape while the distance went out of it. The final marker remained stuck through the mapped square where the crown’s own pavilion would stand. Maeva pressed her palm flat over it and looked at me.

“The one I leave,” she said, “guards against you thinking, for a single moment tonight, that any of this is about them.”

“It isn’t,” I said.

“No.” She reached up and took the first pin from the crowned braid.

I had watched her do this through three campaigns and it undid me every time, the pins coming out one by one, each one a clause of a consent she signs in her own coin, and the gold coil loosening, and then the cascade coming down past her shoulder blades, an event she stages as an event because she knows what it is worth and refuses to spend it cheaply. In the low lamp the gold of it was very deep, and the hemlock-scar at the corner of her mouth caught the light when she smiled, the small scar history never recorded and I would never mention.

“Attend me,” she said, her word, her decree-invitation, and I said, “Yes,” without flourish, because directness is my word and she likes it direct.

She sat back against the edge of the campaign table, among the maps, and drew me in by the collar, and I took the bodice’s lacing in my hands. She cuts it herself, that bodice, engineered to lose, the ceremonial armor built to be surrendered, and I have learned to open it lace by lingering lace; making her wait is half the gift. The last lace slipped through its eyelet.

Her bodice opened, and her breasts spilled into the candle-gold with a lush, heavy bounce that stopped every useful thought I owned. Warm skin pressed into my palms when I caught and lifted them. My thumbs sank into softness before finding the tight points of her nipples, and her chest rose against my grip as if she meant to make me feel every ounce the church’s painters had hidden.

I hardened painfully against my trousers. Maeva saw the reaction, priced it in one green glance, and pushed her breasts together between my hands until the deep crease shone with the first trace of sweat.

“A favorable assessment, summoner?”

“Criminally undervalued.”

“Correct. Continue.”

I kissed my way up her throat and closed my lips over the pulse under her jaw where the bond ran closest. Her skin tasted faintly of salt and candle smoke. I moved lower while she narrated.

“The reception,” she said, “will require the crowd steadied through every kept lamp, a task I can do and will teach the lamp-wardens to hold in relief so that when I tire the light does not…” My hands lifted her breasts, thumbs finding her nipples where they had already gone tight, and the sentence lost its verb somewhere over the mapped fen.

She took a breath, imperial, and started another. “Pell’s ale accounts against the crown’s thirst, which we price at, at eleven to the…” and I closed my mouth over her, the soft heavy flesh yielding warm against my tongue, candle-gold on the sweat already sheening her skin, and the number she was pricing went out of her entirely and did not come back.

“There,” she breathed, the word stripped of every trace of accounting polish. Her hands came into my hair and pressed me close, and for a while she did not try any sentences at all.

Four hundred years of rank had denied her this: worship for the body the court ignored, her chest freed from portrait and scandal, wanted by a man with his whole mouth and no price attached. I gave her that until she was pushing up against me, until the court had left her voice completely, and only then did I lift my head.

“There he is,” she said, ragged. The words belonged to our private history. Four hundred years of men who wanted the throne, and the one who was handed everything and asked for nothing, and she says there he is every time the asking-nothing man takes what she is giving.

I worked her with my hand while my mouth stayed at her chest, and she was already slick and ready, hips rolling to meet my fingers, the gold beginning to lace under her skin along her ribs where the tier-light shows first.

“I had planned,” she managed, “to conduct this evening.” I lifted my head. Her crowned braid lay in a full cascade, the bodice had lost, and the green eyes no longer held the reception figures. She read my face and laughed low in her chest. “You are going to take control tonight.

“I am going to be furious about how much I want you to.”

She stopped fighting the sentence. “Yes. Do.”

There is a joke between us about the warden-seat, her homecoming throne, and she reached for it in her mind. I felt her reach and denied it.

Tonight the campaign table itself would serve.

I sat back among the maps, and she read the choice before I spoke it. Hunger lit her face as she pushed my trousers open and freed me, and climbed astride me over the mapped water-meadows and the pinned fairground. Her skirts gathered around our hips.

Her heavy breasts hung within reach of my mouth, her unbound hair curtaining us away from the empty hall.

“The empire,” she said, court diction fraying into naked hunger, “files under us tonight.”

She lifted on her knees and looked down between us. Her hand closed around my shaft, guiding the swollen head through the wetness shining at her slit. Then her calm green gaze returned to mine, an empress placing tribute at the exact point she wanted it.

“Attend me,” she said, and sank.

She took me in one drawn-out descent, her slick heat gripping every inch so tightly a curse broke from my throat. She answered with a sound that had no court in it at all.

The maps creased beneath my hands. One pin still stood where the crown’s pavilion would go, trembling as she settled with me buried to the root.

Maeva set the rhythm. She rose until only the head remained inside her, watched herself take me again, then dropped until her hips ground against mine.

Her knees framed my waist on the table. Her full weight pressed down through each measured roll.

“Again,” I said.

“Ask without hiding.”

My hands closed around her hips. “Ride me again, Maeva. Deep.”

Her green eyes flashed with delighted victory. She did.

The wet slap of her body against mine carried through the empty hall beneath the soft drag of parchment. Her breasts rolled with every descent, too heavy to stay still, and I caught one in my hand so I could feel it strain and yield while she worked me inside her. She carried my other hand to the full curve of her hip, pressed my fingers in, and released it there.

I let her conduct until her conducting cadence frayed. Then I planted my feet, rose with her locked around me, and turned us. Her back met the campaign table over the crushed roads and inked rivers; my body followed, keeping her full of me.

The reversal pulled a raw cry from her. I closed both hands around her hips before she could reclaim the rhythm.

The handover ended there. I took control of the tempo.

I thrust into her until my fingers left prints on sun-gold skin. Maeva arched into each thrust, hair spilling over the maps.

Court diction vanished by the fourth stroke. What remained was my name, then yes, there, deeper, and finally the raw noises she had spent four hundred years refusing to make for anyone who had earned them.

“Whose campaign?” I asked, driving into her until the table legs complained.

“Ours.”

“Whose rhythm?”

Her pussy clenched hard around me before she answered. “Yours. Take it.”

Gold rose beneath her skin along her ribs. It brightened with every stroke until the map itself caught the glow, inked mountains flashing under the spread of her hair.

I felt her climb through the bond while her body answered under my hands. Her pleasure struck the edge of my senses as molten warmth, fed mine, and returned doubled. I shortened my strokes, driving hard across the place that made her thighs clamp around me, then broke the rhythm without warning and stopped with myself buried.

“No,” she said, the word stripped bare. “Do not stop now.”

“Then come for me.”

I returned the full speed in one hard surge. Maeva broke within six strokes.

She pressed my palm flat against the mapped square where the pavilion would stand and pinned it there while her body contracted around me in hard, wet pulses. Gold flared through her skin. Her breasts shook under my other hand, nipples rigid against my palm, and her heels dug into my back as the contractions kept coming.

“Witness it,” she said, ragged. “They will kneel. To what we built.”

Her climax dragged mine out of me.

I drove to the root and released there, my cock pulsing against each clench, spurting a hot load high into her while her name tore out of me low and rough. She locked me in with both legs. The bond made me feel the warmth spreading through her from both sides, my release in her body and her savage satisfaction pouring back through the link.

I stayed buried while the final spurts weakened. Cum slipped from her when I moved at last, shining between us on the ruined fairground map. Her pussy fluttered around me, milking the last weak pulses while her gold light settled. Maeva looked down, then back at me, and recovered enough court diction for five words.

“The empire receives its due.”

The banner-hall blazed gold around her. Against that light, the single lamp barely registered.

After, she did not move for a while, sprawled imperial across the ruined maps, auditing the damage fondly. Then she began, drowsy, still assigning the week by name and hour from where her cheek rested against my chest.

“You,” she said, “walk the trial grounds with the saint at first light. I take the crowd and the candidates and the mud.

“The oracle takes the road and the thing on it. The fox takes the vault and the theft of anything not nailed down. Vyrissa chooses her own hour and remains weather.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed,” she corrected, in my own vocabulary.

I walked the fen edge the next dawn with Yrsa, reading the Hunt before it was named a Hunt.

The shear-claw brood had re-seeded six of the nine gallery mouths. I marked each live mouth on the fen map while Yrsa tested the mud at the ungateable root-mass with one boot.

“The root-mass,” she said.

“Ungateable,” I agreed.

She took my pencil, drew a short black bar across the mouth she meant to hold, and handed the map back. “Don’t be late with the gates.”


Chapter 3: The Reeve’s Festival

Seven weeks and a day passed between the war-table and Suzu’s festival toll day. The fairground grew gutters, lamp-lines, wrestling pens, and three rows of stalls while the royal progress crossed Helvane’s country one magnificent town at a time. By the time the last merchants arrived, Kingslight stood eleven nights away.

The Reeve of the Wend-march wore a buttoned coat and full glamour. She addressed a herring merchant as “Master Fenn, welcome to the march. I trust the toll schedule found you in good health.” Her ears and tails remained hidden, her books lay open on the trestle, and every sum stood correct to a third of a copper. Master Fenn paid his toll and left believing the most respectable official in the province had dealt with him.

From the annex door, I took in the whole performance. It never stopped delighting me.

Suzu on treasury day is a different animal from Suzu on any other day. Both animals are the fox, and she means both entirely. She addresses every incoming merchant by title.

She knows the toll schedule to the copper and the merchants to the sack. Her voice stays even, her coat buttoned, her hands visible on the table where a nervous man can watch them. Transparent tolls and empty palms do more for trust than a magistrate’s seal; the man across from her can see the sum and every finger that might alter it.

Master Fenn, I should say, knew perfectly well who received his toll. Everyone does.

The reeve of the Wend-march is a nine-tailed thief, and a fourteen-pocket puppet of her sat in the stalls forty feet away. The glamour that hides her ears fools no one. It is a courtesy, like a magistrate’s robes announcing which version of the person has come to work.

Master Fenn glanced once at the fourteen-pocket puppet in the stall, then back at Suzu’s folded hands. She turned the ledger around and let him check the sum himself. The knot between his shoulders eased; he paid without haggling. The buttoned coat had earned its keep before breakfast.

There was a queue. That still caught me. Last spring the march had been four live villages, one hall, and ninety-one lamps. Now merchants waited patiently at the reeve’s trestle. The rate was posted, the sums moved quickly, and no wagoner had to wonder which cousin of which official would invent a surcharge before noon.

She dealt with a wool-factor, a tin-monger, and a seller of ground glass and cheap spectacles whom Suzu treated with a shade more courtesy than the rest. She has a weakness for anyone who trades in lenses, having stolen the best pair of lenses in the province off an observatory two provinces away sixty-one years ago and having strong opinions about grinding.

“Master Orrin,” she said to the wool-factor, “three bolts declared, I count four in the wagon, would you like to declare the fourth or would you like me to declare it for you at the double-toll surprised-me rate?”

Master Orrin declared the fourth. She thanked him by name, as she thanked all of them. By winter, Orrin would repeat that courtesy at three inns and bring two wool cousins through our gate. That was how a march lost four hundred years to the dark and rebuilt a treasury: one named merchant at a time, a buttoned coat, fox-hands displayed for all to see.

A child waited in the queue that morning, although children paid no tolls. He endured the whole line with the patience of a small person on a mission. At last he reached the trestle, put both hands flat on it, and asked the Reeve of the Wend-march with enormous gravity whether the fox was real.

The three-line letter from the census post had taken flesh. Suzu had promised to answer it herself, in person, badly, and at cost. Now the question had come to collect.

She did not laugh. I want this on the record: a lesser celebrity would have laughed, and Suzu, who is a celebrity, did not.

She set down her pen and folded her hands on the ledger as she folds them for a wool-factor with an undeclared bolt. She considered the question with the reeve’s seal between her hands. Her formal voice remained perfectly level when at last she said, “That depends entirely on what you’ve heard. Tell me the fox’s worst offense, and I’ll tell you if it happened, and you can decide about the rest yourself, because a fox you must judge for yourself is worth more than one somebody hands you.”

The child reported, breathless, that the fox had stolen the moon once and given it back for a copper. Suzu said that was slander, that the moon had cost her three coppers and she had never recovered them, and she wrote the child a receipt for one copper against future moon-related losses, stamped it with the reeve’s own seal, and thanked him by name. She had asked his name first, before the moon. The fox always took the name first, made the joke second, and found a copper somewhere between.

The child went off waving the stamped receipt above his head so his mother could see it through the queue. Suzu watched until he reached her, then reopened the ledger and called the next merchant by name. The missing copper never appeared in her day’s expenses.

Three minutes after the last of the queue left, she was on the annex roof with the coat off, ears up, tails out, counting the fair’s take by ear.

“Four coppers short on the cheese row,” she said, when I came up the ladder. She was lying along the roof-ridge on her stomach with her chin on her folded arms, eyes half-shut, listening to the sound of coin changing hands across a fairground as a fisherman listens to a river.

“Somebody’s shaving the scale on the cheese row.

“Hear it? The weights ring wrong. A true copper-weight has a note, and a shaved one has a different note, and a man who’s shaved his weights makes change too fast, because he’s ashamed of the pause.”

She cracked one amber eye at me. “I’ll have him by dusk.

“I always have it by dusk. I won’t fine him hard. First offense, the fine is he re-cuts his own weights in front of me and buys the row a round, afterward the row watches his scale for me forever and I never have to think about the cheese row again.

“A bailiff collects the fine. A reeve collects the row.”

By nightfall, the cheese-seller had re-cut his weights at Suzu’s trestle while the whole row drank the round he bought them. The next morning three neighboring sellers brought their scales to be checked without summons. Suzu charged none of them and gained six unpaid auditors.

“You’re supposed to be walking the fen with the saint,” she added.

“Walked it at dawn.

“The fen isn’t going anywhere.” I sat on the ridge beside her. Below us the fairground spread out toward the water-meadows in stalls and string-lines and the two hundred and thirteen larch poles of the lamp-grid, unlit yet, waiting for dusk and Colm’s test.

“The vault ready for a crown?”

“The vault is ready for anything.” She rolled onto her back and produced, from nowhere, a small copy of the insurance notice she repaints on the vault door and carries for the pleasure of amending.

“Premises insured against fire, theft, flood, siege, debt-collection, weather,” she read, “and, as of this week, PROCESSIONS.

“Four hundred mouths is a procession. A procession is a weather event with better boots. I have insured against it.

“Free of premium and terms.

“Signed, the Underwriter.” She tucked it away.

“You added processions this week.”

“I add a clause every time the world invents a new kind of loss. It’s a living document. It’s the only document in the province that admits up front that every insured property is going to try to burn down.”

She stretched, tails fanning across the shingles.

“I ran the shelter drills twice since the courier came. Three hundred feet of bench, one hundred and forty souls if we pack them, the coin resting in the mason’s void where nine boxes fit and nobody’s counted them but me.

“The decoys refreshed. Eleven decoys now.”

“Eleven.”

“The princess is going to want the vault tour. Crowns love a vault; it’s the one room that flatters them by pretending to be as careful as they are.”

She grinned.

“So I built eleven security features and nine of them do nothing. She’ll spot two, feel clever, and never look for the other nine, and the coin’s not behind any of the eleven anyway. Two of the decoys do nothing so beautifully that I’ve started to love them for it.

“There’s a lever that, if you pull it, rings a bell in an empty room. That’s my favorite. It exists purely to be discovered.”

“And the trophy?”

“Depreciating beautifully.” Malchor’s master chain-focus hung in her vault, a leash-summoner’s tool she appraised monthly for the pleasure of watching it lose value. “Odette built it once and won’t build it twice, so it’s the last of its kind, which by rights should make it appreciate, except that everything it was for is over, so it depreciates instead.

“A relic of a dead trade.

“It stays so the vault contains at least one relic proving what it was made to stop.” She grinned, fox-fire freckles coming up across her nose. “Also it annoys the dragon.”

“She wants it melted.”

“She wants it melted. We had the argument again at the audit.

“She says a leash-focus in a vault is a grave-good and grave-goods should be either buried or spent, never displayed, because displaying the dead is where the world’s trouble starts.”

Suzu’s grin faded a half-degree. The dragon had a point; the fox knew it and would not concede it out loud. “I told her a leash-focus that everyone can see is broken is worth more as a lesson than as a spoon. She told me that is a thief’s answer and a keeper’s mistake, and she’d know, having kept the world’s loneliest grave longer than any living court had lasted.”

A pause. “She dusts my vault when she thinks I’ve gone.

“Did you know that? She dusts the trophy. The trophy she wants melted.

“Keeping is what she is.”

Suzu looked out over the fair.

“We’re the same animal, her and me. Two keepers arguing about whether keeping is a virtue or a wound. Neither of us has won.

“Neither of us wants to.”

The puppet in the stalls had fourteen pockets and outsold Maeva’s coin two to one. Maeva disputed Suzu’s margin calculation every Thursday; Suzu refused to close the wager and charged the unresolved copper as appreciating interest.

Children left coppers at the old east-road shrine for luck. Suzu doubled every copper and returned it after dark. The shrine-keeper had started leaving a second cup ready for her and looking the other way.

The ballad’s fox verse stayed wrong at her expense. The bard had extended the same crooked mercy to the dragon verse, and the taproom now shouted down any stranger who tried to repair either rhyme.

From the roof, Suzu listened to her own name sung below and rubbed one thumb along the seam of the reeve’s coat. Then she took the coat off, let all nine tails breathe, and chose the chimney’s shadow beside me.

She had run the shelter drill that morning before the toll queue. I caught the tail end of it: the vault converting from treasury to refuge in the time it takes to ring a bell, the coin-boxes already resting in the mason’s void behind the north wall so that the vault a stranger sees is a vault with nothing worth robbing in it, three hundred feet of bench folding down, Brenna’s runners drilling the route from the fairground to the vault door and back, forty yards, shuttered lamps, the relay that carries a warning end to end in under nine seconds. The children ran the relay and never the fight. Suzu stationed adult graduates between every runner and the outer door, then made each child point out two retreat routes before she rang the drill bell. She checked the youngest twice.

“If the crown’s own soldiers so much as look sideways at that vault door,” she had told the drill, buttoned coat, full glamour, deadly serious under it, “you do not fight them. You ring the bell in the empty room and you run to the second bell and you let the grown-ups be theatrical at the crown.

“Your job is the light and the message. My job is everything with teeth in it. Understood?”

Nineteen students of the second cohort had said understood, meant it, and gone back to their relay.

“Reeve,” I said, later, on the roof. “There’s a letter I want you to hear before Osric stores it.”

She sat up. She heard the change in my voice; she always does.

I read her the drover’s letter. A drover from up past Coldharbour, his sister’s boy, a stone that would not settle on a grade.

The Coldharbour certifiers had tried three times to weigh the child. Each attempt produced an unclassifiable reading their instruments could not register. And under that, the part I had read twice and once more, as I read the careful-hand letter on the census post the morning the courier came, because they had the same smell: twice this season, riders nobody knew had skipped the village questions and asked for the boy by name. And they had paid for answers, and they had paid in coin nobody local had ever seen.

Suzu’s fingers locked around the reeve’s seal. Her public performance vanished, leaving the sixty-years-sealed stillness she wears when a fact touches a wound she does not advertise.

She had been an uncatchable woman whom frightened men could only stop, and people who found her inconvenient had sealed her for sixty years under a shrine for a crime she never committed. To her, a gifted child sought by name and priced in coin nobody local had seen carried the solid outline of an old danger wearing a new season.

“How much coin,” she said. “Does the letter say how much they paid for answers?”

“It doesn’t. Only that it was strange coin and the pile made an innkeeper remember.”

“Innkeepers remember the amount before they remember the face. If he remembered it was strange before he remembered how much, it was very strange.”

She was already doing the fox arithmetic, the loan-shark reckoning she does on everything.

“Osric,” she called down the roof, and Osric, who hides rather than interrupts and was therefore already within earshot in the shadow of the annex eave, came to the foot of the ladder with the wax-cloth. “The barrel-note. The one from midsummer.

“The odd-about-lamps boy.”

He had it. He had ruled it, dated it, and wrapped it, because that is what Osric does with the papers I mark, and he read the line out in his clerk’s uninflected voice: a drover’s sister’s boy near Coldharbour, woke on midsummer night speaking a word no one knew, gone odd about lamps, the certifiers could not make his stone settle.

Dated. A season old. The same boy.

The same word. And now riders with strange coin asking after him by name.

Nahari had come up while Osric read. She does that. She was standing at the ladder’s head with the wind off the fen moving her silver hair, and she had not looked at the letter and did not need to, and she said, in the low, deliberate voice she uses for the truths nobody’s wishes can alter:

“His mother was not afraid, last season.

“Her calm was the reason to leave him be.” She looked north, toward Coldharbour, though there was nothing to see but harvest fields going blue with evening. “A frightened mother makes noise, and noise draws the wrong ears, and our safest course for a boy whose mother was not afraid was nothing at all.

“It was so then.” She released a measured breath.

“Ask again whether she is. If she has learned to bar her door, the calculation has changed, and doing nothing stops being safety and becomes the harm we permit.”

“You could look,” I said. It was not really a question.

I know her answer. I asked so the household would hear her give it.

“I could,” she said. “And with a camp of four hundred borrowed futures coming toward us and a danger on the road that does not hurry, I am saving my sight for the danger that matters, not a boy I can reach with a rider and a fast horse.

“I refuse to look at the road, so the road cannot look back at me. I will spend a rider on Coldharbour, not a vision.” Nahari smiled, barely.

“Save the glass for what a rider can’t do, Dorian. That is oracle-craft, and it took me two hundred years, and I am giving it to you for free.”

I looked at Suzu. Suzu was already reaching for the coat.

“I’ll send a rider tonight,” she said, and the reeve was gone and the fox was under it now, cold and quick.

“Fast horse, no colors, ask at the crossroads shrine and the three inns, don’t spook the mother, find out if the strange coin’s still buying. If she’s afraid now.” She did not finish it.

She did not need to. Strange coin buying answers about a gifted child carried the timing of last season’s trouble, and Suzu heard the resemblance before any of us.

Resemblance was not proof. The letter gave no age, mint, wear, or sample.

It could have meant foreign coin, a local token, or silver the drover simply had not seen before. Claiming an age or origin now would turn a fear into a fact before the road supplied either.

“Unknown money, familiar timing,” Suzu said under her breath to the fairground. “That’s the whole entry.

“Somebody knows the boy’s name and pays so well that innkeepers remember. We do not know what they pay with, who sent them, or what they want with him. I dislike every blank in that account.”

“So we fill them before we draw the total,” I said.

“And we send the rider tonight.”

“Tonight.”

The rider went at dusk. That much was decided in the time it took Suzu to put her coat back on. I had learned that when the fox stopped performing and started moving, my fastest course was to get out of her way and count what she needed. She chose the rider herself, a reserved Fenwick Ford man with a fast horse and a face nobody would remember, and briefed him on the questions to ask and those he must leave alone. She made him repeat the coin tests back to her: faces, edges, wear, weight, and color at all three inns.

Suzu packed his saddle herself. Two changes of horse were marked on the road slate, with a dry cloak rolled behind the cantle and six coppers of local mint in a separate purse so he would never have to display march silver while asking about strange money. Last, she told him not to spook the mother. Ask her badly and she would put her child in a cellar and stop answering doors. Then only the people carrying the unknown coin would find him. She made him practice the first question twice, until it sounded like a traveler asking after shelter, never an officer hunting a secret, and sent him out only when she believed the voice. At the stair she took his official badge back and gave him a chipped pilgrim token instead. Coldharbour needed a forgettable traveler who would never announce authority three miles away.

I stayed on the roof after she went down to the stables. The fair filled below me toward evening, the crowds thickening for the eve of the pageant, with Pell’s ale, roasting meat, and cut straw rising warm off the fairground. Eleven nights remained before Kingslight, and I sat on the ridge and did the warden’s arithmetic on everything arriving before it, counting the stalls and exits, the lamp-poles, and the take, because it turns out you can take the porter off the road but the porter continues counting the room.

Bram had set the annex taproom out under an awning for the eve, and the wager book was doing brisk trade. He had a slate up for the Trial already, though the Trial was not sworn, three lines under a header that read WEATHER FUTURES because Bram will not put royalty in a book by name, on the stated principle that there is no honest odds on crowns, they cheat by existing. He had a fox sub-wager.

He had a dragon-audience sub-wager, on whether Lady Petra of Harlow would get her dragon story, which he was privately booking at even money and privately thought was a lock, because he had seen the dragon dust the history shelf and a creature that dusts a shelf is a creature that will tell a story to someone who asks for nothing else. He had, I noticed, no slate at all on the marriage candidates. He had confiscated that book on principle and meant it, and the empty space where it would have been was Bram’s one act of pure conscience for the season, played dry and unmentioned, the way he likes his conscience.

Vyrissa was on the hall roof to the south, a dark shape against the last of the light, doing what she always does: watching. I could just see her from the annex ridge. She had told Suzu she might grant Lady Petra an audience and had not decided, which meant she had decided, and the fair below her would never know that the largest living presence in the province had spent the eve of a crown’s arrival considering whether to tell a strange noblewoman a story, and had, in the considering, been more nearly happy than a dragon has any business being.

She came back up the ladder an hour later, in the dusk, with her coat off again, and she caught me watching her come.

Being caught watching Suzu is dangerous. She turned it into theft in a heartbeat, as she turns everything. She had been reading me across the fair, I realized, appraising the appraiser, and she had let me watch her come up the ladder precisely so she could catch me at it, which is a fox for you: she robs you of the theft you thought was yours.

She crossed the roof, hooked two fingers in my collar, and pickpocketed my attention off the fairground and into the shadow of the annex chimney, where she kissed me once, quick and thorough and grinning, and then leaned back and produced, from my own belt, my notebook, which she had lifted in the same motion. She flipped it open, read the top line of the day’s count aloud, tutted at my arithmetic on the fen, corrected it, and handed it back.

“Toll,” she said, and gave it back.

After considering, she added, “And an invoice. One kiss, unscheduled, initiated by the reeve, chargeable to the Warden’s account at the friends-and-family rate.” She showed me a blank palm. “The rate is nothing. Payment remains compulsory.” She tapped my chest.

“Pay it.”

I paid it. I backed her against the warm brick of the chimney and paid it properly, and she made a small pleased sound into my mouth, and when I lifted my head her eyes had gone vertical-slitted with delight and her tails had come out on their own, all nine of them, her surest tell that she had stopped managing herself.

“The Reeve’s accounts,” I said, “are overdue.”

She laughed, the fox laugh. “The Reeve,” she said, “has been very busy being respectable and has not been audited by anyone qualified in some time.” She hooked a tail around my wrist.

“Roof-ridge.

“My choice. The fair’s loud and it can’t see up here and I want to see all of it while nobody sees me.”

Below us, a child carried her puppet past the lamp crews while a crown soldier attempted the fox verse and lost the meter completely. Suzu listened, ears high. One tail curled around my wrist, the private claim hidden above two hundred and thirteen unlit poles.

“Say it straight,” I told her.

The grin gentled. “Yes,” she said, direct, subdued, and entirely hers.

“I want you. Here. Now.

“Say it back.”

“Yes.”

The coat came the remaining distance off, and the thief’s silks with their too-many pockets, and I named the public selves she had become and audited each one off her with a kiss, which was the game and was also the point: every public role she wore, taken off her with a mouth, until only the private one was left.

“Reeve of the Wend-march,” I said, and kissed her throat, and the coat’s last button gave under my hand. “Keeper of the vault.”

Her collarbone, and all nine tails curled toward me before she could manage them.

“Fourteen-pocket puppet.” Her small high breast, and she snorted a laugh that turned into a gasp when I closed my mouth over her. “Celebrity of the province.”

The other one. “Terrible, terrible fox verse.” Lower, my hands sliding the silks off her narrow hips, and the laugh went out of her entirely.

“That’s slander,” she managed, breathless. “The verse is a masterpiece of misinformation.

“I paid good coppers to keep it wrong.” Her fingers were in my hair now, not directing, just holding. “Keep going.

“Audit me down to nothing. I want to be off the books completely when the grid lights.”

She was already wet when I touched her, quick to it as she is quick to everything, and I worked her with my fingers until her hips chased my hand and her arithmetic turned impossible: eleven coppers against three lamp-banks, interest compounded by the breath, figures she tried twice and abandoned in a fox laugh. Then she drew me to the ridge itself, where the fair opened out below.

She took me astride on the roof-ridge, facing out over her own festival. I sat back against the chimney and she settled onto me with her spine against my chest, the whole fair spread below us. I put my hands under the silks and around her, one splayed low on her belly and one higher, and worked her while the lamp-grid began its test.

Once she was seated fully, she paused to adjust around me, her back to my chest and the fair in front of us both, her tails stirring against my legs. Then she began to move.

My palm stayed low on her belly so I could feel each rise and fall; my other hand cupped her breast beneath the silk. I sealed my lips to the sensitive place at the back of her neck where her ears met her hair, which undid her, and she made a sound that belonged to none of her courtly voices.

Colm’s crew fired the grid section by section, as they test it, and the fairground lit in rolling gold from the water-meadow edge inward, and Suzu narrated it between breaths, pricing each section as it flared. She cannot stop appraising even here, and I have learned that the appraisal is part of how she comes.

“Cheese row,” she gasped, as the first bank came up gold. “Down four coppers, I told you, that’s, ah, that’s the shaved scale right there in the light, I’ll have him tomorrow.” My fingers found her clit and she lost the thread, found it again.

“Ale row.

“Pell’s up eleven on the day. Oh.

“Souvenir row.” The gold rolled toward us pole by pole, each bank of lamps flaring on a little nearer, lighting a little more of her kingdom, and she rode me harder as the light came closer, chasing it. “Puppets outselling the coin, told you, told the empress, she owes me a copper on it, don’t let me forget I’m collecting.”

“You’re not collecting anything right now,” I said against her ear, and moved my hips up into her, and she arched and swore and pushed back down onto me, riding, her tails everywhere, silhouetted against the lamp-glow.

“I collect,” she panted, “at all times. It’s a, it’s a condition.”

But the pricing had stopped. The gold rolled on toward the annex, section by section, each bank of lamps flaring a little closer, and I felt her climbing, felt it through the bond bright and quick, fox-fire building, and I read her need without error and gave it, uncanny, the link telling me the cadence she could not have asked for in words.

The last bank of the grid, the poles nearest the annex, fired the instant she broke.

The fairground stood lit gold beneath us, all two hundred and thirteen poles burning together, and she came apart astride me with her head back against my shoulder and her walls fluttering around me and fox-fire lacing up under her skin, and she laughed her fox laugh into the gold-lit dark, wrecked and gleeful.

“I ordered that,” she gasped.

“Scheduled it. Timed it to the second. Best copper I ever spent.”

I looked down for Colm, meaning to ask. Suzu caught my chin and turned my face back to hers.

“Trade secret,” she said.

I lifted her off the ridge and turned her face-to-face against the exposed ridge-beam where it met the chimney stack. The thick timber braced her back; I braced the rest of her, one arm beneath her ass while her legs closed around my hips. We stayed joined through the move, wet heat gripping my cock, and I took her in deep, unhurried strokes while the fair burned gold below.

The audience below got none of this. Suzu let her glamour fall completely. Nine tails wrapped around my forearms as if she meant to bind me there, amber eyes fixed on mine with no invoice in them, my name said straight and without title.

Each measured thrust pressed her between my working strength and the beam. She pulled me deeper with her heels, and the second climb lasted longer than the first, both of us watching the other’s face in the gold reflected from her own festival.

“Say it,” she breathed, turning the question back on me, and I answered. Yes, and hers, and mine, straight, no joke under it. She came apart almost soundlessly this time, all the noise spent on the ridge, just a long shudder and her tails tightening and her breath going ragged against my throat, and I thrust deep, filling her as my cock pulsed through the last tight contractions. I braced her against the ridge-beam while the final spurts weakened, the lit fair spread beneath us and her heartbeat quick and glad against my chest, and for a moment the most-watched woman in the march was seen by one person alone and wanted nothing else.

After, we lay tangled on the warm shingles, her tails spread over both of us like a blanket that shifted whenever the breeze found it. The fair burned gold below; its noise reached us soft and far away.

“The rider’s on the road by now,” she said.

“He is.”

“If she’s afraid, we go. Arguments after.”

“We go.”

She buttoned the coat one notch wrong from collar to hem and stood close until I noticed. I corrected the line. While my fingers worked the last button, she caught both hands and turned them over. Silver tracery stopped at the wrists.

Her thumbs pressed into my unmarked skin. “Keep these blank.”

She took my pencil, balanced it across one ear until the theft became official, and tucked it into my coat before she went down the ladder.


Chapter 4: Four Hundred Mouths

The progress crested the south road at midmorning and took until dusk to finish arriving.

I had planned for four hundred mouths.

I had walked the water-meadows and read the drainage and moved the picket line and marked the hard standing, and the porter’s part of my head, certain it had seen every possible load, mistook the number four hundred for understanding. Four hundred is a word until it comes over a hill in a column, and then it is a river, and you stand at the top of your own wall and watch it flow, and hour after hour the true scale of it arrives: a crown does not travel.

A crown floods.

The outriders came first, at midmorning, in the crown’s slate and gold, and they did not gallop, which told me what I needed before the column crested: a galloping outrider means news. These men brought ceremony. They walked their horses down the road so the march could see them coming for an hour before they arrived. Being seen coming for an hour is itself a kind of weapon, and the crown knew it.

First came the banners. The column followed. Helvane’s dry promise followed, the phrase I had mistaken for a joke: the army, used as furniture.

They deployed the soldiers as fixtures. Where the drove road narrowed at the ford approach, a rank of the crown’s men stood at intervals as fence-posts, spaced by drill, motionless, so that the column flowed between two living fences and no man in it could stray a foot off the road without a soldier already standing where he would have strayed. At the gap where the meadow track crossed a ditch, four soldiers made a gate-arch with crossed halberds, and the wagons passed under it, and the soldiers braced that arch for six hours without a man’s arm dropping, and I watched them and did the porter’s arithmetic on what six hours beneath a leveled halberd costs a shoulder and understood that the cost was the point, that a crown which will spend its men’s shoulders on an arch that a post could have made is a crown telling you it has shoulders to burn.

At the wet crossing below the fairground, where a plank bridge would have served and where I had, in fact, offered a plank bridge, a file of the crown’s men waded into the cold shallows and made a rail with their own linked arms and shields, a human bridge-rail, so that the candidate wagons could cross a place that did not, strictly, need crossing, in a manner that could only be described as magnificent and could only be intended as a message.

This is what we have, the message said. We have so many strong men that we can spend them as posts and rails and arches.

Our army is furniture. Imagine, then, the scale of a power that can furnish a road with soldiers.

Colm’s crew watched the human bridge-rail from the fairground and were, briefly, awed, until a South River man said, to no one, that his plank bridge did not need to stand in cold water for an hour and would still be there tomorrow, and the awe broke into the particular march laughter that has beaten larger threats than a crown, and I let it run. A crew that can laugh at a human bridge-rail will not be frightened by one, and fright was what the rail was built to produce.

Maeva stood beside me on the wall and read its intended message without error.

“Four hundred years ago,” she said, watching the human bridge-rail remain in the cold ford water, “I did precisely this on my eastern march, and I thought myself very clever.

“It is a good trick. It says everything and threatens nothing and cannot be answered by any wall.” She turned her green eyes on me.

“It can be answered only one way. You do not out-army an army-as-furniture.

“You out-happy it. You show the crown a march so visibly glad to be itself that all its beautiful furniture looks, by comparison, tired.”

She smiled. “Which we will. But first we let them finish arriving.

“It is rude to interrupt a river.”

The household watched the flood from the wall through the long afternoon, and each of them read it through her own craft. I loved standing between those different understandings. Yrsa counted the crown’s fighting men and their drill, pronounced them grudgingly good, then better than good. An impressive force always drew her eye to its missing test. She wanted to know how they held a gate against someone committed to taking it.

Nahari watched the futures churn over the column and restrained her sight and told me only that the middle of it was dense and mired and that she would not look into that tangled part on purpose. Suzu appraised the wagons by their axle-wear, told me which had come the farthest and which had been repacked recently and which one, third from the regalia, rode heavier than its cargo declared, and I marked it on the wagon sketch: third from the regalia, riding heavy. The receipt meant nothing yet.

The candidate wagons came in the middle of the column, a dozen of them, curtained, and I did not look at them long. The women inside had not chosen to be shipped across a province to be appraised and did not need a warden staring at their curtains. Behind them came the chandlery wagons.

The chandlery wagons rode heavy for their springs. One porter’s glance settled it: too many axles, too little sag from the expected wax. I had marked their dull middle berth on the survey and counted them as they passed. There were more than any progress needed. A traveling court needs a wagon or two of wax, wicks, and spare lamps.

This court traveled with a train of them, wagon after wagon packed with straw and lamps, a thousand at least. Four hundred people could not burn that much light in a season. The excess went under ODD in my count, and I kept counting.

Last came the regalia wagon under glass, drawn at a stately pace behind its own honor guard and its own dust.

Its team wore cloth over every buckle so no harness-ring disturbed the herald’s cadence. Six guards paced the wheels with bare swords carried point-down, reminding the crowd that this one wagon ranked above every living passenger. Two servants walked backward ahead of the horses, brushing road dust from the glass with long swan-feather poles. The glass stayed immaculate while the road beneath it disappeared under hoofprints.

The march hushed as it passed. Colm’s men stopped laying planks. The school relay halted halfway through a signal, eleven shuttered lamps held open at once. Even Bram paused with chalk against his slate.

Suzu continued counting: wheel spokes, guard intervals, glass seams, and the complete absence of a lock. One tail-tip showed through her glamour and traced the wagon’s route in the dust behind her heel. Maeva watched the old gold and ignored the honor guard. Her hand closed once over the crowned braid at her nape, measuring one piece of regalia against another. Nahari turned her face away from the glass while the thin place in her sight passed like a cold shadow.

The wagon reached the hard standing I had prepared. Its left wheels settled first, then the right, no rocking. A senior groom tested the level with a plumb-thread and found it true. He looked toward me across the meadow, gave one reluctant nod, and ordered the chocks set. A crown under glass had arrived on a porter’s floor and could find no fault in it.

Behind the rope, a boy asked his father why nobody wore the crown. The father hushed him. Petra, who had spent the morning practicing questions for a dragon, wrote the boy’s question on the back of her candidate card and tucked it into her sleeve. Sidonie saw her do it. The princess looked once at the child, once at the crown, and raised her counting-glass again without answering either of them. The unanswered question traveled with her gaze and made the glass look heavier. The boy remained fixed on the crown after everyone else moved on.

The column took until dusk. Four hundred mouths are truly measured in hours. The sun was low and gold over the fen before the last wagon rolled onto the water-meadows and the canvas city that had been rising all afternoon finished becoming a city, four hundred souls and their horses and their furniture-army and their thousand lamps, laid out on ground I had drained a week early so that a princess would arrive on dry footing and remember it.

She arrived on dry footing. The ball of one boot tested the turf before she gave me her name.

Before she reached the border stone, the progress tested everything else I had prepared.

The first demand came from the horse-master. One hundred and eighteen mounts wanted water at once, and the crown’s lead groom tried to send them all down the same meadow lane. I stepped into the lane before the first rank reached it.

“Twenty at a time,” I said. “Use the north trough, then the middle. Keep the south trough clean for the kitchens.”

The groom looked at my undyed coat, then past me for somebody dressed like an answer. “The royal mounts drink before camp stock.”

“They can drink first in six groups, or they can drink together and turn the lane into shoe-pulling mud. Your choice.”

Wend drove an empty wagon across the ground beside us to demonstrate.

The near wheel pressed half an inch into the turf. The far wheel, closer to the drainage cut, left no mark. The groom looked down, understood that I had read his horses against my field, and started dividing reins.

The second demand came from the chief cook, who wanted three fire trenches where the court map placed them. Two sat downwind of the candidate tents. The third lay over a drain I had cut to keep the regalia wagon from standing in its own runoff.

Maeva took that dispute. She listened to the cook cite custom, tasted the wind with one raised finger, and moved every fire twenty-seven yards east in the tone of an empress granting him a privilege. He thanked her for improving his kitchens before he realized she had overruled his map.

The third demand arose from the road itself. One of the chandlery wagons rolled off the hardened strip to pass a halted baggage cart. Its left rear wheel sank to the hub.

Six crown soldiers went to the spokes and achieved noise, strain, and no useful motion.

Colm arrived with two planks and a jack. He looked at the buried wheel, then at the six red-faced soldiers, and set the jack down without comment.

“Unload it,” I told the wagoner.

“It’s lamps. Packed to inventory.”

“Then we unpack the inventory or break the axle.”

Suzu appeared on top of the wagon by no visible route. “Second crate from the rear is heavier than the others,” she said. “Also, your packing order is offensive.”

The wagoner stared up at her. “Who are you?”

“Reeve. Critic.

“Lighter than your cargo. Start with that crate.”

We took down fourteen straw-packed lamps, each plain brass with a fresh wick. The second rear crate did ride heavier, but only because it held lamp oil in stoppered clay bottles under the upper tray. I marked that practical answer beside Suzu’s earlier observation.

A receipt can become harmless when opened. That is why you open it.

With the load reduced, Colm set the jack under the axle. I echoed a third plank where the rut had swallowed the edge of his second. The faint copy bowed, survived nine seconds, and gave the wheel purchase for twelve soldiers to heave the wagon back onto hard ground.

The crown’s men looked at the fading plank. One of them looked at my scarred hands.

The bucket trick drew no laughter. That old absence still pleased a small, mean corner of me.

We repacked every lamp as it had come out, down to the last straw twist. Suzu counted them twice and returned a brass wick-cap she had acquired during the process. The wagoner found room in his pride to thank Colm, then me, and finally the fox, in that order.

By then the princess had reached us.

Princess Sidonie Ruthelm rode the column’s flank on a plain slate gelding, in riding blacks, with a groom two lengths back.

She sat tall and willowy in the saddle, all severe lines, and her long moonlight-ash-pale hair was drawn into a single cold braid down her back. The ice-grey eyes ignored the pageant of her own arrival. She was counting our lamps.

She carried a surveyor’s glass, the brass counting instrument Suzu would have appraised and coveted. Sidonie rode with it raised, sweeping the wall, roads, and lamp-lines while her lips moved slightly. She was tallying aloud to herself as I did. The count had begun the moment the road gave her a view of the march, which meant she possessed a number before she offered a greeting.

She rode up to the border stone where I stood to receive her, and she did not dismount with ceremony and she did not offer her hand and she did not say any of the forty courtesies a princess is supposed to offer to a warden. She lowered the glass, and looked at me, and her ice-grey eyes counted me before she offered a greeting, and she said:

“Two hundred forty-three. Your census says?”

“Two hundred forty-three,” I said.

Sidonie tapped one gloved finger against the brass rim of her surveyor’s glass, a private mark beside the matched count.

“Good,” she said. “I despise being lied to by margins.

“A round number is a courtesy; an exact one is a confession. Most wardens give me a round number, and the round number is always high, and the gap between the round number and the accurate one measures the lie they think they can get away with. You gave me the true one before I asked which it was.”

She let that sit. “That tells me more about your march than the trials will.”

She swung down off the gelding then, on her own, without the groom, boots on the dry ground I had drained for her, and she stood a moment testing the footing with the ball of one foot, feeling that it was dry, and I watched her file the dry footing exactly where I would have filed it. “You drained this.”

“A week early.”

“So that I would notice.” She tested the turf once more, then fixed her full attention on me.

“I notice.

“That is the entire reason my brother sends me and not himself. He is loved. I count.”

She put the glass away. “I have come to run a Trial, Warden, and I will run it honestly, which I am told is not what you fear, and I am told correctly, because I have read your stones from the first border to this one and they weigh true, a rarity worth a week’s riding to see.”

A pause. “We will get on, I think, if you keep not lying to me. Very few people can manage it.

“It is a low bar and almost no one clears it.”

“I’ll do my best to bore you,” I said.

She slid the surveyor’s glass into its case with a decisive click. “See that you do.”

The Crown’s Champion came in behind her, and I met him through Yrsa’s eyes before I formed my own opinion. Yrsa stood at the school-yard wall as the column passed and I was watching her more than I was watching him.

Ser Halvard Crane rode parade-perfect, dark blond, regulation-short, a soldier plainly worked under the shine, and he wore a blessing’s sheen as the Blessed wear it, that faint borrowed gold that had cost us so much grief already. Yrsa went to the flat stillness she wears when she is looking for a tell. She was looking for the crowd-check, the flicker of the eyes to the audience before a committed move, the Hadrian Vael tell, the mark of a man whose blessing feeds on being watched.

She looked once. Then, because she is thorough, she looked twice.

The crowd-check never came.

Halvard Crane did not check his crowd. He rode looking at the road and the ground and, as he passed the school yard where the second cohort was drilling the gate-hinge count, he did something rare among visitors. He saluted the drill.

He did it correctly, a soldier’s salute to soldiers at work, brief and exact, offered to a yard full of students and levies practicing a gate-drill, offered as if the drill were real work done by trained hands, which it was, and which crown officers did not generally acknowledge, because crown officers do not salute a warden’s rabble. He saluted it and rode on and did not look to see whether anyone had seen him do it.

Yrsa watched him go. Then she said to the empty air, in the tone of a woman revising a file she had opened expecting to close fast: “Huh.”

I came up beside her. “No crowd-check.”

“No crowd-check.” She was still watching the champion’s back down the line. “Vael checked his crowd before every committed swing.

“It’s how the blessing feeds, they need the eyes, the gold comes up when they’re watched and guts out when they’re not, and you can read a Blessed man’s rotten arithmetic in whether he looks at you before he cuts.”

She frowned. “This one saluted a drill nobody told him was real, and didn’t look to see if I saw.

“That’s not how a man behaves when his gold needs the applause.” She turned the problem over as she turns a bind. “Either his blessing’s built different, or he doesn’t know what it costs, or he’s the rarest man the crown produces: a Blessed man who fights for the craft and not the shine.”

A long pause. “Possibly real.”

Yrsa had revised that file against her instincts. She disliked the revision. A Blessed man she could respect was harder to face than one she could despise.

The regalia came to the hall steps at dusk, and the court made a pageant of it. I let them. A pageant answered is a pageant won and I intended to win it by watching politely and giving them nothing to push against.

The herald cried the lineage and the honors. At the hall steps, the wagon’s glass side was unshuttered, and the First Crown of the kingdom sat on its stand for the march to see.

It was old gold, and its luster sat wrong on my eye. The crown had been worked in a style three centuries out of fashion, heavy and plain and confident, with few jewels.

A narrow channel ran around the inside of the band. I took it for decoration and marked it in my notebook anyway.

Its luster was strange. I have handled a great deal of gold in five years of hauling other men’s loot out of drowned tombs. Gold carries warmth in its shine, a yellow generosity that throws light back a little richer than it arrived. Vyrissa’s scale-shimmer does the same, and that is why a hoard glows. This gold threw light back a shade colder and grayer, as if the metal had already spent its warmth on some old fire and had none left to lend. I noticed it and could not have said what I noticed, only that the crown’s shine sat wrong on the eye as the resting-light field sits wrong on the foot, and that a man who has learned to trust the wrongness in his feet had better learn to trust it in his eyes.

Maeva, beside me, studied the rival regalia with an empress’s cold attention.

She said only, under her breath, for me: “It does not shine like it wants to.” The court moved on. We retained the observation and followed.

More strangely, it had no lock. The glass case had neither lock nor clasp.

Even a chain was absent.

The founding crown of the kingdom rode across a kingdom in a glass box a child could lift the lid off, and I knew the message of that too, because it carried the same message as the army-as-furniture: locks are for people who expect loss. The crown was confident. It was confident as the Cindermaw is confident.

The founding relic of a kingdom appeared beyond theft. The kingdom could not imagine the hand that would try. Its failure of imagination was the only lock it had ever needed.

The herald named the rite. At the harvest full moon, he cried, on the night of the Kingslight, the First Crown would be set on its stand and relit from a thousand gathered lamps while the founding story was sung, as it had been done since the founding, so that the country would remember its golden origin. The founding king, he cried, the Lamplit King, had taken a kingdom out of the dark with a crown and a blessing, and every harvest since his death the people gathered their light and gave it back to the crown so that the golden origin would not fail, and the belief of the people would keep the founding bright.

I listened to the founding story. Generations of repetition had worn the language smooth: gathered light, golden origin, belief returned to the crown. Nothing in the herald’s voice gave me a receipt against it, so I wrote down the words verbatim and left their meaning open.

The herald cried the date, the harvest full moon, ten nights hence, and the date settled in my head like a tide-table entry: a lunar certainty that would arrive whether or not anyone was ready for it. Osric wrote it on the war-loft slate under the trials, KINGSLIGHT, HARVEST FULL MOON, and ruled it straight, and left room around it he did not yet know what for.

Vyrissa was not there. I noticed her absence as you notice a missing tooth. She was on the hall roof, where she always was, a dark shape against the harvest sky far behind the pageant, and she did not come down for the regalia.

Vyrissa had declined to descend, which fit every habit she had shown us. The crown was too far off, its gold muddied by sunset and two layers of glass, for even a dragon’s eye to read the metal cleanly from the ridge. She remained stretched along the roof with one forearm over her eyes, refusing the pageant the attention it expected, and gave no sign that anything below had earned a closer look.

The Chandler I almost did not see at all.

It was full dusk, the canvas city lighting its lamps, and I was walking the edge of the camp following my old practice, counting exits, reading the ground, when I passed the chandlery line, wagon after wagon of the thousand lamps, and a lamp-keeper was walking down it with a wick-trimmer, trimming.

There was nothing remarkable to see, which made the lamp-keeper easy to overlook. An unremarkable man walking a line of lamps at dusk, trimming wicks.

It was the most routine sight a camp of four hundred produced. A lamp-keeper tended lamps. My eye went past him as it goes past a fence-post.

Only after watching him did I notice that the wicks he trimmed did not need trimming.

A wick needs trimming when it has burned down and mushroomed and started to smoke. These wicks were fresh, unlit, or new-lit and clean. He trimmed them anyway, each one, one neat snip, and moved on, and I could not have said why the sight snagged on me except that a man does not trim a wick that does not need trimming, as I do not dig a ditch that does not need digging, and an action with no visible purpose has a hidden one.

He passed near my boot.

The candle nearest my foot, a plain camp candle on a wagon-board, had been guttering in the evening air, the small natural dance of a flame in a moving world. He passed it. It stopped guttering.

The flame steadied. It stood up straight and burned perfect and still, windless, in an evening that had a wind in it, and it stayed that way. I watched a candle burn wrong on a wagon-board while that same keeper walked down the line trimming clean wicks. The porter in me, the part that reads ground, spoke in the muted voice it uses for a false ramp under silt: fire did not work that way.

Nahari was on the wall above me. She had come to the wall, as she comes everywhere, and turned her face away from the chandlery line, denying it any regard it might return. She spoke aloud to the evening.

“There is a smell of snuffed wick,” she said, “and nothing is snuffed.”

I smelled it then, because she named it: the smell of a candle just put out, the small acrid trace of a snuffed wick, drifting off the chandlery line where not one flame had been snuffed, where every flame stood perfect and still and windless and burning.

I looked for his face, afterward, to fix it in memory, and this is the part I want on the record because it is the tell under the tell: I could not. I had stood ten feet from a plain man in good light for the length of a drawn breath, and when I turned away and tried to fix his face in memory, it was already going, as a name goes when you are certain you knew it a moment ago.

Every human particular had gone from my memory. I retained the wick-trimmer between two brass lamp crates and the impossible flame at my boot.

I marked his spot on my map: middle camp, back from the water, the dull practical berth I had assigned the wick-carts a week ago. Then I went back to the hall and started counting.

“Don’t accuse him,” Nahari said, before I had said anything about accusing anyone. She had come down off the wall and was walking the inside of the gate at my shoulder, not looking at the camp. “Accuse him of what, to whom?

“He trims wicks.

“There is no law against a steady flame. If you point at him, you are the frightened warden pointing at the crown’s own lamp-keeper on the eve of the crown’s own rite, and you will have handed them the story, and the story is the sole prize they cannot take from us by force.”

She was right and I hated it. “We watch. We count.

“We do not name a threat we cannot yet weigh.”

“You’ve named threats before you could weigh them.”

“Once. Deliberately.

“On a cliff, to a creditor, spending a saved coin.”

Nahari gave me one brief smile. “Save that coin. You’ll know when to spend it.”

The same dusk provided its own relief. A household can only stare at wrong fire for so long before supper and human absurdity reclaim the room.

The candidates were presented formally at the hall, in a line, in their good clothes, and it was every bit as grim as such things are, a dozen women shipped across a province to be looked at, and the household did what the household had sworn to do, which was to make it painless. Maeva received them like an empress, which she is, and priced none of them out loud, and thanked each by name.

Lady Petra of Harlow then broke protocol.

She was fourth in the line, a cheerful plain-faced woman of one-and-thirty who kept looking past the herald toward the high windows, as if a dragon might obligingly fill one. The marriage was the price she had accepted for admission. When it came her turn to make her curtsy and say her house’s honors, she made the curtsy, said one honor, and then abandoned the entire script to ask, with naked hope, whether there really was a dragon, and whether the dragon gave audiences.

The line of candidates froze. The court winced. Maeva stopped assessing the remaining women. She drew Petra out of the line and gave her a guest’s place beside the empress. The marriage errand had ended the moment wonder broke its script.

“There is a dragon,” Maeva said gravely. “Whether she gives audiences is entirely her own affair. Scheduling her lies beyond me.

“I will convey that a Lady of Harlow asked after her respectfully and offered only her attention, which the dragon values above coin.”

Petra glowed. The court did not know what to do. The other candidates stared. One smothered a smile behind her glove; another mouthed, You asked her? Petra nodded, delighted and wholly unashamed.

Maeva’s shoulders eased. She took the opening Petra gave her and welcomed the whole line and appraised none of the women.

“You have all come a long way,” she said to the candidates, warm and imperial, “and you will be fed as honored guests of the march. Those who wish to see the fair will see it. Rest tonight.

“Tomorrow, Princess Sidonie and I will speak with you properly, far from any herald who might turn the conversation into livestock judging.” A few shoulders eased.

Petra looked ready to ask three more dragon questions and wisely saved them. Bram, at the back, made a note that was not for a wager and never showed it to anyone.

Suzu stole the princess’s signet.

She did it during the formal handshake, the reeve of the march greeting the crown’s sister, glamour up, coat buttoned, all respectability, and her fingers were in and out and the signet ring was off Sidonie’s hand and into Suzu’s sleeve between one word of greeting and the next, and the theft vanished so completely inside the courtesy that even I saw only the returning motion. The princess had counted our lamps before saying hello, and the fox never let an appraiser go unappraised.

Sidonie finished the handshake without reacting and stepped back.

She glanced once at her bare finger, and once at the reeve, and her ice-grey eyes did a fast cold sum, and then she offered her palm. Respect sharpened her level dry voice when she said:

“I’ll want that back notarized.”

Suzu produced the signet, notarized, a tiny wax seal already pressed onto a scrap in the reeve’s own official mark reading APPRAISED AND RETURNED, WITH THANKS, and set it in the princess’s palm.

Sidonie turned the scrap over, checked the wax against the ring, then checked it again before filing it in her sleeve.

“Invoice the crown,” she said. “We pay our appraisers.” She slid the ring back on.

“You are the reeve.”

“I am the reeve.”

“Of course you are.”

She studied Suzu a moment longer, the ice-grey counting eyes going over the buttoned coat and the too-many pockets and the ears the glamour did not quite hide. “I employ a great many clever people,” she said. “None of them could have taken this ring off my hand.

“I would pay a very great deal for one who could.”

“I have a salary,” Suzu said. “I named it myself. It’s eleven months backdated and mostly a joke.”

“Name it to me. I’ll double it.”

“You can’t afford me,” Suzu said, sweetly, “because my salary is the march, paid in belonging, and you’d have to hand me one of those, and you came here to keep this one, so we’re at an impasse, Highness, and I’m flattered, and no.”

Sidonie considered the answer, then inclined her head.

“An impasse,” the princess agreed, and filed the notarized scrap in the sleeve where the ring had been, an exacting collector preserving a rival appraiser’s card.

Across the handshake, the princess and the fox regarded each other, two room-counters recognizing the same craft on sight. Suzu tapped the reeve’s seal against her coat. No warmer ceremony was required.

Bram, who had refused all season to run a book on royalty, on the stated principle that there is no honest odds on crowns because they cheat by existing, had a slate up under weather futures within the hour, with lines on the three trials and a sub-line on whether the princess would try to hire the fox before the progress left, at odds that suggested he considered it a near certainty and was giving the house a shave.

I found the household late, in the war-loft, and I laid the three small wrongnesses on the table: the strange cold luster of the founding gold, the thousand lamps that were more light than four hundred people could burn, and the forgettable man on the chandlery line who trimmed wicks that did not need trimming and left a candle burning windless in a wind.

Maeva laid a fourth beside them, from the crown’s side of the table, in the banker’s voice she uses when she is being coldest and most useful. “A progress this size,” she said, “is an account. It travels on credit everywhere it goes and settles nowhere, paying each host with the honor of its passage.

“I have run one.

“The lamps trouble me as an over-provisioned ledger troubles me. A quartermaster who packs a thousand lamps for four hundred mouths is not a bad quartermaster.

“He is a quartermaster carrying someone else’s cargo and calling it his own. Those lamps are on the manifest for a reason that is not light.” One green-painted nail came down on the chandlery row of my map.

“Find the reason, Warden, before the harvest moon, because whatever the reason is, the herald told us the date it comes due.”

Yrsa put in the champion.

“The crown’s man saluted the school drill and didn’t check if anyone saw. He’s going to ask me for a bout before this is over, a fair one, I can see it coming as you see a lunge load in the heel. The man wants a real fight as a starving man wants bread.”

She frowned. “A Blessed man who wants a fight without borrowed strength is a Blessed man who doesn’t trust his blessing.

“I don’t know what that means yet. I know it’s a thread.”

Silence answered. I would not claim knowledge I could not receipt; the meaning remained beyond our count.

An unhurried presence had traveled with the crown, tended its lamps, and arrived in our meadow. Whenever Nahari felt toward the chandlery line without looking, her glass thinned where Saint-touched things had made it whiten.

“A page,” she said, “with the oil pressed out of it.” She would not say more, because she did not have more, and a seer who guesses ahead of her sight is worse than no seer at all.

“Then we do what we do,” I said. “We count. We map the rite’s choreography, we count the crown’s lamps, and we find out why a progress that feeds four hundred mouths hauls a thousand lights it will never burn.

“And we do it without pointing at a single wick-keeper. The moment we point, the court gets to call us frightened and evade our count.”

Brenna’s runners were already practicing the relay through the progress camp at dusk, on the pretext of drilling. The first pair returned with two slates and an argument.

“We counted the same route,” Brenna said. “Our totals disagree.”

“By how much?”

“We don’t know which one is wrong yet.”

I handed both slates back. “Count a third time.”

She tucked them beneath her arm and ran.


Chapter 5: Sworn on the Border Stone

At dawn, ten nights before Kingslight, both camps formed around the border stone. Sidonie came forward in riding blacks, laid her bare hand on the old surface, and swore the King’s Trial before the march and the progress.

Both camps stood in the meadow at dawn: the march on its own ground, the progress on the water-meadows, four hundred mouths and a wall’s worth of villagers, and between them the border stone with its lamp that had leaned west for a week and stood straight this morning, which I noticed and did not trust.

The march had turned out in its strange glory. Looking down its line, I saw what the crown had come to appraise and why it would fail to own us. There was Bram at the annex awning with his one arm and his wager slates.

There was Colm’s crew, mortar in the creases of their hands, who had wanted the ditches dug early and done the work.

There was Ana Merrick of Fenwick Ford, who had argued a culvert against an empress and won. There were the two cohorts of the school, children and levies, standing as Yrsa taught them to stand, and Goodwife Cairn of Old Wintering Barn, fifty-five and never armed, gripping her refusal-drill tag in a hand that shook and did not stop. Four hundred years the march had dwindled, and now it stood full, and it stood full of people who had chosen it, and a crown that came to buy a warlord’s camp was looking at a town. Towns answer ownership with love or hatred, and the crown had yet to decide which answer it wanted to risk.

The progress stood opposite in its slate and gold, ranks dressed by drill, and between the two lines was a gap of maybe forty yards of harvest grass, and in the gap stood the stone, and that grass would take the deeds in daylight.

Sidonie Ruthelm swore the crown’s part, and she swore it crisp, in riding blacks, no canopy, no throne, standing on the dry ground I had drained for her with the surveyor’s glass put away.

“Three trials,” she said, and her level voice carried as a counted number carries, without shouting.

“The Hunt, the Line, the Field. True weight, thrice witnessed. If the march’s stones weigh true through all three, the Crown acknowledges banner-right by oath, before these witnesses, forever.

“Beyond claim and custody.

“No revisiting.” She let it stand a beat.

“If the march fails, or cheats, the banner rides to the capital as guests. I will not dress that in courtesy. You know what it means.

“I despise being lied to by margins, and I will not lie to you by them either.”

She put her hand on the stone. “The Crown swears the wager true. Marshal it honestly, weigh it honestly, and let the stones say what the stones say.”

I swore the march’s part without ornament, because an unvarnished oath is what I have.

“The march accepts,” I said. “We’ll weigh true or we’ll fail true.

“No cheating regardless.” I put my hand on the stone beside hers, and the stone took both oaths, and there was a small settling in the air as there always is when a witness-stone accepts a truth, and Osric, kneeling under the stone with his chalk, wrote the wager onto a fresh slate, three blank lines, and hung it beside the faint ghost-marks of last season’s board where MARCH and GILT still showed under the weather, eleven to two.

At last the marshal rode forward, and I already half-knew who it would be, and I was right.

Saskia Roehn came out of the progress’s line on an unadorned circuit horse, in a duelist’s rig with no patron’s colors anywhere, copper hair shaved close at the sides and circuit dust still on her boots. Hired, no colors, fair by trade, the rider had said.

She rode to the stone and gave the crown’s oath and the march’s oath one duelist’s nod each before finding Yrsa in the march’s line and gave her a nod too.

It was a small nod. I saw the river bind in it: Yrsa’s blade stopped at Saskia’s collarbone, both women ankle-deep in cold water. Nothing else needed recounting. Yrsa nodded back.

“I marshal all three,” Saskia said, to both camps, in a duelist’s carrying voice. “My rules read once. The ground settles a trial. Argument afterward changes nothing.

“I don’t take appeals and I don’t take patrons, and I turned down the Crown steward’s bonus this morning so nobody thinks I lean.”

She looked at the crown’s line and then the march’s. “The stones weigh.

“The province watches. I keep the ground neutral. That’s it.”

The Hunt was named there, and it was a real threat. The crown does not import monsters.

The fen’s shear-claw brood had re-seeded the same gallery mouths it used every autumn. Claw marks stippled the drove-road posts; two ewes had already vanished from Greybank, and a drover had found a child’s dropped shoe beside the nearest run. We cleared the mouths every harvest before those signs became graves. This year the march would clear it at the source, witnessed, at first light the next day. The danger belonged to the land. The crown had only asked to watch us answer it, which is, Maeva said, the fairest kind of trial, because it tests you against your own actual work, under the court’s direct witness.

With the Hunt set for first light, the public swearing ended.

I caught Saskia alone afterward, at her own tent, which she had pitched apart from both camps on ground she had chosen for its sightlines, because she trusts sightlines more than she trusts either side. “They pay you fair?” I asked.

“Standard rate. No patron. My own tent, my own horse, I leave when I say.”

She checked a blade that needed no checking, a sheath-check that occupied her hands while she thought.

“I turned down a bonus from the crown’s steward to lean the calls their way. Told him what I tell everyone.

“I marshal true or I don’t marshal. He didn’t understand it. They always take time to understand that honesty can exist for its own sake, free of any price.”

She ran her thumb once along the mouth of the scabbard. “Your saint taught me that, though she’d hate to hear it.

“You fight every stroke as if nobody’s watching. The moment you perform for them, the rot gets in.” She sheathed the blade. “I’ll call these trials down the middle, Warden.

“If the march is as true as its stones read, you’ve nothing to fear from me. If it isn’t, you’ve everything to fear from me, and that’s the deal, and it’s the only deal I offer.”

I walked the fen edge again that afternoon with Yrsa and Suzu and planned the Hunt. A Hunt is won at the war-table and only demonstrated in the fen. We had run this drive against Vael’s manufactured bloom, and its bones were older than that, built from the Mirefen doctrine that had expanded with every hard campaign. We would run it at trial polish now, and the crown would hate how little of it looked like heroism.

“Eleven echo-lanterns on the walked lines,” I said, pacing the gallery mouths, counting them, six re-seeded of nine. “Decoys.

“We push the brood along our chosen route.

“Barrel-stave gates on the count, Colm’s seventh-pulse break, drowns the nest galleries as we drown them every autumn.” I looked at the one mouth that could not be gated. “That one holds.

“Yrsa holds it.”

Yrsa looked once at the root-choked mouth, tested her axe edge with her thumb, and nodded. “I hold it.”

“And me?” Suzu asked, already knowing.

“Everywhere the flank thinks is empty.

“The count works because it never includes you. You’re the piece the enemy cannot tally.” I straightened. “The crown came for a monster show.

“We give it a drive. Logistics closes the Hunt.

“Beautiful logistics. The princess counts gates and wounds; let’s give her disciplined work worth recording.”

Suzu grinned. “You want to bore a crown into acknowledging you.”

“I want to bore a crown into acknowledging me,” I agreed. It is, I have found, the most reliable weapon the march owns.

The two camps mixed that evening, warily at first and then less so. A harvest fair is a harvest fair, and Pell’s ale does not care whose slate and gold you wear.

The crown’s soldiers, off duty and no longer furniture, discovered the wrestling ring, and it went as these things always go with soldiers and a ring.

A young guardsman with a parade-ground physique and a great deal of confidence stepped in against an Old Wintering Barn woman named Goodwife Talle, who is fifty if she is a day, built like a grain-sack with opinions, and who has thrown every man in her village at one harvest or another and most of them twice. The guardsman was courteous about it, which was his first mistake, and reached to help her up out of a stance she had taken low and crooked on purpose, which was his last, and he came off the ground and over her hip and down onto his back in the trampled grass to a roar from both camps that shook the nearest lamp-pole. He got up laughing, which is the mark of a soldier worth the name, and asked for another, and she put him down again, kindly, as you put down a nephew.

By the third fall the crown’s company had abandoned its dignity and formed a queue, and Bram had a slate up and was booking the card faster than he could chalk it, and Goodwife Talle, who had come to the fair to sell cheese, went home that night with a purse of the crown’s own coin and a reputation that will outlive the dynasty. It is, Maeva observed from the awning, the cheapest diplomacy in the world: you cannot resent a march that has just, laughing, put you on your back and then bought you an ale for the trouble.

Lady Petra of Harlow, still formally among the marriage candidates but far more interested in the school, attached herself to Brenna by dusk and treated the girl as a distinguished colleague while learning the gate-hinge count. It was worth the evening.

A lady of one-and-thirty in good traveling clothes taking earnest instruction from a twelve-year-old with chalk on her hands, and taking it seriously, asking real questions, repeating the count under her breath, bracing a borrowed practice blade in the two-handed grip Brenna had corrected her into twice. And Brenna, who had never taught a noblewoman, discovered how much of Yrsa’s doctrine she had inherited: mostly Yrsa’s opinions in Yrsa’s own words, delivered in Yrsa’s clipped cadence, so that a fence-picket girl stood in a school yard telling a noblewoman to stop gripping like she was strangling a chicken, which was precisely what Yrsa had told Brenna earlier that summer. It delighted Brenna and appalled Yrsa in equal measure, the saint standing at the yard’s edge listening to her own doctrine come out of a child’s mouth at a crown’s guest and not knowing whether to be proud or to leave the province, and settling, in the end, on doing neither and saying nothing and filing it, as she files everything, under the running-uphill column she had carried in her chest all season without giving it a name.

The candidates left the presentation line for the march’s guest rooms. Two of them wept once the doors shut, and the weeping was relief at having reached beds and privacy. Bram’s confiscated book stayed confiscated, the one wager in the province that would never pay out, and he considered the lost coin well spent.

Nahari spent the swearing not watching the crown at all.

She stood at the march’s flank with her palms open at her sides and her dark eyes half-shut, facing away from the pageant so she could feel the camp. Afterward, walking the inside of the wall with me, she described its pressure because she had decided I needed to carry a piece of her craft. She gives lessons at the oddest times.

“Four hundred people,” she said, “is four hundred borrowed futures, and every one of them is churning the edge of my glass, and if I looked, Dorian, if I let the sight open in a crowd that size, I would see four hundred small tomorrows crowding the glass together and none of them the one that matters, and I would be sick on the ground and blind to the deeper current. So I don’t look. I work by ear and by lamp-count and by the pressure a crowded room puts behind my eyes, as you work, and the glass stays shut. That discipline preserves me for that deeper current, and I would thank you to remember its value when I sit motionless at a war-table.”

“Borrowed,” I said. “You keep saying borrowed.”

“Because they are.” She stopped, and for a moment the sly humor went out of her and left the deep keel under it bare. “A soldier who carries a blessing carries a borrowed future.

“A borrowed future belongs to the lender, and it will be called in. On that day his tomorrow simply stops being there, and I can feel the places in that camp where a future has been lent, because a lent future has a seam in it, a place where it was cut to fit.” She looked out over the water-meadows, the canvas city, the thousand lamps.

“There are a great many seams in that camp, Dorian. The champion has one. It is a distinct seam, a decent man’s seam, and it grieves me, because any seam is still a seam and a lent future is still called in eventually.”

She turned away from it, on purpose. “That is all I will look at.

“The seams. The man who cuts them stays outside my sight. Always.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed,” she corrected. Near the chandlery line, she shifted her bare weight onto the ball of one foot, toes flexing against the stone.

“There,” she said. “Feel it?

“I don’t look at it. I never look at it, on purpose. But when I feel toward it, the glass doesn’t white out as it does near the Saint-touched.

“Near that line it goes thin.”

She searched for the words and found the same ones she had found the first night. “A page with the oil pressed out of it.

“As if the future there has been read already, and blotted, and nothing new can be written on it because someone is standing on the paper.” She put her back to the chandlery line, so that whatever was on it could not catch her looking. “I logged his rounds by following the thin place.

“It moves one wagon closer to the regalia every night.”

That night the covert census landed its first anomaly, and it carried no conclusion, as I insist raw facts arrive. A conclusion reached ahead of the count is a lie you have talked yourself into.

Brenna’s runners had been practicing the relay through the progress camp at dusk, which the crown read as children drilling and which was in fact a census, and they came back with lamp-counts, and Osric ruled them into columns, and the columns did not add up.

The progress carried a thousand lamps and some. More light than four hundred mouths could burn. And of them, thirty-one, in the chandlery rows, burned without drinking their oil.

The anomaly was obvious: thirty-one lamps whose oil did not go down. The runners had marked the oil levels at dusk and again at the second relay, chalk-marks on the reservoirs, children’s chalk work, each mark level with the last, and the levels had not moved, on thirty-one lamps, while every other lamp in the camp burned its oil down as a lamp should. Thirty-one lamps burning on nothing, in the chandlery rows, tended by the plain man none of us could describe afterward, and Osric wrote 31 in his column and put no conclusion beside it, because we did not have one.

Brenna reported it herself, standing in the war-loft with chalk on her hands, every figure ready for a quartermaster’s challenge. “Thirty-one,” she said. “Same thirty-one both counts.

“And they’re not where the crown keeps its own light for its own use, warden.

“They’re in with the regalia spares. Same straw-count crates.

“I checked the crates because Suzu says the crate tells you more than the cargo.” She said it as she says everything now, clear and accurate, a child who commands lamp-runners and logs signals against a sand-glass and has learned that a fact reported cleanly is worth more than a fear reported loudly.

“Good work,” I said.

“Same crates as the regalia spares. That’s another fact. Keep the children on relays and off the chandlery line at night.

“Nobody goes near the man who trims the wicks. You watch him through the thin place’s movement, as the oracle taught you, from well beyond his reach. Understood?”

“Understood.” Brenna clicked her heels, wiped the chalk onto her apron, and left to move her youngest runners two alleys farther from the chandlery. She made the adjustment on her own.

“Don’t guess,” I told the rest of the war-loft. “Write it down and watch it.

“Thirty-one lamps that don’t drink, packed with the regalia’s spares. Those are facts. We preserve facts until the pile has weight. We do not name the man who tends them before the count tells us what he is.”

Maeva turned the fact over in the banker’s part of her mind. “Thirty-one that don’t drink,” she said. “In a train of a thousand that do.

“A hidden light inside the largest possible pile of lamps.

“That is confidence, Dorian. Carelessness could never maintain such an exact, unbroken count.

“Whoever packed those crates believes no one will ever count the light, because no one has since the founding, because who counts the light at a harvest rite, the light is the wallpaper of the occasion.” She tapped the chalked number thirty-one. “We count the light.

“That is the habit of this march no crown expects, because we learned to count it against the creditor that eats it. Keep counting. The pile is confident, and confidence leaves its purse open.”

Suzu, in the corner, laid her whetstone down unused.

“The crown has no lock. The guards watch faces, not hands. At every transfer, the left rear wheel blocks their view of the crate mouth for two breaths.” She tapped that seam on the map. “I can work with two breaths.”

Osric wrote down the wheel and the handoff gap.

That day, the princess earned another point with me.

Sidonie Ruthelm visited the school unannounced.

She came alone and unannounced, in her riding blacks, and stood at the school-yard wall while the second cohort drilled the gate-hinge count, and she watched it in silence for a long time, as she watches everything, counting.

Brenna allowed no performance in the yard. She ran the drill straight whether a princess watched or a wall watched; the work did not change for an audience.

When it was done, Sidonie passed over the crown, the trials, and the strength of the march to ask Yrsa one question: “Who taught you the loose grip?”

I stood within earshot, and I heard Yrsa grant a courtesy she offers almost no one: give the entire lineage to a stranger. Someone who watched a drill in silence and then asked its one question that mattered had earned the answer.

“Ilsabet Kron,” Yrsa said. “The Iron Warden.

“My garrison instructor. She held a gate at Havrun for nine days so her unit could get out, and she died holding it, undefeated by anything but arithmetic, and the kingdom filed her stand under the lord who ran. On the fourth day she sent the loose-grip instruction to me by a runner from the gate, because a tight grip dies with the wrist and a loose grip runs uphill.”

She nodded at Brenna.

“She taught me. I teach that one.

“That one teaches the cohort. It runs uphill. That’s the line.”

Sidonie listened to all of it, standing very still, and she did not write a single word of it down, which for someone who counts everything and trusts true numbers over round ones was the most eloquent thing she could have done.

“Some accounts,” she said, “you keep in the body.”

Her thumb rested against the surveyor’s glass while Brenna reset the drill. “My family has a founding story,” she said, almost to herself. “It is kept in a rite and a crown and a song, and it is relit every harvest, and I have believed it all my life because it has always simply been there.”

She stopped and pressed her thumb once against the surveyor’s glass at her belt. “A story kept in a body runs uphill, you said.

“A story kept in a crown sits there and asks to be believed. This yard showed me what a story kept in the body can do.

“I am thinking about it now.” She watched the drilling students a moment longer, her winter-cool attention resting on their feet and hands, the tally forgotten. Then she inclined her head to Yrsa, one exacting craftswoman to another, and left alone, as she had come. She did not thank anyone. In this yard, gratitude meant doing the next piece of work. She showed that she understood by asking the right question and keeping the answer in the body, where it belonged.

Yrsa watched her go. “Huh,” she said, for the second time about a member of the crown’s party in as many days.

“The princess is possibly real too.” And she went back to the drill.

It rained that evening, the first real rain of the autumn, and I went to Nahari’s rooms, because she had asked me to, in her fashion, with her door ajar and eleven lamps lit.

Eleven lamps warmed the room, their flames reflected in the rain-black window. The rain came soft against the shutters. Oil warmed over the nearest flame while she sat by the deep sill in layered wraps, silver hair braided to her waist, her fingers loosening it strand by strand.

She named the night before I had my coat off. I listened through every word, let each one settle, and touched nothing until she finished.

“Two hundred years I timed the world,” she said. “I told the future when to arrive.

“I called every strike and every fall and every death a day before it came.

“And then you carried my glass, Dorian. The Glimpse is innate in you now. You see the half-second before it happens, and I taught you to. Tonight I want you to carry the glass and count for me while I watch.”

Her fingers stopped in the silver braid. “I want to be the one who doesn’t know what comes next.

“Count for me. Aloud. You keep the time tonight.

“I’ll be the one it surprises.”

“You’re sure.”

“I am certain, which is a sentence someone who sees the future does not get to savor often. Savor it with me.” Her hooded gaze lingered. “No blindfold.

“That was a different night.

“Tonight my eyes stay open and simply do not know. That’s deeper. Say your yes.”

“Yes,” I said without flourish, and she named her stop-terms in the same measured breath. Then she undressed one layer at a time, ember and ash and bone tones pooling at her feet. I waited until she set the last wrap aside and turned to me of her own accord.

When the wraps were gone, she turned to the deep sill and set her palms flat. Lamplight ran gold over oiled deep-brown skin, across wide hips and the heavy round ass the murals of Sundermere had carved twice life-size. I took my time, both hands following the warm shine while rain tapped the shutter.

I warmed more oil over the nearest lamp and poured a thin warm line down the small of her back and watched it run, gold in the lamplight, over the curve of her, and she made a sound low in her chest and did not move, palms flat, meeting my gaze in the window’s dark reflection while I looked at every inch she offered. I put both hands on her, her full ass spreading warm and soft into my palms, and worked the oil in with deep, patient kneads, and she rolled her hips back into my hands without hurry, the rain soft on the shutters, the eleven lamps steady, the room narrowing to the rain, the lamps, and her breathing.

I followed every warm curve with my thumbs, from the dimples above her hips down to the soft crease where thigh met ass, then back again. Each pass left a fresh gloss in the lamplight. Nahari watched my hands in the dark window, her slow blink sinking lower with each pass, and opened her stance another inch as if adjusting an instrument for a finer reading.

I pressed both thumbs into the dense muscle beneath the softness and worked outward until her hips loosened under my hands. Oil warmed between my palms and her skin. Silver hair slid across the shine on her lower back, leaving darkened strands against deep brown. When I spread her full curves and let the cool room touch the heated skin between them, her toes curled against the floorboards and the ember script around her ankle brightened one careful line at a time.

I knelt and put my mouth to the oiled skin I had warmed. Her palms pressed harder into the sill. The sound she gave me was low, sustained, and entirely present.

My tongue followed the shine across one full curve, tasting warm oil and salt, then traced inward until her thighs eased apart for me. I lingered where the softness met the wet heat between her legs. Her hips rolled back a fraction at a time, asking without haste.

Silver hair slid over one shoulder as she watched our reflection in the dark glass, every movement arriving to her as pure sensation, prophecy absent.

“Slower,” she murmured, though I was already slow.

“You always want to rush to the good part. This is the good part. Every touch is.”

She was right. I slowed until each pass of my tongue drew a separate tremor through the thigh beneath my hand.

I traced the anklet-script up her calf with one oiled hand while the other stayed at her hip, and she shifted her weight and parted for me and said, with full clarity, in full sentences even now, “You may. Slowly. I want to feel every part of it arrive.”

But the timing was mine tonight. The inversion showed me the size of the gift she was handing me, the seer surrendering the one instrument she had wielded for two centuries. I read the half-second ahead as she taught me, the Glimpse flickering, and I spoke it against her skin, one breath before her body arrived at it.

“Now the grip,” I said, and gripped her hip at the instant the want crested in her, and she gasped because I had been right and she had not seen it coming. “Now the pause.”

I paused, and the not-knowing wrung a low, unguarded sound out of her. “Now the thing the glass never showed you.” I gave it to her, and she rode the not-knowing with her palms flat on the sill and her head down and her breath coming ragged and unguarded, the oracle who had spent years delighting in other people’s surprise discovering the far side of it, being surprised, on purpose, by a man she had taught to see.

“You’re ahead of me,” she breathed, wondering. “You’re calling it before I feel it. I can’t, I don’t know what you’ll, oh.”

I set my swollen head at her wet slit and made her wait through three slow breaths. Her ass flexed under my hands. Oil gleamed over the full curves, and a thin line of her wetness touched me before I moved.

“Now the opening,” I said.

I sank into her from behind at the sill, one measured stroke until her oiled ass settled hot against my pelvis. Her wet pussy stretched tight around me, then clenched as she gripped the sill and gave me a sound with no prophecy in it.

I stayed buried. She pushed back, greedy without abandoning her patient pace, taking the last fraction deeper on her own terms.

“Full,” she whispered. “Keep me there until I feel all of it.”

I rolled my hips without withdrawing.

The small movement ground deep inside her, and her fingers spread against the wood. Ember filigree climbed from her tattooed ankle. I kissed the back of her neck, tasted warm oil at her shoulder, and withdrew inch by reluctant inch, feeling every clench trying to keep me.

Then I surged back inside.

The wet slap carried beneath the rain. Her silver hair slid over my wrist when I gathered it aside, never pulling, only clearing the view she had given me: dark skin shining, wide hips braced, my shaft disappearing into her.

I set a deep, measured rhythm with both hands spread on those oiled hips. The count stayed aloud, one breath ahead of us, the Glimpse flashing and my voice following it.

“Now you tighten.” She did, chasing the word. “Now you want it faster, and I’m not going to.”

Nahari groaned at the accuracy of the read and the exactness of the denial, an oracle who had edged time itself now held to my chosen rhythm. I drew out five strokes until she shook, then gave her one hard thrust without warning.

“Now.”

She cried out. I gentled again before she could predict the next one, and the uncertainty wound her tighter than speed. I slid one hand around her hip and found her clit with oil-slick fingers.

Measured circles matched the deep drag of my cock until her thighs trembled.

Her climax broke across the next stroke. Her pussy contracted around me in rolling spasms, squeezing from base to tip while a long, low sound broke out of her. I held myself deep and worked her clit through every pulse, letting surprise spend itself completely.

I withdrew, turned her, and drew her down onto the low bed. Nahari climbed astride facing me, silver hair falling around us.

She took my slick cock in one hand, held my gaze, and lowered herself until I filled her again. The new angle set her wide hips in my hands and her soft chest against mine.

She rode to the count I called. She waited for my number, even when her hips wanted to hurry.

I kissed her throat and counted against her pulse. She watched me with dark eyes open and genuinely unknowing. Each number governed her motion.

At six she rolled so slowly that I felt her clit drag against me. At seven I lifted her hips and drove up, making her breasts bounce against my chest. At eight I stopped her with both hands and left her impaled while her pussy worked around me.

“I can’t see it coming,” she whispered. “Two hundred years and I always saw it coming. Tell me when.”

“Soon. Wait.”

“When?”

“When I say. Keep riding.”

Nahari matched each number, thighs tightening around me, oil and sweat slick between our bodies. I pinched one nipple while my other hand guided the full roll of her hips. The bond carried her rising pleasure into me, hot and patient, until my cock throbbed inside her and every instinct demanded speed.

I kept the rhythm drawn out.

At the end I lied in her own fashion.

I called her peak one full breath early. “Now.”

Her body trusted the count and chased the number.

Nahari detonated ahead of herself, laughing as her body milked me in deep spasms. Ember filigree flared up both legs and across her stomach. She tried to speak through the contractions and managed only pieces.

“You lied to me. In prophecy. Oh, I have taught you beautifully.”

My palms locked around her hips, and I thrust up through the aftershocks. Her second clench took me past restraint.

I came deep inside her, cock jerking, pumping a thick load into her while she locked me to the hilt. The bond flooded closed around the shared finish. Each hot spurt doubled through me: my release, then her tight body’s answer, until neither sensation belonged to only one of us.

Cum slipped out around me when her hips settled. Her body continued pulsing softly around me while the ember light faded. Nahari looked down between us, then back into my face with delighted disbelief.

“You mistimed a prophecy and overpaid the oracle,” she said. “A productive evening.”

Eleven household lamps burned around us while rain softened against the shutters.

After, she lay long and warm and unhurried against me, and she finished the thought that had run beneath the night, in a low voice, as she completes an account.

“Near the wickless lamps,” she said, “my glass thins. You know that.” A controlled breath.

“But I felt something today I haven’t said, because I don’t understand it yet, and I don’t like naming what I don’t understand.”

Her fingers traced the tracery on my forearm, the oil still warm on them. “Near our lamps.

“The kept ones. The census lamps. My glass doesn’t thin there.

“It steadies. Kept light is becoming, I don’t have the word.

“Blind ground. A place the sight can’t reach, ours, honestly kept, and I don’t know what it means yet, only that the crown’s hoarded light crushes the future into a single course and our kept light makes ground the future can’t be read on at all, and those are two very different ways of blinding a glass, and one of them is a weapon and I think it might be ours.”

“Kept light is blind ground,” I said, filing it. “We keep that.”

“We keep it.” She made an enormous, theatrical yawn. “I’m going to sleep in the middle of a sentence now, on purpose, because I’ve earned it, and the middle of the sentence is: the crowded sky can’t read me home, so I’ve decided it won’t get to, and the rest of the…”

She slept. Mid-sentence, on purpose, as she does.

I lay with her in the eleven-lamp light and the soft rain and finished her sentence for her, aloud, in the dark, because I have learned her cadences and I know how her sentences want to end: “and the rest of them will keep looking, and find nothing, because you decided they wouldn’t.”

Her mouth pressed once against my chest, asleep, as if agreeing.

At dawn, the border stone’s flame leaned west again.


Chapter 6: The Hunt

The court came to the fen expecting a monster, and I gave it a ledger with teeth.

The day after the swearing, at grey first light, both camps stood at the fen edge, the crown’s people on the dry rise where the drove road runs and the march down in the reeds where the work was. Saskia marshaled from a horse on the rise, where she could see all the ground, with a witness-shard on a cord at her throat and no colors on her back. Sidonie sat her plain gelding at the marshal’s side with the surveyor’s glass up, already counting, and Ser Halvard Crane rode the sweep as the crown’s witness, which meant he rode with us, into the reeds, close by, where he could see how the work was actually done.

The court arranged itself on the dry rise where every dramatic kill would be visible. We went down into the reeds and checked gate pins.

I assigned Vyrissa the sky above the field. I had set that role at the war-table and I stated it again at the fen edge, plainly, for the crown to hear.

“The dragon stays out of the Hunt,” I told them. “A dragon proves nothing about the march. It proves we have a dragon, which you already knew.

“The march proves the march.” And far up, at cloud height, a shape moved through the grey that most of the crown took for weather, true to her promise to be weather, high and patient.

We ran the drive. Colm’s people waded to their marks, tested each gate-pin by hand, and lifted the first lantern pole into the grey.

I read the ground first, as I read all ground, and I read it out loud to the household in the reeds so the calls that came later would land in a place already prepared. The fen at first light is a grey country, standing water black between the reed-beds, the drove road a pale line on the rise, the gallery mouths dark holes under the root-masses where the fen-earth undercuts itself.

Cold off the water, the smell of it, rot and iron and the green rankness of a place that grows no birds this time of year.

I counted the mouths. I counted the crews. I counted the crown’s watching line on the rise, a warden’s count includes his audience. The wind came off the fen toward the rise. A brood driven downwind fights that pressure; turned upwind, it panics.

The shear-claw brood had re-seeded six of the fen’s nine gallery mouths. I knew the nine mouths as I know my own hands; I had mapped them in spring against Vael’s manufactured drive.

Six live. Three dead. The doctrine is old: you do not fight a brood in its galleries, where its wrong-jointed speed and the dark and the undercut earth all belong to it, you drive it out onto ground you chose, in the light, and you drown the galleries behind it so it cannot go back to ground and make you dig it out under a watching crown for a week.

A shear-claw runs low, waist-high at the shoulder, built like a crab that learned to sprint, the killing weight in the fore-joints where the shear comes from, and it is fast in the dark and stupid in the light, and the doctrine trades it the dark for the light before it can trade you the light for the dark. Nine of them, maybe ten, one big. The court on the rise did not know any of this.

“Lanterns,” I said, and Colm’s crew lit the eleven echo-lanterns on the walked lines.

They are my toolbox trick, the echo-lanterns, faint summoned light on a walked line, thrown from the anchor-echo as I throw a rope or a plank or a bar, cheap and brief and clever. They fooled a brood about where the safe dark lay. Eleven of them, spaced by a plan, walked their lines on Colm’s crews’ poles, and the false dark they left between the lines was the funnel: a corridor of unlit fen running from the gallery mouths out onto the chosen ground, the only dark in a suddenly lit world.

The brood woke angry. Dry rattling traveled under the earth as the wrong-jointed things moved through their galleries.

Walked lantern-light entered their ceilings. A shear-claw’s body gives it no answer but flight from light toward dark, and the only darkness left lay inside my funnel.

“Gates ready,” I called. Colm’s crew set the barrel-stave gates at the gallery mouths, weighted into the runners so that on the count the gates would drop and the high fen-water would drown the nests after the brood cleared them. “On the seventh pulse.”

Colm’s crew had used the seventh-pulse break through the Gilt Hunt. The count measured the brood’s clearance: it dropped a gate behind the creatures and spared their backs from the staves.

One. Two. Three.

The first shear-claws burst from all six mouths into the dark funnel, fast, low, and wrong-jointed. The crown’s line recoiled. Sidonie only counted, her lips moving, and her tally matched mine.

The count carried the danger. Gates dropped early leave half the brood safe underground. Gates dropped late catch a doubling-back shear-claw beside a crewman’s legs.

Colm counts the pulse for this moment, a steady shared count his crew carries in their bones, and I stood in the reeds and watched the brood pour out and made myself wait on his count and not my nerves.

Four.

Five. The last of the six mouths gave up its shear-claws, the stragglers, the slow ones. Six.

A doubling-back one turned at the funnel’s throat, thought about the dark behind it, found the light there now, thought better. Seven.

“Seventh,” Colm said, and the gates dropped, six of them, one two three four five six, the barrel-stave gates falling into their runners and the high fen-water pouring into the emptied galleries behind the fleeing brood with the boom of a floor giving way beneath a cistern, and the brood was out, on the ground I chose, cut off from its own dark, with nowhere left to run but the funnel and nothing left in the funnel but us.

The ungateable mouth came last.

There is always one. This one was a wide low gallery under an old root-mass, ungateable, and the brood’s biggest bolted for it. The biggest always reads the real exit, and if it reached that mouth it would go to ground and we would be digging it out for a week under a watching crown.

“Yrsa,” I said. “The mouth.”

She was already there. She had put herself at the ungateable mouth before I called it, as she always claimed the breach no gate could close, and she held it. The court on the rise leaned in for its monster show and received a lesson in economy.

She carved twice, no more.

The first shear-claw came at the mouth low and fast, and a lesser fighter would have traded a big loud parry for the crowd on the rise. Yrsa stepped off her back foot, the loose grip, and let it commit, let it come the full distance into the space where it thought she would be, and took it once as it passed, through the fore-joint where the killing weight lives, and the shear-claw’s own speed carried its now-dead weight past her into the reeds. She was already moving before it finished folding.

The second, the big one, the one that had read the real exit, came over the first, up and forward, and this was the one that pulled the crown forward in their saddles: huge, fast, and almost at the ungateable mouth, one bound from going to ground.

Yrsa took it once. The same cut. The loose grip, the step, the single stroke through the joint, no wasted motion, no second thought, and the big one folded in the air and came down across the first, its bulk blocking the ungateable mouth with its own dead weight, sealing the hole she had been sent to hold with the corpse of the thing that had tried to reach it.

Two cuts. The mouth held.

She stepped back off it, blade low, breathing even, and let the fen-water do the rest. On the rise, Sidonie’s counting-glass lowered by half an inch. A courtier beside her began to applaud, found the rest of the rise still, and folded his hands behind his back.

The brood tried to turn. Its front rank bunched at the funnel’s bend; claws began scoring sideways through the reeds toward Colm’s nearest crew.

“Maeva,” I called. “The bend. Now.”

She was the lance. I had put her at the bend, mounted, with a trial-blunted lance, and I called her in once, the instant the brood’s forward mass hesitated, and she came down the bend like weather with a point on it. The blunted lance drove the horse’s weight and her weight and its own length into the wavering front of the brood like a falling wall. She broke the turn back into flight, and as she rode the Standard came off her.

You feel it more than see it, the Standard: the crews’ spines straightening, the fear thinning, the will to hold arriving from outside a man’s own chest. It came off her down the funnel and the crews steadied and drove and, up on the rise, the crown’s own horses stood calm against every instinct a horse has about a brood in the reeds. The Standard brushed a camp that was not hers and steadied men who did not serve her. Sidonie lowered the glass completely. The march’s empress had done to a crowd, unarmed, what the crown’s furniture-army could not do armed.

Suzu ignored the count entirely. She ran the funnel’s outside edge, appearing wherever a lantern stumbled or the reeds moved against the drive.

A straggler broke left for open reeds and she cut it back with a thrown foxfire that flared where the dark should have been, and the straggler recoiled into the funnel. A bolt-runner found a seam in the walked lanterns where a crewman had stumbled and left a yard of dark, and the fox was already in the yard of dark, closing it, before the runner reached it. She reads a seam a beat before the enemy does, and twice the brood tried to break the funnel and twice the break was already sealed by someone who was never where the count said she was.

It took less than an hour. The brood died in the funnel on the ground we chose, drowned out of its galleries, cut off from its dark, and not one soul on the march side took a wound worth the name. Colm’s crew lost a gate-runner to a turned ankle and that was the butcher’s bill.

The crown on the rise had come for a monster. It got six gates down on the count, two cuts at the only open mouth, one turned ankle, and no serious wounds. The watching line fell silent with the recognition of trained soldiers who had seen fieldwork done beyond their own standard.

When it was done, Sidonie left herald and escort on the rise and rode down.

A princess judges from the rise, at a distance, where the appraisal stays unclouded. She came down into the mud instead. Sidonie walked the drowned galleries and looked into the gate-runners where fen-water still poured. At the barrel-stave mechanism, she crouched to touch it with two gloved fingers, understanding the gate through contact. Then she stood over the two shear-claws Yrsa had folded at the ungateable mouth. She counted the cuts, found two, and searched in vain for a third. She read the drive off the ground as I read it, backward, from the evidence. When she straightened, mud streaked one glove. She tucked the surveyor’s glass away and met me without brass between us.

“You could have lost a man on that count,” she said, still looking at the gate-runner.

“On a worse count. Colm never misses that count.”

“No,” she agreed. “He doesn’t.” She rubbed the mud between two gloved fingers, glanced once more at the drowned galleries, and rode back up to give her verdict. Her surveyor’s glass remained in its case.

Halvard Crane ended the Hunt dismounted.

He had ridden the sweep as witness, and at the end, when the crews moved to reset the drowned gates and re-walk the lanterns, the champion of the crown swung down off his horse in the fen mud and put his shoulder to a barrel-stave gate beside Colm’s crew and helped them reset it. He joined without invitation. The work fell beneath his rank, and he did it anyway, hauling a gate out of the fen-water with a South River man on the other end of it.

“You don’t have to do that, Ser,” Colm’s man told him, uneasy at a crown officer in the mud.

“I watched it work,” Halvard said, hauling. “I’d like to know how it feels in the hands. Watching alone doesn’t teach the hands.”

Together they reset the gate, and Colm’s man looked at him sideways before deciding he was all right, and the two of them wrestled the heavy stave gate back into its runner in the cold water.

He came up muddy to the elbow, flexed his aching fingers, and asked Colm’s man why the lower runner had been dovetailed instead of pegged. Colm’s man answered him as he would have answered any crewman. Halvard went beside Yrsa’s earlier verdict in my mental ledger: possibly real.

The crown had sent us a decent man for its champion, on purpose. The borrowed sheen on his shoulders looked thinner against the mud.

Sidonie gave her verdict at the border stone, and it was one sentence.

She had counted the lanterns, gates, two cuts, lance, and drowned galleries, and she rode to the stone and put her hand on it and said, level, to both camps: “Precision is more frightening than noise.”

The stone took her sole sentence and etched beneath it: THE HUNT: CLEARED AT THE SOURCE. MARCH BANNER. The letters settled into the stone with the small shift that accompanies sworn truth.

Osric chalked the running tally under the border stone, 1 to 0, beside last season’s ghost-marks. Halvard Crane, still muddy, watched the etch go in and said to the wet field, “I have witnessed cleaner soldiering today than I command,” a crown’s champion was never supposed to say that aloud, and he said it anyway, and I kept the exact words. Bram’s weather futures paid out to three shepherds who had bet on a disciplined drive and a bard who had bet, somehow, on the correct number of cuts Yrsa would throw, which Bram investigated and could not disprove and paid anyway, on the stated principle that a man who guesses the truth deserves the coin whether or not he cheated to get it.

That same dusk, at the fen-edge stone, Yrsa commissioned her first class before royal witness. The twelve had graduated in the emergency ceremony before midsummer dark, certificates in hand before the siege. Today the deed and the public commission would land together so the cohort knew the difference between training completed and service witnessed.

Twelve oak service bars waited in Yrsa’s hands, each burned with a name and current station. Twelve graduates of the first cohort, now file-closers, lamp-captains, and relay-runners, stood at the fen-edge stone in the last gold light. Brenna’s cohort passed the torch drill to the second cohort, the loose grip traveling from Ilsabet to Yrsa to Brenna and onward into nineteen new hands.

The three grey veterans from the siege formed an unbidden honor line. The men who had sworn IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD, AGAIN on the Night of Leaning Lamps came and stood at the fen-edge stone for the first cohort’s stone-commissioning, in their good coats, three working men who had kept a cadence at a wall once, and nobody had asked them and they came, and Yrsa saw them come and she squared the service bars until every edge matched, the small corrective motion of someone who has decided not to be undone in public and is being undone anyway, quietly, where only I could see.

Brenna stood at the head of the line, carrying the practice sword she had once stolen as a fence-picket with solemn care. The passing grip was the ceremony. Oak only gave each graduate a second receipt.

Her speech was four words.

She stood in front of the twelve with the service bars in her hands and the fen behind her and the crown watching from the rise, and she did not make a speech. She never does. She said: “Hold.

“Yours. All. Witnessed.”

The province’s stones took the commissioning as a deed, all twelve names etched into the fen-edge stone before the Crown’s own witnesses. Yrsa handed each graduate an oak service bar after the name settled, a public receipt beside the midsummer certificate already earned.

Sidonie watched the commissioning as a stateswoman studies a weapon she cannot buy.

A school teaching loyalty through a loose grip must be built through years of patient work from a dead instructor’s rule, a saint’s persistence, and a fence-picket girl willing to learn. The crown’s armies, gold, and three-century rite could purchase none of that. Sidonie filed the limit behind still eyes.

Lady Petra of Harlow cried over the service bars.

She had attended the commissioning as a guest, and she wept openly as Yrsa handed out the twelve oak bars, until, moved past all sense, she formally requested a commission of her own, from Yrsa, in front of everyone.

Yrsa looked from Petra to the twelve empty service-bar hooks. She took a wooden practice blade from the school rack and tested its balance twice before laying it across Petra’s waiting palms.

Lady Petra’s voice shook when she asked whether there was a form of words.

“Don’t cut yourself,” Yrsa said.

Petra bowed over the blade as if accepting a vow. By dawn she was in the school yard practicing the gate-hinge count badly enough that Yrsa corrected her from forty feet away.

Vyrissa attended the stone-commissioning from the roof of the school, which surprised everyone and drew carefully averted eyes, a great bronze shape settled along the ridge-line watching twelve graduates have their service witnessed in the last gold light. When I asked her, after, why she had watched the commissioning after declining the crown’s regalia, she weighed the question for one ponderous heartbeat and said only: “A crown relights an old story. Those students are starting a new one.

“I have seen a great many old stories relit.

“I came for the new story.” And she would not say more, and went back to the roof. Her answer took its place beside the careful-hand letter.

The commissioning feast ran late in the school hall, and it was a good one, the two camps mixed again over Pell’s ale and the harvest food, the twelve newly commissioned graduates carrying their oak service bars and being bought spiced apple cordial by grey veterans, with Pell’s ale reserved for those of drinking age, Brenna holding court over the second cohort with the gravity of a girl who had just watched her own class etched before the Crown and understood that teaching the next one was partly hers.

The bard tried the dragon verse on a crown crowd for the first time that night, and the crown crowd, unaware that the verse was wrong on purpose, listened to the meter fall down a flight of stairs and land badly at the bottom and did not know whether it was permitted to laugh, and the march laughed for them, generously, so they would understand that laughing was allowed. By the second chorus the crown’s soldiers were murdering the scansion along with everyone else, and a young guardsman had learned the fox verse and was singing it to Suzu’s face with tears of effort in his eyes, and Suzu received the performance like a queen receiving tribute, and tipped him a copper, and told him it was the worst verse she had ever heard and that he should never, under any circumstances, improve, which he took, correctly, as the highest praise the reeve gives to anyone.

Twelve oak service bars went around the hall all night, handed from one proud pair of hands to another to be admired, and by the end of the feast three of them had cup-rings on them and one had a small burn where a graduate had set it too near a lamp. The cooper, who had cut them from his own oak and burned each name and station with his own iron, saw the burn and was not angry. He rubbed his thumb over it and nodded. A service bar with a mark on it had entered somebody’s life. Use made the oak worth more than perfect varnish ever could. His morning’s work had already begun to age into something the crown could not commission at any price.

Lady Petra of Harlow toasted the commissioned cohort three separate times, each toast longer than the last, the wooden practice blade laid across her lap like a sword of state, and on the third she wept again, openly, and toasted Ilsabet Kron, whom she had never met and whose story she had extracted from a file-closer over the course of the evening. And the three grey veterans from the siege stood, without being asked, and drank to the Iron Warden with a noblewoman they had met that day, and Yrsa, across the hall, went very still and let her ale sit untouched for the length of the toast and did not once let her face move, and that stillness told me what it cost her to watch her dead instructor toasted by strangers in a hall she had built. Halvard Crane came, muddy no longer, and sat with the school’s file-closers and asked them, seriously, about the loose grip, and they taught him. The champion of the crown spent the commissioning feast of a warden’s school learning a dead garrison instructor’s guard from a nineteen-year-old levy. Across the hall, Yrsa’s untouched cup stayed halfway to her mouth until he corrected his grip. Whatever started there was hers to name.

I left her to it.

After it emptied, Yrsa bolted the door.

The bolt seated with the small hard sound it always makes, the sound of Yrsa deciding a room is hers. One lamp burned in the hall beneath twelve fresh service-bar hooks on the wall, twelve empty pegs where the oak commissions would hang when they were not being carried, and Yrsa stood in the middle of the room she had built into a school, still in her fighting leathers, feast-warm, storm-grey eyes lit by the one lamp, and stated her desire in clipped soldier language gone soft at the edges.

“One bout,” she said. “No stakes.

“I already won today.” A beat. “I’m just collecting.”

She gave me the stop-word, distinct and unhurried. I repeated it. Only when my answer satisfied her did she glance once at the racked practice blades along the wall, blunt every one, nothing sharp in reach. She huffed a small laugh at the room full of harmless steel, let it be funny, and let it be. She crossed the hall with her balance already settled. Her first grip landed at my shoulder and hip, half spar and half embrace.

I said “yes” inside it, stripped of every defense.

Yrsa tried to turn me toward the instructor’s bench. I caught her wrist, stepped through the turn with Saint’s Footwork whispering along my nerves, and put her back against the wall instead. Her eyes sharpened.

“You cheated,” she said.

“With your own footwork. File the complaint tomorrow.”

She tested my grip. I pinned her wrist beside her head and set my other hand firm at her waist, the pressure proving the pin without bruising. The switch in her snapped over on the proof of the pin.

Her spine softened against the boards; her thighs pressed together; the tactical assessment fell out of her eyes and left hunger behind.

“Useful,” she said roughly. “Stop smiling.”

“I’m not smiling.”

“Liar.”

I kissed her before she could produce a third objection. She met it hard, teeth once against my lower lip, then let me control the angle. Her free hand gripped my coat at the shoulder.

I released the pinned wrist only when she stopped testing it, and she used both hands to open my shirt with a soldier’s impatience.

The leathers came off next. Yrsa unbuckled them herself, never taking her eyes from mine. She peeled the fitted jacket from her shoulders, set it over the bench, then hooked her fingers under the edge of her chest-wrap.

She paused there and waited until I took my hands off her completely. Then Yrsa unwound the linen turn by turn. Winter-pale skin appeared beneath it, then the small high curves of her breasts.

Her nipples tightened in the lamplight before the last length left her body.

She folded the wrap once and placed it beside the leathers.

“My hands,” she said. “My choice.”

“Witnessed.”

The word struck her differently after the stone. She looked at the twelve empty hooks, then back at me.

“Good. Now touch me.”

I did. My palms covered her breasts, thumbs brushing the hard nipples. Her body ran hot beneath pale skin.

Thin training scars crossed her forearms, and the newer shear-claw mark curved over her ribs. I traced that scar with my mouth, taking my time until she gripped the back of my head.

“No reverence,” she muttered.

“You retired that term months ago.”

“I can reinstate it.”

I sucked one nipple into my mouth and pinched the other. Her reply became a clipped curse. The bond gave me the bright edge of her need, fierce even in joy, and I kept working her until her thighs opened around my leg.

Wetness warmed the leather over my knee.

I took her by the hips and set her on the instructor’s bench.

Her trousers followed, pulled down long fencer’s legs and kicked aside. She sat naked under the one lamp, athletic muscle defined through her thighs, black hair blunt at the jaw, chest rising hard. The bench put her at the right height for me to kneel between her knees.

“Collecting,” I reminded her.

“Get on with it.”

“Ask.”

Her eyes widened once at the command. Then the Blade Saint put both heels on the bench edge and opened herself for me.

“Use your mouth,” she said. “Make the instructor forget her own count.”

I dragged my tongue through her wet pussy. Yrsa’s hips jerked off the bench, and her hand caught my hair. I pinned her with a forearm across her lower belly and licked her clit with maddening patience, refusing the speed she tried to force with her grip.

“My rhythm,” I said against her.

She released my hair on the command and put both palms flat on the bench. “Your rhythm. Damn you.”

I alternated languid circles around her clit with firmer strokes directly over it. Her thighs tightened against my shoulders.

Each time she neared the edge, I eased off and kissed the slick inner line of her thigh until the tension backed down. By the third denial, her clipped commentary had collapsed into single words.

“More.”

I gave her two fingers, curled deep, and returned my tongue to her clit.

“There.”

Her wet pussy clenched around my hand.

“Don’t stop.”

I did not. She came on my tongue with a broken curse, thighs closing around my head, grey radiance tracing every scar from wrist to ribs. I kept licking through the hard pulses until she pushed weakly at my shoulder.

“Enough,” she said. Discipline survived even that. “Still good. Keep the word standing.”

I stood and opened my trousers. Her gaze dropped between us and her first coherent sentence was an impressed obscenity that made me laugh despite myself.

Yrsa drew me between her knees. I dragged my shaft through her soaked slit until wetness coated me, then stopped with the tip against her opening.

“What do you want?”

“You. Inside. Now.”

I pushed into her through a sequence of shallow pressure and pauses. Her body stretched around me, tight from the first inch, and she held my face in both open palms while I seated myself to the hilt.

She simply held me and let me feel the trust in her untested grip.

“Full,” she said through her teeth. “Move.”

I sat on the bench and brought her astride.

Her long body rose above mine, winter-pale and fight-flushed, small breasts firm against my chest. She began fierce, lifting and dropping along my length with her heels hooked behind the bench. The wood creaked under us.

Her palms remained on my face, open and trusting around my jaw.

I gave her that tempo for ten strokes.

I gripped her hips and stopped her at the top.

“My turn.”

“About time.”

I pulled her down as I thrust up. She swore happily.

I did it again, harder, setting a rhythm that made her breasts bounce and scar-light bank along her body. Every upward stroke drove deep; every controlled lift dragged her wet walls over the full length of me. Her forehead came down against mine.

“Harder,” she said.

“Take it properly.”

“I am.”

“Then let me see.”

I kept her on the instructor’s bench, astride and locked around me. One heel hooked beneath the bench rung; the other braced against its scarred edge. When she tried to rise again, I caught both hips and pinned her down until no space remained between us.

Face to face. Open eyes.

Her open palms stayed on my cheeks, cupping without testing. I put one hand in her jaw-cut hair and took the rhythm away from her, lifting her only as far as I chose before bringing her down again. Three drawn-out strokes made her feel every inch; the bench creaked but did not shift.

“No contest,” I said.

“No contest.”

“No audience.”

Her gaze flicked once to the empty service-bar hooks and returned to me. “They can witness the wreckage tomorrow.”

I took her faster. Wet sounds joined the slap of skin in the empty school hall.

Her tactical words disappeared. Her nails dug into my shoulders. She said my name once, naked and shocked by its own softness.

I felt her nearing the edge through the Crowned bond, storm-pressure gathering along my nerves. I shifted my hips to grind against her clit at the bottom of every thrust.

Her legs tightened. Her pussy began to flutter around me.

“Say what today was,” I ordered.

“Won.”

“Again.”

“Earned.”

I buried myself deep and stayed there. “One more.”

The expected word never came.

“Witnessed.”

The word broke her. Yrsa came around me in hard contractions, body going rigid before it shook loose, every pale scar flashing with bond-light.

She milked me so tightly the rhythm broke. She cradled my face between open hands through every pulse.

“Witnessed,” she said again, fierce and wrecked.

Her climax broke my control.

I seated myself to the root and spilled deep, every pulse answered by the fierce lock of her body and the pressure of her heels locking me exactly where she wanted the finish. Her name came out low against her mouth. Grey light ran along the old scars beneath my hands, and the bond threw each contraction through us twice until our separate rhythms became impossible to count.

I remained inside her while the aftershocks eased. My release welled from her and ran hot along the inside of her thigh. Her pussy answered with three lingering squeezes, drawing the last hot spurts deeper before finally loosening. Her hips lifted once against mine before her strength finally went loose. Yrsa looked down once, then back up, her gaze soft only as long as she permitted.

“Commissioned,” she said.

“Yield’s for contests,” she said afterward, fierce and low on the instructor’s bench. “Today wasn’t one.”

Yrsa took the water skin, drank, and poured the rest over the cloth she used to clean us. She stayed astride my thighs while she worked, brisk and unsentimental, then tucked the damp cloth beneath the bench where no student would find it before morning.

Her gaze lifted to the twelve empty hooks. After a while she reached sideways for the school log. Her hand still shook, so I braced the board against her back while she wrote: SPRING COHORT: LOOSE GRIP BEFORE HIGH GUARD. BRENNA DEMONSTRATES.

She read the note twice, underlined Brenna’s name, and closed the cover. Then she settled her head on my shoulder without leaving the bench. We sat within the circle of her open hands and the new service hooks until the lamp ran low.

At moonrise, the Coldharbour rider’s hook was still empty.


Chapter 7: The Princess’s Audit

The trials came at a crown’s pace. The day after the Hunt, with eight nights remaining before Kingslight, the crown used the empty day to inspect us, as expected.

The princess audited the march that day by the one method a host cannot manipulate: she picked her own doors.

I had expected a tour. A host controls a tour: you walk your guest past the things you want seen and around the things you do not, and a clever host can show a princess the march and never once show her a single real thing.

Sidonie Ruthelm made her own tour. She rose before the household, saddled her own gelding, rode where she pleased, and knocked on unprepared doors, and I spent the day two steps behind her watching her refuse, politely and completely, to be shown anything.

She began with breakfast. The first work of any march is feeding itself, and she walked into the hall to find it in its familiar morning disorder: Suzu stealing bacon off Yrsa’s plate with a tail while Yrsa watched her own right hand instead of her left and lost the bacon anyway; Nahari drinking her tea in the particular slow way she drinks it, both hands around the cup, saying nothing to anyone; Maeva reading three petitions spread in a fan and pricing each under her breath; Osric ruling a column at the table’s end; and a dragon’s beeves-account being argued between Bram and the empty air where Vyrissa would have been if Vyrissa attended breakfast, which she does not. Sidonie stood in the doorway a moment and counted us as she counts everything. Then she sat down uninvited at the long table, ate a soldier’s breakfast off a wooden plate, and asked for the bacon. Suzu passed it with a tail. The princess took it without remarking on fur, glamour, or the three tails stealing from Yrsa at the same time. I stopped planning the polite distance I would maintain between a royal auditor and the household’s stranger corners. Before her second cup of tea, Sidonie had made her peace with the world being stranger than the court admitted, and I began speaking to her as someone who might work inside that strangeness.

She went to the vault first, unannounced, at an hour Suzu had not prepared for, which was the point, and Suzu, who lives for such moments, dropped the buttoned-coat respectability she reserves for merchants and performed her security theater with relish. A princess who arrives unannounced has earned the good show.

The reeve walked the princess through the vault’s eleven security features with the gravity of a woman revealing state secrets: the bar-shadow grille she designed to cast stripes she calls atmosphere, the north cabinet with its second lock, the lever, the false floor-plate, the counterweighted door, nine boxes’ worth of theater over a mason’s void that contained no boxes at all. The coin was somewhere else entirely, which she did not mention and the princess did not ask. Sidonie watched with the ice-grey eyes going over each one, counting, testing, once reaching out to press a plate and feel how it gave, and at the end she said, “Two of these do nothing.”

Suzu’s ears tipped forward while her smile went perfectly still. “Which two?”

“The lever that rings a bell in a room I can hear is empty. And the second lock on the north cabinet, which is a good lock on a cabinet with a gap at the back a child could reach through.”

Sidonie smiled, brief and real. “The other nine I can’t fault. Which means either they work, or they’re better decoys than the two I caught, and I find I don’t want to know which, because the not-knowing is the point, isn’t it.

“That’s the actual security. Making me stop looking.”

“Highness,” said Suzu, with genuine feeling, “you caught two, and I am going to think about you when I redesign the north cabinet. That is unusually high praise from me.”

Sidonie stated the conclusion flatly. “You are hiding the coin somewhere that isn’t behind any of the eleven.”

“Obviously.”

“You won’t tell me where.”

“I’ll tell you it isn’t in this room, more than I’d tell anyone else, because you’re the only person who’d have found it in another hour. Consider the wasted hour returned with interest.” Suzu grinned. “You could stay, you know.

“I keep offering. You keep having a kingdom.”

“I keep having a kingdom,” Sidonie agreed, dry.

Suzu produced a second invoice book from an impossible pocket. Sidonie accepted it without smiling and tucked it beside the first.

She went to the lamp-lines next, and Colm explained the windlass, how a light walks three hundred feet in twenty seconds on the iron-capped larch poles, how a lamp hung four feet high reads as a person carrying one, how the grid can be lit section by section on a caller’s count. And Sidonie did something unexpected for a visiting dignitary: she worked the windlass herself.

She took off one glove and worked the windlass and walked a light down the line, and then, because she does not trust a mechanism she has tested only once, she walked it back and did it again. By the end her gloves were marked with grease. She turned one hand beneath the light, paused over the black streak across the knuckles, and tested the windlass once more.

“You could light this grid in the dark,” she said. “On a count. All of it at once, or in waves.”

“We have,” I said. “Once. In a siege.”

She pulled her marked glove tight one finger at a time. Satisfaction showed in the care she took over each finger. She had read the etches; she knew which siege. “The Night of Leaning Lamps.”

“That one.”

“I have read that etch a great many times,” she said, and pulled her marked glove back on, and did not say more.

But she asked one thing, casually, too casually for someone who does nothing casually: “Why does a march keep such a nightly census of its light? Most places count their soldiers. You count your lamps.”

I gave her every part of the answer I could prove, leaving the margin free of guesses. “Because a lamp that lies tells you something a soldier can’t.

“A soldier you can see.

“A lamp you have to count over time, and when the count goes wrong, when a light burns and the oil does not move, you have found an anomaly worth following.” I stopped there, at the edge of what I could prove, because past that edge was the crown’s own camp and the thirty-one lamps that did not drink, and I was not going to hand a princess a suspicion about her own train that I could not yet weigh. She heard where I stopped and asked about the iron caps on the poles instead.

What she did not see, because we did not show her, was that the census she admired was, that same week, silently counting her own camp. Brenna’s runners came back each dusk with the numbers, and Osric ruled them into columns, and the thirty-one lamps that did not drink had moved again, one wagon closer to the regalia, as they moved every night, and the thin place in Nahari’s sight had moved with them.

I withheld the unweighed anomaly from Sidonie until I had something the stones could hold. Standing on the lamp-line beside a princess who had begun to hate lamps without knowing the cause, I realized what she was truly counting and feared that her count and mine would once again reach the same number.

Before Fenwick Ford, she returned to the school yard and asked Yrsa to show her where the loose grip failed.

The second cohort had the hinge frame up, two oak posts and a crossbar built to take punishment. Torvald called the count from behind the safe line while three adult levies leaned into the practice shields. Brenna ran the lamp relay along the wall, safely outside the reach of a dropped shield.

Sidonie stopped beside the frame. “Show me what fails.”

Yrsa handed her a blunted practice sword. “The hand, usually.

“Then the foot behind it. Then everybody who trusted both.”

The princess weighed the sword, found the balance without flourishing it, and stepped into the attacking file. She struck the top edge of the lead shield once. The levy braced too early.

His elbow locked.

Yrsa’s wooden blade tapped the joint hard enough to sting. “Dead arm. Again.”

Sidonie attacked a second time. The levy waited for Brenna’s lamp flash, loosened his grip, and let the shield give half an inch before the rear file caught him. The blow traveled down three bodies and died in their feet.

“Again,” Sidonie said.

They ran it six times. On the fourth, the princess changed her angle. On the fifth, she feinted high and cut low.

Sela’s warning flash beat the low cut to the hinge. On the sixth, Sidonie stopped before contact and looked at the children on the protected relay path.

“They never enter the file.”

“They carry the count,” Yrsa said. “A count reaches farther than an arm.”

Brenna came over with the school log hugged to her chest. Sidonie had read the lineage on her earlier visit and did not ask for it again. She opened to the drill-failures page: three tight grips, two late lamps, one file-closer who had stepped forward instead of folding.

“You record the mistakes beside the teacher,” Sidonie said.

“So the next teacher knows what went wrong,” Brenna answered. “A line can run uphill crooked.”

Sidonie rested her thumb beside the three tight grips without touching the ink. “And if Brenna teaches it wrong?”

Yrsa made a noise with no patience in it. “The shield tells her. Then the log tells the next one. A famous name doesn’t make a bad grip good.”

“No.” Sidonie handed back the practice sword, hilt first. “Neither should a kingdom.”

She asked to take the attack once more. This time she gave Sela no warning in her shoulders. The lamp still flashed before her foot landed, and the adult line folded, caught, and returned the pressure in one practiced step.

Sidonie ended up three measured feet back with mud on one boot and a bright, startled look she filed away almost before anyone saw it.

“Good,” she said.

From Yrsa, it would have been a parade.

At Fenwick Ford she found Ana Merrick, and Ana Merrick, who has run the crossing nineteen years and conducts her entire friendship with an empress through drainage complaints, complained about drainage to an actual princess of the kingdom within a minute of meeting her.

It was magnificent. Ana Merrick did not care that Sidonie was the king’s sister. Ana Merrick cared that the ford-post was nine feet out of true and that a certain drainage decree had been written by a certain empress who did not have to live downstream of it, and she said so, at length, to Sidonie, and Sidonie listened with total gravity, before Sidonie walked the culvert herself, and read it, and took Ana Merrick’s side against Maeva’s decree.

“The culvert’s right,” Sidonie said, straightening from it.

“The water wants to go where the culvert sends it. The decree fights the water. You can decree a great many things, but you cannot decree a slope.”

Ana Merrick’s scowl eased by a degree. “You may come back,” she told the king’s sister.

The reckoning came that evening, when Maeva heard about it, and it produced the best comedy of Sidonie’s visit. Maeva was delighted. She had spent a season being one of only two opinionated stateswomen in the march, the mortal one and the dragon, and now there was a third, and the three of them convened over wine to relitigate the culvert.

It was a summit. Maeva argued the decree, that water goes where it is told, that a march that lets its water win once will let it win everywhere, that the principle mattered more than the one culvert.

Vyrissa, who had watched rivers outlive empires, said she had never once seen water lose an argument with a slope and did not expect to start now, and that the empress was confusing a decree with a dam. Sidonie, ice-grey and methodical, said that both of them were right and both of them had turned a problem of water into a problem of people, that the decree had become a measure of whether Ana Merrick felt heard, and that a stateswoman who wins the culvert and loses Ana Merrick has made a bad trade.

There was a silence. Then Maeva, four hundred years an empress, said, “That is annoyingly correct,” and Vyrissa made the rockfall sound that is her laugh.

The argument lasted until the lamps burned low. Sidonie left with Ana’s culvert figures tucked in one sleeve, Maeva’s amended drainage plan in the other, and an invitation from Vyrissa to inspect a river whose opinion Maeva had not yet defeated.

Sidonie released the women herself at the harvest gathering.

She stood before the remaining candidates in the fairground’s workaday noise and said, “The march does not marry for rank, and the Crown does not beg. You are free of the errand.

“Ride home with honor or stay for the harvest as guests. No house here failed, because there was nothing to fail at.”

Petra stayed, wooden practice blade and all. The duchess’s daughter chose the road home. Another woman left before the fair meal, too angry at her family and the Crown to accept Sidonie’s reassurance. She mounted with her veil still pinned for presentation and refused the escort offered her. Sidonie let the refusal stand and sent two riders after her at a respectful distance.

Sidonie drew the duchess’s daughter aside and said, below the fair’s music, that a woman was not her family’s manifest and that repairs to a mill were not the daughter’s debt. The young woman mounted with her spine an inch straighter.

To Petra, Sidonie said nothing. She looked at the wooden blade and inclined her head with total gravity, one office acknowledging another. Petra glowed for a day.

Sidonie spent another half hour among the women after releasing them.

She asked each what she had meant to do if the marriage failed, which was a sharper audit than anything the candidate-masters had managed. Petra wanted her dragon audience, a place at the school feast, and permission to keep the wooden blade. The duchess’s daughter had used the journey to calculate why the west mill named in her dowry lost a quarter of its power every spring.

Maeva’s head came around at that. “The mill with the mortgaged wheel?”

“The same, Majesty. The tailrace sits too high. My father won’t lower it because his grandfather set the stones.”

“Your grandfather was wrong by fourteen inches,” Maeva said. “I priced the repairs into your appraisal.”

The young woman stared at her. “I know. No one else noticed.”

“Of course they didn’t. They inspected you and ignored the assets.”

Maeva considered her for one imperial beat. “Send me the revised fall after the first flood. I want to know whether you chose fourteen inches or had the courage to take sixteen.”

The candidate’s relief turned practical without pause. She began asking Ana Merrick where the march bought its measuring stakes. Sidonie watched that transformation with the still attention she had given the shield-line: one practical question had turned a court offering back into an engineer.

Suzu tried to sell the newly released women departure insurance at two coppers each. The hand-lettered notice promised protection from replacement suitors, mortgaged falcons, dynastic poetry, and any prince who described himself as misunderstood. Bram confiscated the notice on ethical grounds, copied the prices into his wager book, and returned it before the ink dried.

At the edge of the fair, Sidonie stopped at a stall selling plain march-lantern pins on cards marked COURT GRADE for three times yesterday’s price. She turned one over twice.

“What makes this court-grade?” she asked the vendor.

The vendor, to his lasting credit, looked at four hundred royal mouths and told the truth. “The card, Highness. And your people have money.”

Sidonie bought two. She gave one to the duchess’s daughter for the mill-house and pinned the other inside her riding coat, where nobody at court would see it unless she chose to show them.

The comedy dividend came the next morning. At the candidates’ own request, Maeva returned the itemized dowry appraisals, tariff-grade contempt for falconries and flood-notches included, as souvenirs. Two departing women had theirs framed. Being appraised by the Golden Empress herself, even cruelly and down to the mortgaged birds, had become a story worth taking home.

Maeva was scandalized and secretly pleased, her favorite condition. Bram tried to buy one framed appraisal for the taproom wall. The candidate refused, which he respected.

At dusk, Sidonie asked me for one hour. Alone.

At the border stone. No court, no guards.

She asked it without court varnish. Maeva’s eyes narrowed at the words no guards. Sidonie met her gaze and did not soften the request. After a moment, the empress folded her hands behind her back and stepped away from the border path.

We stood at the border stone in the last light. Sidonie removed her surveyor’s glass, set it on the stone between us, and spent a long while aligning its brass rim with the mortar seam. When she spoke, the crisp counting voice caught once on the first word.

“Running a Trial brought me here,” she said.

“That is the errand. That is what I told the court and what I told you, and it is true as far as it goes. I run the Trial honestly because I run everything honestly.

“Another reason made me stay.” She put her gloved hand flat on the border stone.

“My brother’s blessing has been thin for a year. The royal line’s blessing.

“The thing that has made House Ruthelm shine since the founding. For a year it has been going thin, like a lamp that is not being fed, and no one can tell me why, and the physicians say he is well and the priests say the blessing is eternal and the court chandlers keep buying wicks.”

“Wicks,” I said.

“Wicks.” Her bare thumb dragged the surveyor’s glass a fraction off its careful alignment.

“The palace burns through wicks it does not burn. The chandlery accounts are three times what a palace uses. I audited them myself, because I audit everything, and I could not make them balance.

“Wicks bought by the gross and never lit.

“Lamps that are trimmed and tended and never used, rooms of them in the old wings, tended by a staff of chandlers whose numbers have grown every year of my life, and no one could tell me where the wicks go, and the master chandler, when I pressed him, told me the palace has always kept its own lamps and that some accounts you do not audit, and he said it as a man says a thing he has been frightened into believing.” Her thumb stopped against the brass rim of her glass.

“He used your reeve’s phrase, near enough. Some accounts you keep in the body. Except he did not mean it as your saint meant it.

“He meant it as a man means a thing he has stopped letting himself think about.”

She waited a moment, and then she said the sentence that had brought her to a border stone in the dark. “There is a rite that relights my family’s crown from a thousand gathered lamps every harvest, and a palace that buys three times the wicks it burns, and a blessing going thin that no one can explain, and I have spent my life separating those three things because they are the foundation of my house and you do not audit your own foundation. And then I read your stones.

“East Ford.

“The Night of Leaning Lamps. A blessing called in, in daylight, before the province, and the captain who conceded first and was taken anyway.

“And I thought: this warden knows something about what a blessing costs. This warden has receipts.” Her voice dropped.

“So I stayed. Warden.

“What does a blessing cost? The true ledger. Leave me the priests’ answer.

“I want the real one. I came for the trials. I stayed for that answer, and I will pay for it in whatever coin you name.”

I spared her a lecture and showed her receipts, the only answer worth giving someone who audits. Receipts had always carried my revenge, and a princess who counts deserved the same.

I walked her to the war-loft, where Bram keeps the lockbox, and I showed her the document and let her read it herself. The courier-hand of a dead Anchor named Halden Rusk, terse and itemized, sixty-one deaths in a list, each one a name and a manner and a date, falls and fevers and feuds, and the arithmetic under them identical, every Anchor before me dead on a schedule, hunted through his final year, paid like a debt coming due.

She read it herself. She did not let me summarize it. She read all sixty-one, her lips moving, counting, and when she reached the half-burned line at the bottom that Nahari and Vyrissa had completed from separate memories, she stopped, and read it twice, and said nothing.

I showed her the copy of the Veltmark mother-stone etch, what a dead man’s own witness had sworn there. I told her East Ford in the words Hanne Voll’s stone had sworn, in the stone’s own words, because the stone’s words are the only ones I trust for this: a blessing was called in, the captain conceded first, he was taken after.

I gave her the arithmetic cold, as she wanted it. Cold arithmetic is the only form in which she can hear a thing this size. At East Ford, the blessing behaved like a loan called due: its lender took a surrendered man in daylight, on a stone that does not lie. Halden’s sixty-one names showed the same demand arriving on schedule. The man it took had conceded, stood disarmed, and was no longer a threat when the creditor called him in. He had done plenty of harm before that, but collection after surrender was so disproportionate that it exposed the lender more clearly than innocence could have.

“Sixty-one,” she said. “Sixty-one Anchors, and every one of them died on the schedule.”

“Sixty-one that a dead man could count. There are more he couldn’t.”

“And you are the first Anchor who outlived the schedule.”

“I’m the first who didn’t die,” I said. “That’s why the march exists.

“The summoners before me leashed what they called. Every recorded Anchor died on schedule after the bonds deepened. Mine come back whole and choose to stay, and the thing that killed Anchors has never seen that before.

“It is afraid of it.

“A creditor afraid of a debtor has a ledger in question. That’s not a guess. That is the single fact I know for certain that the priests will never tell you.”

There I stopped, at the edge of what I could prove, because I give an auditor proven facts or I am nothing to her.

“That’s what I can show you,” I said.

“A blessing is borrowed. It is called in. I have watched it called in.

“What I cannot show you, because I do not know it, is what your family’s blessing is grounded on, or why the royal line specifically is going thin, or what your palace’s wicks are for. I don’t know. I have three small wrong signs in that camp out there and no thread that ties them to your brother’s blessing, and I will not sell you a guess as a fact, because you would know, and you would be right to stop trusting me, and I need your continued trust more than I need to sound wise.”

“You are the Anchor who came after sixty-one recorded deaths,” she said with each word spaced like figures in a column, “and the first who lived, and you are telling me that the thing that eats Anchors also lends the blessings that make Heroes, and that a blessing is the same loan as an Anchor’s death, only paid the other way.”

“I’m telling you what the stones swore. A blessing is borrowed.

“It’s called in. I’ve watched it. Past that, I don’t know, and I won’t pretend to.”

“And my family’s blessing has been going thin for a year.” She read her own ledger aloud, as she reads everything, and put the numbers next to each other at last, the three things she had spent a lifetime separating: the thin blessing, the wicks the palace bought and never burned, the rite that gathered a country’s light and gave it back to a crown.

She did not say the sum. She refused to speak a sum she could not yet prove. Her thumb pressed hard against the brass rim of her glass. There was a sum, and seeing it cost her. I did not help her carry it. She had asked for receipts, and a woman like that you do not insult by softening the total.

She took it. She took all of it, standing very still, the ice-grey eyes going somewhere far off, her dynasty’s whole founding story rearranging behind them.

“My family’s founding story,” she said at last, softly, “has a lamp in it. The Kingslight.

“Every harvest since the founding we gather the kingdom’s light and give it back to the crown so the golden origin will not fail.”

She was silent a moment. “I have sung that rite all my life, and only now hear that give it back to the crown is not how a memory speaks.” She looked at the leaning lamp on the border stone, the flame bent west at nothing.

“I have begun to hate lamps, Warden. I did not know a person could hate lamps. I have begun to.”

I did not answer that, because there was no answer that was not a guess, and I had just promised her I would not guess.

“You could go home,” I said instead. “Run the last trials, swear the acknowledgment, take your progress back to the capital. You don’t have to stand near whatever rides with the progress.”

She turned from the flame and gave me the same look she had given two false census figures, which was fair.

“I audited a palace that burns wicks it does not burn,” she said. “I have my family’s entire founding story sitting in a wagon out there under glass, being relit every harvest by a rite I have sung my whole life. If my house was founded on a lie, Warden, I do not get to go home from it.

“Home itself is wrong.” She turned back to the leaning flame.

“You did not go home from your betrayal. You built a march on the far side of it.

“I read your stones. I am not going to be the Ruthelm who looked at the ledger and decided not to finish reading it because the total frightened her.”

Sidonie took her surveyor’s glass from the stone and strapped it back at her belt.

“When you have a number,” she said, “bring it to me before you bring it to my court.”

“I will.”

She mounted and rode toward the camp. At the first bend she turned once to check the leaning flame, then rode on.

At dawn, Saskia drilled the trial-marshals in the yard, the crown’s men she would need for the Line and the Field, teaching them to judge a trial solely from the ground. And Yrsa joined her.

It happened without arrangement. Yrsa came down to the yard at dawn to drill her own students and found Saskia drilling the crown’s marshals, and the two of them fell into working the yard shoulder to shoulder without a word passing between them, two lifetimes of craft agreeing about footwork.

They did not speak. That is how the two of them work now; they have burned the words off.

Saskia corrected a marshal’s stance. Twenty feet away, Yrsa corrected the identical fault in a cohort child a half-beat later, neither woman looking at the other. Once, Saskia glanced across the yard. Yrsa moved to cover the gap the look had marked.

The second cohort watched. Brenna adjusted her own rear foot, tested the stance, then corrected the child beside her before the next repetition began.

That night the Coldharbour rider came back.

He came in on a blown horse at the right hand, at a gallop, and I read his face before he spoke, and Suzu was at the stable before I was, and he gave his report short, as a good rider reports.

Merta was afraid now. She had barred her door, the first time her neighbor had seen her bar it in nine years, the rider said. The neighbor had never known her to fear anything on that road.

The strange coin was still buying at the three inns.

The innkeepers agreed it was old-looking, unfamiliar, and offered too freely, but the rider had not risked asking to keep a sample. There were more riders than before, six or nine, hard men in good boots. Behind them rolled empty wagons with locking bars mounted on the outside. And they were on the drove road, moving north toward Coldharbour, still short of the crossroads and coming.

I took the file cold, as I take everything, and did not guess ahead of it. Who pays unfamiliar old-looking coin to collect ungraded summoner children?

I did not know. Three innkeepers agreed the money was strange; none had given our rider a sample. Fear was warranted. Dating, minting, or naming the money still required a sample.

I would not claim its age or origin until the stones could hold the proof.

“Then we ride,” Yrsa said. Her hand was already on her sword-belt.

“We wait until the Line is held.”

It cost me to say it, because a warden who spends his people wrong loses them. “The Line’s tomorrow. If the four of us vanish north the night before a sworn trial, the crown reads it as a march that ran, the trial fails by forfeit, the banner rides to the capital as guests, and then there is no march to ride out from at all.

“Merta’s barred her door. The wagons are on the road but not at the crossroads yet. We hold the Line, and the hour it’s etched we ride, hard, all of us.”

Nahari did not argue; her silence told me what it cost. “A barred door buys nights,” she said in a low voice.

“It does not buy weeks.

“Hold the Line fast, Dorian. And when the boy stops sleeping, we go the same hour, trial or no trial. There is a point past which the ledger stops being about the march.”

“When the boy stops sleeping,” I agreed, “we go.”

Maeva took the home front then, unasked, and made it a command before I could make it an apology. “When you ride, I hold the march and the court, magnificent, and I will not hear that it is a sidelining, because keeping four hundred guests and a crown calm while their host vanishes north is the harder posting and we both know it.” She was already annotating the map, the trial dates, the Line, the census.

“Nahari’s absence I explain as a dislike of crowds, which is accurate. Bring me a boy who steadies lamps and the receipts on whoever pays strange coin for children.”

Vyrissa answered the question still waiting in the room, from the doorway, having arrived as she arrives.

“When you go, I will not fly over the snatcher band,” she said. “A dragon over the drove road ends the receipts. It burns the men the stones must witness and the roads must exile, and a burned man swears nothing and warns no one and every other village on their route stays unwarned.

“This errand wants law, small anchor, with fire banked in reserve.

“But I will be weather. High.

“Patient. Law-shaped from above.”

Suzu said nothing during any of it. Her hands worked in the air, opening an invisible wagon lock from the inside. She solves the lock before she reaches it.

A gifted child that strangers came for by name, paying old-looking money, was an old shape to her, the oldest, the one that had put her under a shrine for sixty years, and she would not say so and did not need to, and I let her not say it.

“Two days,” she said at last to the dark. “I can hold two days. Then I’m going, trial or no trial, and somebody had better be coming with me.”

I marked the north road on the map and closed it.


Chapter 8: The Wicks That Never Burn

Eight nights before Kingslight, in the last hours before the Line, Suzu came back from counting the chandlery rows and called Odette Calloway a ghost.

Suzu was casing the chandlery line recreationally when she saw the ghost.

Recreationally was the word she chose. A thousand-lamp train had passed under her nose, and Suzu treated that as a personal invitation. She had gone out after Sidonie’s audit, no glamour, silk-silent, to count the wickless lamps herself and read the crates they rode in, and while she was in the chandlery rows in the dark she clocked a hooded clerk at a lamp-wagon, ruling straight lines in a ledger.

She had ruled straight lines on a wagon-board while the wagon rolled beneath her.

“You cannot rule a straight line on a moving wagon,” Suzu told the war-loft, and she was right, you cannot, a ruled line on a wagon-board wobbles with the axle. This hand ruled a line straight and cold as a mason’s edge on a board that should have thrown the pen, and it did it in the dark, by feel, in a chandlery row where the light was wrong, and Suzu knew that hand, we all knew that hand.

“I got within six feet,” Suzu said. Her fingers flexed once, as if testing why the catch had failed to close. Getting within six feet of a quarry and not catching it offends her to the marrow.

“Hood up, grey robes, a sealed schematic tube at her hip, sealed gloves. She never looked up. She knew I was there, I’d stake the vault on it, she knew where I was to the inch and she continued ruling her line, because catching her was never on offer, only being allowed to see her.”

She turned both hands palm-up. The quarry’s precision had earned her notice; the empty palms still offended her. “Between one lamp guttering and the next lamp catching, she was gone.”

Suzu found a ruled impression on the wagon-board where Odette had pressed hard at the final line. One ghost’s courtesy to another. She had allowed the fox a sufficient glimpse to authenticate the page that followed.

Before midnight there was a page wedged under Suzu’s vault door, with its delivery unseen.

It was unsigned. It was ruled in the ledger-hand we all knew, the ascenders joined in one unbroken stroke between crossbar and descent, and it said:

Count the progress’s lamps. Then count the wicks that never burn down. The rite feeds THROUGH them.

Do not stand between.

Maeva priced the hand in one glance.

“Odette Calloway,” she said, and set the page on the war-table between us, and tapped the ascenders once, the tell she reads her by, drawn without lifting the pen between crossbar and descent. “Her hand.

“Beyond question. She is inside their train.”

“How can you be sure it’s not a copy? A trap in her hand?”

“A forger copies letters, not pressure,” Maeva said. “Look. The line fades where the wagon jolted and she rode it, correcting mid-stroke, a living hand on a moving board.

“A desk-bound copy would stay even.

“Odette wrote this inside the train she told us to count, with the lamps rolling under her pen.” She sat back.

“Of course she is inside their train. Her last page pointed at the capital and its uncounted lamps, and here is the capital’s founding rite come to our door, and where else would Odette Calloway be but inside it, counting the light? That is the habit she cannot stop.” Archive-cold respect colored the empress’s voice, one exacting woman recognizing another’s nerve without granting her trust.

“She went toward the thing she fears again. She did it at Veltmark and she did it at the siege and she has done it here.

“She fears the Saint’s economy more than any of us, because she has watched it eat a name in front of her, and she cannot stop walking into it, because a knowledge-keeper cannot leave a ledger unread even when the reading is the thing that gets her eaten. It is her flaw and it is our fortune and I would not save her from it if I could, because she has always asked us to believe her and let her choose the terms of any rescue.”

I read the page again.

The rite feeds through them. Both facts were new. We had more than before.

We had known the thirty-one lamps did not drink their oil. Odette’s hand promoted an anomaly into part of the rite: the Kingslight fed through those lamps somehow, and a person could stand between them and the rite at terrible cost.

“She’s telling us how it works,” I said.

“She is telling us that she knows how it works and will not spend all she knows,” Maeva corrected. “She never does.

“She sells knowledge in the smallest coin that will move you and keeps the rest as her own insurance. Complete knowledge would make her worth eating. A woman possessing one fragment remains worth watching. She rations her knowledge to make us useful while preserving her value to the enemy. It is what she did at the siege.

“It is what she will do until it kills her.”

Her green nail pinned the page at its final line. “Believe the page. It has proved reliable twice before, in this hand, and cost us nothing to believe and everything to ignore.”

The completed census had landed that afternoon without fanfare, in columns, with a child’s chalk-smudged figures behind it, as the march’s best work usually did.

Brenna’s runners had been counting for four nights, drilling the relay through the crown’s camp at dusk under the crown’s own indulgent eye, children playing at soldiers, and coming back each night with lamp-counts marked in chalk.

From the crown’s side, the census looked harmless, which was why it worked. To the crown’s soldiers, Brenna’s runners were the best entertainment the water-meadows offered: eleven children with shuttered lamps running a relay through the canvas streets at dusk, flashing signals down the line, dropping to a knee to pass a message and springing up to sprint the next leg, deadly serious about every signal.

The soldiers adopted them within two nights.

They carried lamps for the runners when a wind came up. They learned the relay code wrong on purpose and flashed insults at each other across the camp with it until Brenna, twelve years old and unimpressed, corrected their grammar to their faces. One grizzled sergeant with thirty years on him took to timing the relay against his own sand-glass and betting his squad’s wine ration on whether the children could beat the previous night’s mark, and they beat it every night. They were not playing. He continued treating it as a game and gave no sign that he understood the deeper reason they never lost: the run was real. A child sprinting a lamp-count past his tent was reading his tent’s lamps as she passed, and the sergeant of the crown’s own camp was, night after night, personally sponsoring the census that would one day count the light his own rite meant to steal.

Brenna reported his wine ration to me as a line item, matter-of-fact, chalk on her hands. “He’s down four skins,” she said.

“I’m not going to tell him. He enjoys it.” And she ruled the sergeant’s four skins into a column of their own, under a header that read GOODWILL, because the march counts that too, and because a girl who has learned to count light has learned, from the same teachers, that goodwill, honestly tallied, can build a wall.

Osric had ruled it all into columns and wrapped the working pages in wax-cloth. Nahari had listened where the children could not go, at the edges, by the pressure of the thin places behind her eyes. Now we had a number: 1,004.

One thousand and four lamps in a progress that fed four hundred mouths. More than twice the light a camp that size burned, with the excess concentrated in the chandlery train.

Brenna had noted the uneven spread in her crisp hand at the bottom of the column. The supply wagons carried a normal camp’s light; the chandlery wagons carried the rest. Hundreds of lamps lay packed in straw and tended by a staff of chandlers larger than a palace needed, just as Sidonie had said of the palace itself.

I read Brenna’s line twice. I did not tell the princess yet.

Of the thousand and four, thirty-one still burned without consuming oil. Osric set their four nightly positions beside one another. The marks made a staircase through the chandlery train, each step one wagon nearer the regalia.

I checked the crates with a porter’s eyes. Straw count, packing pressure, brass corner wear: the wickless lamps traveled in the same make of crate as the regalia’s spares. On the war-table, my ruled line wobbled across all four handoffs and ended at the crown wagon on the harvest full moon.

Suzu pressed a thumb into one crate’s copied packing mark. “Same hand loads them every night. Same hands leave the same hollow under the left rack.”

The new total gave the old anomaly a destination. Odette’s page gave it a purpose. The thirty-one burned as conduits for the rite, and their last open crossing would happen beside the crown.

We tested the course against every nuisance that might create a false pattern. Osric brought the wheel-repair ledger. Three chandlery wagons had changed axles; the cold lamps had crossed around each repair and retained their nightly place.

Pell supplied the fodder chits, which proved the horses had been swapped twice.

The course followed the cargo, indifferent to wagon or team. Suzu laid thread from each recorded berth to the next and tapped every move with one claw.

Thirty-one separate lights had maintained formation through a thousand-lamp train while pretending to drift. That required a keeper, a count, and a destination.

Suzu showed us the useful weakness next.

A moving concealment creates a repeated handoff. Every night the lamps left one wagon’s straw racks, crossed open ground, and entered the next. The keeper depended on the camp treating chandlery work as beneath notice.

We would continue treating it that way. No seizure, no challenge, no frightened change of schedule.

Brenna’s runners would log the handoffs through routine relay play, and Suzu would learn the keeper’s blind side handoff by handoff. She demonstrated with three marked beads and a strip of black cloth: one bead for the lamp leaving straw, one for the keeper’s hand changing sides, one for the destination rack. The cloth covered the middle bead for less than two breaths each crossing. That was the blind side. Colm could match those two breaths with a lamp-grid strobe, while a runner carried the transfer count home from well beyond the wagon. If the lamps became a door into the rite, we would know where its hinges were before anyone tried to close it on us.

“Whatever they are,” I told the war-loft, “their last handoff puts them beside the crown when the rite begins.”

We laid the physical receipts across the war-table: Odette’s page, the oil marks, the migrating crates, and the rite’s fixed date.

I put both palms over the diagram. “An accusation gives the court a servant trimming wicks and a foreign banner shouting sorcery. The servant wins that argument in silence.”

“Then omit his name from every account,” Nahari said.

“The one who tends them. I have not looked at him once and I will not, and none of you will point at him. The moment a finger goes up at the crown’s lamp-keeper, we have made ourselves the story, the frightened banner accusing a servant of witchcraft over a steady flame. He trims wicks.

“That is all anyone can prove he does. Describe him to the crown and you cannot. No one can describe him, and a warden who cannot describe the man he is accusing is a warden the crown will remember as mad.

“We watch the thin place move. We do not watch the man. What you refuse to look at cannot look back at you, and I would very much like to prevent him from looking back at us until the harvest moon.”

“The crown alone can cancel its founding sacrament,” Maeva said. “It will perform the rite on ground it came to appraise. A foreign banner’s unsupported fear would give the court the disloyalty story the trials came to test.

“We answer as this march answers everything: by building around the rite with honestly kept light.”

Halvard Crane knew none of this, and it grieved me, because I had come to like the man. He drilled in the school yard at dawn with the cohort now, learning the loose grip from a nineteen-year-old, a decent knight carrying a blessing he had never questioned, and every night the thing that would call his blessing in slept thirty-one lamps closer to the crown he served, and he did not know. I could not tell him without proof. An unsupported warning would only make a decent man doubt the borrowed strength currently keeping him whole.

Nahari felt the seam in him every time he passed. She would not look at it. “A distinct seam,” she said once, low, watching the champion salute the drill-yard.

“A decent man’s seam. Those grieve me worst.”

“So we watch,” I said. “We count. We map the rite’s sequence lamp by lamp, we learn where every lamp goes and when the crown is unveiled and how the thousand lights are gathered, and we build a counter to it out of the resource we own that they don’t understand.”

I looked at Nahari. “Tell them what you told me.”

Nahari gave them the discovery she had been turning over since our night together.

“Their light is hoarded,” she said. “It crushes the future into one course; near the wickless lamps my glass thins to a blotted page. Near our kept light, the census lamps and honestly tended flames, my glass steadies.

“Kept light is becoming blind ground, a place the Saint’s sight cannot read, made through honesty by a lamp that is wholly what it claims to be, burning no more oil than it drinks. Two ways to blind a glass.

“Theirs is a theft. Ours is a keeping.”

She looked around the table. “If the rite feeds through hoarded light, then honestly kept light is the sole force in the province the rite cannot feed through, and we have two hundred and thirteen poles of it around the fairground, live, on a caller’s count.”

“The lamp-grid,” Suzu said softly. “My lamp-grid. The festival dressing.”

“Is the counter-instrument,” I finished. “Kept light against hoarded light.

“We rig the fairground’s own grid to stay live through the rite, a ring of honestly kept flame around a rite of hoarded flame, and we find out what the rite is trying to do by watching what the kept light refuses to let it do. We surround the running rite with light it cannot eat, count every response, and wait to see what stands between.”

I looked at the page, Odette’s page, the rite feeds through them, do not stand between. “Or,” I said, lowering my voice, “who has to.”

We spent the rest of that war-table mapping the rite’s choreography, which the crown had, with the confidence of a rite unopposed since the founding, made no secret of. The herald had cried it and the stewards would rehearse it: at moonrise the thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand, the First Crown was unveiled on its stand and relit from the gathered light while the founding story was sung, the belief of the crowd flowing into the crown as the song swelled. We drew it.

Osric ruled it into a diagram, the ring of a thousand lamps, the stand, the crown, the song, and I looked at the diagram a long time. On paper, the ring and crown exposed the place where the rite had to touch the world. I could not yet see that point.

“The thirty-one carry the draw,” Nahari said, reading Odette’s page again.

“The rite feeds through them. They carry its hunger.

“The other nine hundred and seventy-three lamps are the crowd’s belief. The thirty-one are the pipe it flows down.”

Her thumb went still on Odette’s page. “I do not know where the pipe ends.

“Odette’s page stops there. Do not stand between, she says, which means there is a between to stand in, which means the pipe runs from somewhere to somewhere and a person could put themselves in the middle of it, and she is telling us not to.”

“Or telling us it’s the only place a stand matters,” Suzu said from the corner. The room offered no answer. It was too early, and a warning spoken too early and answered too late is how the best plans in this household have always been born.

Our answer consisted of counted oil, Suzu’s grid, and two hundred and thirteen kept flames ready on a caller’s signal.

Earlier that afternoon, Vyrissa granted Lady Petra of Harlow her audience.

I happened to be crossing the yard when Petra climbed the ladder to the hall roof, wooden practice blade in one hand and naked hope in her face. The last honest wonder in the province went up to meet the last dragon in the world, and I will not pretend it did not move me.

Petra climbed too quickly, remembered dignity halfway up, and checked herself for all of three rungs before wonder won again. Vyrissa watched with furnace-gold eyes half-lidded, making no effort to diminish her full size.

Four minutes later Petra descended backward, missed the bottom rung, and sat down hard in the dust. She stayed there hugging the wooden blade to her chest, laughing once in disbelief.

“Three questions,” she told the people who gathered. “She asked three. She answered one of mine.”

“Which one?” Bram demanded.

Petra pressed her lips shut and shook her head. When he offered ten silver for the answer, she rose, dusted her skirt, and walked away with the dazed care of someone carrying a full cup.

Vyrissa, when I asked her, said only: “I like that one. She came up my ladder wanting only the story.

“My hoard, my fire, my name for her house, and favors to carry home offered no temptation. The story. She climbed to me and asked for the gift I am glad to give and cannot spend by giving.”

A pause.

“Do you understand how rare that is, small anchor. Everyone who has come to a dragon has come to take.

“A knight comes for the hoard. A king comes for the fire, to point it at another king. A thief comes for the story to sell it.

“She came for the story to keep it. To hold it, as your fox holds a plum stone on a shelf.

“There was no hidden price beneath the wanting. I asked her three questions to uncover the motive, because desire almost always keeps another want underneath. Hers did not. It was a rare reading.”

“What did you ask her?”

“That is between the dragon and the lady,” Vyrissa said. She reached behind one roof tile and produced Petra’s wooden practice blade. A thumb-sized bronze scale had been fitted to the hilt as a new guard.

“She will not tell you either. That is why I answered one of her three.”

Vyrissa carried the altered blade down the ladder herself and left it outside Petra’s room before dawn.

Later that night, Maeva cleared the annex loft of maps and put a brass handbell on the floor.

“A summit instrument,” she announced. “For objections.”

Nahari sat on the deep sill with silver hair over one shoulder. “She stole it from supper.”

“Requisitioned.”

“The kitchen wants it back.”

I picked up the bell and set it beyond both their reach. “Then neither of you gets to ring it.”

Maeva’s smile sharpened. Nahari’s habitual languor vanished halfway through a blink.

Maeva had expected a debate. Nahari had expected to enjoy watching it. I gave them neither. I took the gold pin from Maeva’s hand before she could make a ceremony of laying it down and drew the ribbon from Nahari’s ankle before she could forecast which knot I meant to use.

“Your stop-words,” I said.

Maeva gave hers in court diction. Nahari gave hers in one complete sentence. I repeated both, made them repeat mine, then tied the loose end of the ankle ribbon around the bell’s clapper. Any hard pull would ring it. The little brass mouth waited silent on the floor between us.

“The bell governs the count tonight,” I said. “If it rings, everything stops. Otherwise, my hands decide where the moment goes.”

Maeva looked from the ribbon to me. “A rather stark amendment.”

“Do you accept it?”

Her answer lost all ornament. “Yes.”

Nahari watched the bell as if it were a future she had chosen not to read. “Yes. I want the uncertainty left intact.”

“Good. Stand back-to-back.”

That surprised them differently. Maeva turned with her chin high, as though I had commanded a procession. Nahari made a slow, savoring turn, enjoying every second she could not see. I positioned them in the center of the loft, shoulder blades touching, gold braid against silver hair. Neither could read the other’s face. Both had to take her measure through breath, heat, and the small movements that traveled spine to spine.

I loosened Maeva’s engineered bodice one crossing at a time, then stepped away before freeing it. I unwound one of Nahari’s outer wraps and left the knot at her hip. I returned to Maeva and drew one pin from her braid. Back to Nahari, where I warmed oil between my palms and spread one lingering stroke over the wide curve of her left hip.

Each turn belonged to both women. Every touch begun on one ended with the other waiting.

“You will finish what you started,” Maeva said.

I came around in front of her. “Request or command?”

Her green eyes flashed. “Request.”

“Say it without ornament.”

“Unlace me. I want your mouth on my breasts while she feels me lose the argument against her back.”

Behind her, Nahari’s breath changed.

“Granted.”

I drew the last lacing free. Maeva’s heavy breasts spilled into the lamp-gold, warm and full in my hands. I bent and closed my mouth around one stiff nipple. Her shoulders pressed reflexively against Nahari’s. Nahari absorbed the movement with a low sound, unable to see my tongue circle or my fingers knead, knowing each change only when Maeva shuddered it into her.

Maeva reached for my hair. I caught both wrists and pinned them at her sides.

“You asked for my mouth. You did not ask to steer it.”

Gold pulsed beneath her skin. “The distinction is malicious.”

I drew the nipple between my lips until her next reply collapsed into breath.

I left her wrists pinned until the pressure of her hands softened completely. Only then did I release her. She did not get the place she had tried to claim; I stepped behind both women.

Nahari felt me there and turned her head.

“Eyes forward,” I said.

Nahari faced forward and stayed still. I bared her shoulders from behind and let the loosened wraps slide to her waist. Dark skin warmed under my palms. Maeva could feel each movement without seeing it: the shift of Nahari’s weight, the brush of silver hair across her gold braid, the deepening breath against her back.

I cupped Nahari’s heavy ass through the remaining cloth and ground my hard cock between the full curves. Oil had left my palm slick; I spread it along the crease with my thumb. Nahari widened her stance.

Maeva inhaled sharply when that widening pressed them closer.

“Tell her what you want,” I said to Nahari.

“I want him inside me,” Nahari said, low and unmistakable. “I want to take him while I cannot see his face, and I want you to feel what his pace does to me.”

Maeva’s nipples had tightened into dark gold points. “Granted.”

“You do not grant it,” I said. “I do.”

Maeva’s mouth opened, then curved. “Yes, summoner.”

I made Nahari wait. I stripped the rest of her wraps away, poured warm oil over both hips, and worked it in until her dark skin gleamed. Then I slid one hand around her waist and between her thighs. She was already wet, her arousal slicking my fingers.

I stroked Nahari with maddening restraint while Maeva stood trapped against the movement. Every circle over Nahari’s clit rolled her hips forward; every return pressed her ass back against my cock and her shoulders into Maeva. Maeva tried to look over her shoulder.

I caught her jaw. “Forward.”

She faced the dark window again. Her reflection showed her only my hand at Nahari’s throat, not what my other hand was doing lower down.

“You may ask her one question,” I told Maeva.

“How close are you?”

Nahari’s laugh came out frayed. “Closer than your figures can measure.”

I stopped touching her.

Both women protested: Maeva with an imperial click of the tongue, Nahari with a low sound that carried unfeigned loss. I stepped away, leaving them back-to-back and half-undressed in the center of the room.

“Kneel facing each other,” I said.

They turned at last. Gold met ember across a foot of polished floor. Maeva had lost half her braid and all her bodice; Nahari wore nothing but the ankle ribbon tied to the silent bell. For one suspended moment they inspected what the other had endured blind.

“Hands behind your backs,” I said.

Maeva and Nahari opened together.

I freed myself and stood between them. Neither moved without permission, though Maeva’s gaze tracked the hard length between us as I stepped between them and Nahari’s lips parted. I touched the head to Maeva’s mouth, drew it away before she could taste me, and offered it to Nahari. Nahari leaned forward. I denied her too.

“Wait for what I give you,” I said. “You receive when I choose.”

I shifted between them without a pattern. Maeva got the first tantalizing inch, lips sealing around the head while I held her loosened braid. Then I withdrew and pressed the slick tip to Nahari’s tongue. She licked from the underside to the sensitive ridge and opened wider, but I gave her only the head and made her chase the rest.

Back to Maeva. Then Nahari. Sometimes one breath, sometimes five. They could watch each other now, and that made the waiting harsher. Maeva’s cheeks hollowed when I let her take me deep; Nahari watched the empress’s composure fail around me and moaned before I even returned to her.

“Hands stay back,” I warned when Nahari’s fingers shifted.

She locked them again at her spine.

I used both mouths until my shaft shone with their saliva and their rivalry had burned down into cooperation: Maeva warning Nahari with her eyes when I meant to thrust deep, Nahari taking my base against her tongue while Maeva kissed the wet head on my withdrawal. They adjusted to one another while my hands set the cadence.

I stepped back.

“Maeva. On the couch. Knees apart.”

She reclined among the cushions, breasts rising and falling, gold hair spread beneath her. I put Nahari between her thighs. She served neither empress nor score; her body would carry every reaction from one woman to the other.

“Taste her,” I told Nahari.

Nahari bent. Maeva’s first gasp struck the ceiling when the oracle’s patient tongue opened her. She reached down by instinct. I caught both wrists and pinned them above her head with one hand.

“You wanted to know how she lost the argument against your back,” I said. “Now watch.”

Nahari took her time. She licked Maeva from slick entrance to clit, held the gold-green gaze above her, then sucked with steady, patient pressure that made the empress try to lift off the couch. I pinned Maeva down. Her heavy breasts trembled with each thwarted movement.

I knelt behind Nahari, spread her oiled hips, and pressed my length between her folds without entering. The shaft glided over her clit as she worked her mouth on Maeva. Every forward roll made her moan into Maeva. The vibration tore another broken decree from Maeva’s throat.

“Deeper,” Maeva demanded.

Nahari lifted her mouth. “Which of us?”

“Both.”

I pressed my swollen head into Nahari and stopped there.

“Ask me,” I said.

Maeva’s green eyes found mine over Nahari’s silver head. “Put it all the way inside her. I want to feel her mouth lose its patience when you fill her.”

“Granted.”

I fed myself into Nahari one patient inch at a time while her mouth returned to Maeva. Her wide hips rocked back to receive each advance, her inner heat gripping me until her oiled ass rested against my pelvis. She shuddered forward and licked Maeva without precision for one glorious stroke.

Maeva laughed, then the laugh broke when Nahari found her clit again.

“There,” Maeva breathed. “That was the patience leaving.”

I drew halfway out and drove deep. Nahari’s moan vibrated against Maeva’s wet pussy. Maeva’s thighs clamped around Nahari’s head, gold light brightening beneath her skin.

I set the rhythm from behind: measured strokes let Nahari work her mouth where I had ordered it, and each harder thrust carried through her shoulders into Maeva’s lifted hips. My hands spread over Nahari’s full curves. Oil slicked my grip. Her ember marks climbed from ankle to calf, pulse by pulse.

“Do not come yet,” I said.

Nahari’s answer came muffled against Maeva. Her pussy clenched around me in protest.

“Nor you,” I told Maeva.

Maeva’s laugh had no imperial composure left. “You attempt jurisdiction over a sovereign country.”

I stopped buried to the hilt in Nahari. I pressed my thumb to Nahari’s clit and made one firm circle. Nahari cried out against Maeva, and Maeva’s hips bucked under the force of it.

“I appear to have occupied the border,” I said.

Maeva’s head fell back. “Infuriating man.”

I resumed with long, deep strokes. Nahari licked faster despite my controlled strokes, passing the urgency forward. Maeva received it in widening eyes and broken breaths. One woman’s restraint became the other’s torment; neither could hurry me, and each could feel how perilously close the other had come.

The bell remained silent.

I eased out before Nahari crossed the edge. Her body gripped the departing length, wet and unwilling. She lifted her face from between Maeva’s thighs, mouth shining.

“Not yet,” she whispered to the empress.

“I know,” Maeva said. Her hand came down, not to steer, but to cup Nahari’s cheek. “I heard him.”

Nahari turned her mouth into the gold palm and kissed it once.

I took her by the hair and brought her gaze back to me. “Sill. Both of you.”

They rose unsteadily. I set Nahari’s palms on the deep stone and drew Maeva in front of her, back against the oracle’s chest. Gold hair spilled over dark skin. Nahari’s oiled breasts pressed around the empress’s shoulders; Maeva’s heavy breasts rose in my hands.

I entered Nahari again from behind Maeva, my cock sliding into the body hidden between them. Maeva could not see the joining. She felt it in the way Nahari’s arms tightened around her and the way each thrust moved them both.

“Open your legs,” I told Maeva.

She did. I reached around them, down the soft plane of her belly, and put two fingers into her wet pussy. Maeva clenched hard, trapping my hand between her thighs.

“Wider.”

Her knees separated. I curled my fingers and found the pressure that made her spine bow into Nahari. The oracle gasped as Maeva’s weight pressed back and my next thrust drove in.

We became one moving chain against the sill: my body filling Nahari, my fingers fucking Maeva, gold braced upright by ember she could not read. I chose every stroke for the reaction it sent through both. A deep drive into Nahari made her arms cinch around Maeva’s waist. A firm curl inside Maeva made her grind backward against the oracle’s clit. Neither pleasure stayed where it began.

“Tell me what she feels,” I said to Maeva.

Maeva’s eyes closed. She measured Nahari through the body pressed around hers; figures had become useless. “She shakes before you withdraw. She hates the empty part.”

“Again.”

My cock dragged almost free. Nahari’s fingers stilled where they had been idly braiding a loose strand of Maeva’s hair.

“She is trying not to ask you to fill her again.”

I answered with one deep drive that flattened her palms against the sill.

Nahari cried out and bit the words into Maeva’s shoulder. “Fill me again. Keep doing it. I want every stroke.”

“Better,” I said. “Now you, Nahari. Tell me what Maeva feels. No sight. No prophecy.”

Nahari shut her eyes. My fingers worked inside Maeva while my thumb settled over her clit.

“She has stopped breathing because she believes refusal is a kind of control.”

Maeva exhaled in a rush.

“And now?”

Nahari smiled against the gold hair. “Now she is furious I was right.”

“I will have you drained like a culvert,” Maeva panted.

My thumb drew faster circles over Maeva while I thrust into Nahari harder. Their laughter broke in the same instant, gold and ember shivering through the bond.

Maeva caught one of Nahari’s hands and pressed it flat over her heart. Nahari’s smile vanished. She felt the fast beat under gold-lit skin and gripped tighter.

“Still there?” Maeva asked, the words small beneath everything else.

“For two hundred years if you keep arguing with me.”

Maeva closed her eyes. “Insufferable.”

“So I have seen.”

I balanced them on the edge until their legs trembled against the sill. Then I reduced the movement to one deep thrust at a time and withdrew my fingers from Maeva.

“Turn around,” I ordered.

They faced me together, flushed, shining, hair tangled across both bodies. I sat on the sill and drew Nahari onto my cock, back against my chest. She sank down with a long low moan until she was full again. Maeva knelt between her spread thighs.

I put Maeva’s hand on Nahari’s clit and covered it with mine.

“My pressure,” I said. “My timing.”

Maeva nodded. Under my hand, her fingers began the languid circle I set.

Nahari rode only when my free arm lifted her hips. I raised her, let my cock drag through every tight inch, and seated her again. Maeva watched the joining disappear into dark wet flesh, then bent and sucked one of Nahari’s nipples while our joined hands worked lower.

Nahari’s head fell back against my shoulder. “I cannot see the end.”

“You do not need to.”

“Tell me when.”

“When I decide.”

Maeva looked up from Nahari’s breast. Her green eyes asked without words.

“You too,” I told her. “Touch yourself with your free hand, but you come when I say.”

Maeva gave me one gold-bright look, then slid two fingers between her own thighs. The sight of Maeva kneeling and taking her pleasure on command tightened the bond until gold and ember crowded my skin.

Nahari fluttered tightly around me. Maeva’s fingers quickened under my hand. I checked them both.

“Not yet.”

The bell waited on the floor, ribbon slack, brass mouth silent. Nahari looked at it and laughed breathlessly.

“The only instrument in the room is refusing to conduct.”

“It learned from its betters,” Maeva managed.

I lifted Nahari and drove up hard. Her laugh vanished into a cry.

“Now,” I said.

I thrust up again as Maeva’s hand accelerated beneath mine.

Nahari came around my cock with a full-body shudder. Her pussy clenched from base to tip in rolling pulses while ember filigree raced over both thighs and flared across her stomach. I locked her down on me and made her take the pressure through every contraction.

Maeva watched Nahari break, heard the unguarded sound leave her, and followed a breath later. Her free hand worked between her thighs until gold light ran bright beneath her breasts and throat. She bowed over Nahari’s open body, forehead against Nahari’s knee, shaking as release took her.

The bond carried both climaxes into me from different directions: Nahari’s tight wet spasms around me, Maeva’s gold heat pouring through the hand I still controlled. I thrust up through Nahari’s contractions until restraint failed.

“Keep me full,” Nahari begged.

I locked one arm around her waist and came deep inside her. I jerked in hard pulses, pumping my release into her while her body milked every spurt. Cum slipped around the base and down over my thighs. She ground down through the final pulse, taking all of it.

Maeva lifted her head, breathless and undone. Maeva understood. She put two fingers to the white line escaping Nahari, gathered it, and displayed them to me.

I caught her wrist and guided those fingers to her own mouth.

“Clean the record,” I said.

Maeva drew them between her lips, unhurried, green eyes fixed on mine. When she released her fingers, Nahari laughed against my shoulder.

“Unanimous?” Nahari asked.

Maeva looked at the silent bell, the discarded maps, and the three of us tangled on the sill. “The summit records no objection.”

Only then did the ribbon twitch loose from Nahari’s ankle. The bell gave one small, accidental chime.

Afterward the summit resumed from horizontal; neither conductor leaves an agenda unfinished. They divided the Kingslight watch between them in the pile, drowsy, still dividing the watch.

“Crowds are mine,” Maeva said, from the tangle. “The Standard through every kept lamp. The crowd steadied so the rite has nothing to feed on but its own hoarded light.”

“Light is mine,” Nahari said. “I hold the blind ground. I do not enter his radius, ever, on purpose, and I keep the kept light kept, and I tell you a breath before the rite turns, whatever it turns into.”

“And he,” they said together, and were furious about the unison again, and did not finish the sentence in unison. That told me the friendship had survived the draw: “is ours.”

The unison left both of them smiling despite themselves. Maeva’s hand remained over Nahari’s heart; Nahari’s fingers resumed their lazy braid through the loosened gold hair.

Beyond the shutter, wagon wheels grated over the meadow. We counted thirty-one covered flames pass behind the canvas seam and stop beside the regalia tent.


Chapter 9: The Line

They held the Line at East Ford, on the ground where a Hero was collected in daylight, and everyone on both banks knew which ground it was.

Hanne Voll lit the small lamp beside the old etch before either line formed. AT EAST FORD, WITNESSED: A BLESSING WAS CALLED IN.

Sidonie read it once from the marshal’s rise. Hanne stood below with her arms folded and supplied the line no bard had managed to rhyme: “He conceded first. It took him anyway.”

She kept the lamp burning while the companies assembled.

The Line is a gate held against the Crown’s picked companies under trial arms. Real force, real steel blunted, a real gate, witnessed. It is the trial the crown was surest of, and I knew that, and I planned around it.

The Hunt tests whether you can clear a threat, and any competent band can clear a threat.

The Field tests single combat, a champion’s domain. The Line asks whether unblessed people will hold when given a gate and an enemy stronger than they are. The crown arrived believing levies must fail against picked companies, that gold purchased endurance better than training built it. The second trial forced the crown to learn otherwise.

Halvard Crane commanded the crown’s push, and I respected him for how he commanded it.

Saskia marshaled from the rise with her witness-shard and her impartial calls. Sidonie counted from the marshal’s side: every push, every fold, every reformed rank. I called the march’s line from the hinge with Yrsa at my shoulder.

Brenna’s relay post stood behind the school wall, where she could see the raised signal boards and nothing of the striking ground below their rims. She reached once for a spare shield as the adult files formed. Yrsa took it from her, replaced it with the shuttered captain’s lamp, and said, “Your weapon carries my count farther than six swords. Hold your station.” The shield-line filled with grown levies and adult graduates while every younger student took a lamp or message satchel behind Brenna.

Brenna hated the distance. She used it anyway. Her signals moved my calls to the hinge faster than a shout could carry them, and by the third exchange the grown files below were turning on the flash of her lamp.

The two camps assembled at the East Ford bridgehead at midmorning, the crown’s picked companies on the far bank in their slate and gold, the march’s levies at the gate, Saskia on the rise with her witness-shard, Sidonie beside her counting, and Hanne Voll at her stone with her lamp. Halvard opened with a campaigner’s economy.

I had braced for a champion making a show for a princess. Halvard opened with pure soldiering. He formed his companies at the bridgehead in good order, no shouting, no display, and came at the gate as the drill-book says, weight where the drill-book puts it.

He opened with feints at the hinge. A gate breaks there, and a practiced commander tests the hinge first. Two feints, light, reading the line’s response, as I read ground, and I felt Yrsa beside me note the quality of the feints and revise her file on him upward again.

He tested the shield-line’s left and found it firm. He tested the right and found it firm. He took an unsparing inventory of a line he expected to have to break by main force, and having taken it, he put his real weight at the hinge, the correct choice, and the one I would have made, and the school’s shield-line met his real weight with the count.

The first hard contact drove every shield rim back a handspan. Wat called the number before I could, Deric took it up behind him, and the answer traveled along the gate through the crash. The march gave one pace. Halvard’s front rank followed, certain the break had begun. On my next count, our rear files set their heels against pegged boards Colm had buried at dawn, and the line took the pace back.

Halvard changed the angle on the next press. His left file struck high while two shieldmen went low at Wat’s knees. Wat let his shield turn. The low men slid through the gap he offered, where Deric’s blunted stave checked one shoulder and a file-closer’s practice hook caught the other. We stood both crown men upright, returned them to their side, and closed before their boots found balance.

Behind us, support crews worked without applause. A split shield came out and a sound one went forward in the same exchange. A loose strap earned a white-cloth signal; its wearer folded back, had it cinched, and returned two counts later. Halvard tested our fighters. Every test also measured the cooks, leatherworkers, runners, and load crews who had built the line around them.

Wat held the hinge, an adult graduate whose father had loaded the march’s first siege wagons, and he held the crown’s chosen point of attack through count-and-step, conserving his strength. Halvard’s force came on hard. Wat yielded four feet cleanly, folded back onto Deric behind him, and the line advanced on the spoken number. Halvard’s push expected an unyielding wall and found a breathing tide, giving under pressure and closing around every gap. A tide only lets you exhaust yourself against it.

Ilsabet’s rule passed down the file in level voices: take them at the rubble’s foot; if the mouth is lost, fold four feet; reform on the person behind; advance on the number.

Halvard heard his first press defeated one count at a time. On the next, he did not hammer the hinge again. His gaze moved downriver.

When the hinge refused to break, the crown adapted, and I respected it for that. A lesser commander would have kept hammering.

Halvard split his push. He held the gate with half his weight and sent his second company wide, over the flood-notch ford, the shallow crossing downstream that a stranger reads as an open flank and a local reads as a trap.

He had done his homework. He had scouted the ground, found the ford, seen the opening, and taken it, and it was the right move, the move the drill-book rewards, and it walked his second company straight into the one place on the field where the march wanted them.

East Ford keeps its own sixty-year flood-notch stick, with the ford’s moods cut into an oilcloth-wrapped stave. It is the village’s most valuable object. Ana Merrick read it for me at dawn and set the notch: a hand and a half of clear water over a bottom that would not hold a boot. She showed me both crossings. The false one was exactly the route a scouting champion would find and love.

Nahari stood on the bank and called the timing, one-breath calls, the Glimpse spent wholly on the one ford, the proper use of a seer: narrow and deep.

The crown’s second company waded the flood-notch ford in good order, shields up, the textbook flank from the Crown’s own drill-book, and the ford became a drawn-out trap under them. The soft bottom Ana Merrick knew and they did not took the first rank to mid-thigh. The current Nahari called a half-breath before it shifted, so that our levies on the near bank were always a half-step right and the crown’s company always a half-step wrong, reaching for footing that had moved, bracing against a push that came from a hand’s-width off where they braced.

Blunted arms and survivable water protected every man from real danger. A company that crosses a ford to take a flank and finds itself mid-thigh in bad bottom with the current arguing every step has still been taken as surely as if surrounded, because it can neither advance nor form nor retreat in order, and a soldier bogged to the thigh is a soldier who has stopped being a threat and started being a problem for his own side.

The support line made that problem expensive without striking a blow. Torvald stayed at his shielded signal post beyond the ropes, at the post the iron rule assigned him, reading Brenna’s shutter-code and lifting the blue board whenever Nahari called the current.

Adult runners carried the call downbank.

The ford had been prepared in inches. Ana’s crew drove willow stakes along the true shelf before sunrise, cut level with the brown water. A tarred cord joined them below the surface. Each runner rested two fingers on it, took Nahari’s call, and crossed without looking down. The crown saw messengers moving where soldiers could barely stand and mistook knowledge for easy footing.

Colm’s crew waited behind the bank with rope, dry sand, and slat mats. When a runner came out with mud packed around his boots, two people scraped him clean while another went in. At the crown’s first surge they sanded our exit shelf and laid one mat. Our levies crossed in four steps. The crown reached the same patch after the mat had been hauled away and sank to the knee.

Nahari called water depth, rear-foot placement, and the instant a shield should turn downstream. Brenna’s lamps carried her words. Ana’s hidden cord made them usable. Colm put sound footing under the people obeying them. Songs usually removed that work, which was why songs taught so little about winning.

On blue, our levy line opened two inviting gaps. The crown’s company lunged for them, found the current turning across its knees, and spent its strength recovering shields before the water took them. On white, Ana’s ford crew hauled a rope three feet upstream, changing the safe withdrawal lane.

Every movement looked small from the marshal’s rise. In the water, small became absolute.

One crown soldier lost his footing completely. Our nearest levy planted a stave under his arm and levered him upright, then stepped back to the bank before the man could mistake rescue for capture.

Another dropped a blunted sword into the brown flow. Ana’s granddaughter marked the place from outside the trial boundary and recovered it after the call, because drowned equipment still belongs to somebody and the march returns what the ground takes. She fixed the spot between two willow stems, waited until the withdrawal signal, then worked a hooked rake downstream through the silt until steel rang against iron. The sword came up brown, its grip cord swollen. She washed it, tied the owner’s company color around the guard, and sent it back by the next dry runner. The crown’s second company learned, knee by dragging knee, that our doctrine could defeat their formation while protecting the men inside it.

By the time Halvard ordered withdrawal, they were exhausted, intact, boots sucking free one at a time, and carrying a soldier’s new hatred for apparently shallow water.

Our levies mostly held the near bank beyond reach. Ana Merrick’s ford and Nahari’s calls did the work while the crown’s company exhausted itself against a river.

Ana Merrick struck the notch-stick into the bank as if planting a victorious banner.

Saskia’s voice carried down from the rise. “The ford push drowned.”

Halvard wheeled his horse before the echo died. One horn-call brought the trapped file back by pairs; two more turned his reserve toward the gate. He left no soldier in the water merely to rescue the appearance of his plan. Within minutes the crown had abandoned the flank, reformed, and faced the only door left.

Halvard raised his sword. The last push began.

The ford file withdrew and the sand left one quarter-hour. That last measure belonged to Yrsa under the Warden’s rule.

Ilsabet’s strongest-stands-last rule put Yrsa at the hinge for the final quarter-hour. Halvard’s ford company had withdrawn. His main push had spent itself against the count. He committed everything left before the sand ran out.

She took her station without theater, hands bare and every supernatural edge banked. Saskia had taught her to fight a trial down to mortal levels; a saint who spends her Crown on one has cheated it, and Yrsa wins with the same steel a levy carries so the winning means something.

I called the count. The line folded around Yrsa, reformed, and advanced on the number. Halvard’s remaining companies struck the hinge before the sand ran out.

His companies came against the count-and-step like harvest tide against a sea-wall. Wave after wave hit the hinge where Yrsa stood; each found her giving four feet, then taking them back on the number.

I called beside her. She answered with her body, folding the line onto Wat, Deric, and a levy whose name I learned that day before advancing them again on the spoken count. Wherever the crown’s men pressed hardest, Yrsa waited at the low balanced center and reclaimed every foot.

A blunted blade struck her forearm in the third wave. She stayed set. The fifth brought a shield-rush that would have flattened a lesser fighter; Yrsa gave the required ground, formed on the people behind her, and rose with them to take it back.

The sand kept running. Yrsa threw nothing for show and never reached for the saint-speed she had banked. Through every wave, she held at a levy’s mortal speed, boots planted at the hinge when the fifth spent itself.

On the next press Halvard narrowed his front to a wedge and put fresh shoulders behind it. The point struck Yrsa’s shield and nearly turned her. She dropped her rear heel into the peg-hole cut for that station, rolled the force across her body, and sent the wedge past her left. Wat closed behind it. The crown’s point found no room to swing and withdrew before practice bars could mark the whole file captured.

Halvard tried a false break. His front gave ground in convincing disorder, and half the march leaned toward pursuit. I kept the count level and called hold. Half the march wanted to chase; training anchored their boots at the hinge. The crown’s reserve came around the retreating files, ready to strike whoever followed, and met a closed line.

The final full press cracked two shield boards and drove Wat to one knee. A red cloth snapped above Brenna’s station. The rear file opened, the injured men came through, and replacements stepped into their prints while healers caught the two who could no longer close their hands. We lost six feet. I waited until Halvard committed his reserve, then called the number.

Yrsa rose with the line. Six feet returned in four steps. The crown’s reserve lost formation against men it had believed exhausted, and Halvard caught his falling standard-bearer before the man struck the gatepost. He set him safely behind the file, turned, and came on again. Honest to the last grain of sand.

The wall held. Wat had blood on his teeth and no feeling in his shield hand. Deric could barely lift his stave. Still the number moved mouth to mouth.

“Eleven,” Yrsa said at the hinge.

“Eleven,” the file answered.

The last grains fell.

When the last wave broke against the hinge and fell back spent, and the sand ran out, and Saskia’s voice came down off the rise to call the Line held, the crown’s companies gave the only salute I have seen soldiers give: they cheered the line that beat them.

They cheered. The crown’s picked companies, the finest gold can buy, beaten fair at a gate by a warden’s levies and a saint and a count, stood in the trampled ford-mud with their arms hanging and cheered the line that had held against them.

The cheer came ragged, loud, glad, and entirely uncommanded.

Halvard Crane took off his helm. Sweat had plastered his hair to his brow; mud striped one cheek. He looked at the held gate, the farmers still standing in it, and Yrsa muddy at the hinge. Then he raised his blunted sword to them in a champion’s salute.

The cheer doubled.

Saskia called the trial. She rode down off the rise and looked at the gate and the drowned ford and the spent companies, and she gave her marshal’s verdict in the same clipped, impartial voice she gives everything: “The gate held.

“The flank drowned. The Line is the march’s without dispute, and that is the best levy line I’ve marshaled against a champion’s push.” She looked at Yrsa at the hinge, muddy and even-breathed, and gave her the economical nod earned across their two duels and the two gates they held through the same night, and Yrsa gave it back.

The stone etched under Saskia’s witness and Sidonie’s oath: THE LINE: HELD AT EAST FORD. MARCH BANNER. Osric chalked the tally, 2 to 0, beside the Gilt Hunt’s ghost-marks and the fresh etch of the Hunt.

The two lines broke ranks together after that.

Trial arms went into the same racks. Crown soldiers and march levies queued at the same water barrels with mud to the thigh and bruises already darkening under sleeves. Exhaustion had stripped ceremony from them.

Halvard’s second, the officer who had led the drowned ford push, found Ana Merrick beside her notch-stick. He bowed to her, dripping river water onto both boots.

“Where did we lose it?”

Ana planted the stick in the mud and showed him the false shelf, the deep seam, and the side-current that had taken his rear rank half a step downstream. She made him walk it in bare feet. A dozen crown soldiers followed, then three march levies who had lived beside the ford all their lives and discovered Ana could still teach them something about it.

At the hinge, Wat and a crown sergeant compared forearm bruises.

The sergeant tried the loose grip once against Wat’s shield, got it wrong, and let the rim smack his own nose. Wat corrected his thumb position. The next attempt carried the shove through both men’s feet and spared their elbows.

“Again,” Yrsa said from behind them.

Both men obeyed before checking whose instructor she was.

Hanne Voll brought the lamp down from the stone and set it between the water barrels. Its small flame stayed honest in the ford breeze. Men who had spent the day hitting one another drank around it and traded the pieces that worked.

The physical bill came due while they talked. A march healer chalked bruised ribs in blue and joints needing a second look in white. Crown armorers moved down their own line with buckets of warm water, loosening straps before swelling trapped hands inside gauntlets. Wat’s old arm had gone numb from wrist to elbow; Yrsa made him sit on an overturned shield while she tested each finger and refused his claim that numb was the same as sound.

Halvard carried two water buckets himself. He stopped at every man who had gone into Ana’s ford, checked the skin above their boot-lines for cold damage, and ordered dry socks before ale. A soldier taking account of men he had spent had replaced the officer in his voice. Colm found the champion’s blunted sword bent near the middle from the final push and showed him the warp across two fingers.

“The hinge did that,” Halvard said.

“The hinge and your insistence,” Colm answered.

Halvard accepted both parts. He laid the bent blade beside the lamp where its failure remained visible. The crown armorer tied a red repair cord through its guard, making the failure visible for whoever drew it next.

By supper, the crown’s picked companies knew the count-and-step, and three march file-closers knew Halvard’s split-push hand signal. A fair trial had left both sides harder to kill.

The fair grew around the recovery ground. Food stalls carried broth to the shield racks. The cooper set up a bench for cracked boards and charged one copper to guess which blow had split each grain; he refunded every wrong answer if the gambler stayed to plane a replacement slat. Ana planted her flood-notch stick beside a washtub and took wagers on how many soaked crown boots fit around it. The answer became forty-two, plus Halvard’s left boot after he lost the argument about whether officers counted.

The physical bill stayed visible through the jokes. Men with swollen-shut fingers ate with bowls balanced on their palms. Healers walked the water-barrel line twice, searching for ford-chilled feet. Yrsa made Wat open and close his hand twenty times, then assigned a graduate to wake him after the first bell and test it again.

At dusk, Brenna’s crews came out from behind the wall. The adults who had held the gate applauded until the runners looked ready to flee. Brenna ordered every lamp cleaned, filled, and hung for the walk home. Support classes accept praise best when work waits nearby to hide inside.

Sidonie watched the etch go in. Her thumb tapped the surveyor’s glass twice, then stopped.

Behind her, a crown sergeant asked Wat to show him the loose grip again. Sidonie listened to the correction without turning.

Sidonie came to me at the etch, before the household scattered to the feast, and gave me one private sentence in a low voice meant for me alone. “You hold gates,” she said, “as my family’s founding story says the first king held the dark.

“With a light and a line and men who chose to stay.”

She looked at the stone. “Except your story is true, and I have watched it be true, twice now, and I am beginning to wonder what my family’s story is, that it needs a crown relit every harvest to keep being believed. A true story does not need relighting, Warden.

“A true story stays lit.” And she walked away before I could answer, which was mercy, because I had only guesses, and I had promised her proven answers.

Halvard came to the hinge when it was done, muddy to the shoulder, and asked Yrsa for the Field, and the hush around his request made everyone near the hinge listen.

He asked formally, a champion to a saint, for the single combat at the Field, the third trial, five nights hence. His next words set the tally aside.

“This is mine to ask.

“I have companies for the tally.” He stopped, and started again, and the words came out of him like they surprised him.

“I have fought a hundred bouts and won them all. Every time, I knew the outcome before we began. I want one real fight whose ending I cannot know.

“Before, before…”

He stopped.

On the word before. He stopped himself and blinked at the word as if it had arrived from someone else’s mouth, then pushed it from his attention, unexplained and unwanted.

My stomach went cold.

Before.

Gold still shone faintly along his shoulders, clean and borrowed. He rubbed the place where it met his collarbone as if an old injury had spoken. He did not notice the gesture. I did.

Yrsa knew none of that. She heard the unguarded need beneath his broken sentence and gave him the only answer worth giving.

“Granted,” she said. “The Field.

“You and me. Unblessed steel. Everything in the bout belongs to us.”

She looked at him a moment longer, measuring the fighter by the set of his shoulders, and what she found tightened her jaw.

“You’ve always known you’d win,” she said, more softly. “Before Dorian beat me on the tide-flats, I had never lost a formal bout, and I’ll tell you what nobody admits about being undefeated: it’s the loneliest way to fight there is.

“Every bout you already know the end. You’re just waiting for the other man to find out.” She was not talking about him now, not entirely.

“You want one fight where you don’t know. I can give you that.

“It’s a gift and it’ll cost you the bout, and you’ll thank me, which is the stupidest courtesy a beaten man ever offers and you’ll do it anyway, because the craft matters to you more than winning.” The corner of her mouth nearly moved.

“I’ve been that fool all my life and death besides.

“It’s the only fool worth being. Five nights.

“The Field. Come without borrowed shine and I’ll meet you the same way.”

Halvard thanked her. The champion walked back to his companies lighter than he had come, already turning over the promised bout in his hands.

Yrsa watched him go. “Something’s wrong with his left shoulder.”

“I saw.”

She looked at me. I gave her nothing I could not prove.

The fairground turned from trial-ground toward festival that evening. The Field stood five nights off and Kingslight two nights after it, and a harvest fair does not wait on a crown’s dread. The wrestling ring filled and the ale flowed. The crown’s soldiers sang Suzu’s crooked fox verse at her whenever she passed; she stopped correcting them and conducted from a barrel with a herring for a baton. Lady Petra appointed herself the ballad’s honorary patron and formally requested a school verse. The bard told her the school had not finished giving him material, and she spent the rest of the evening soliciting incidents from the graduates.

Grain wains crossed the fair’s edge while the ballad stumbled through its crooked verse. Drovers sang back from the wagon seats and carried the last harvest toward the barns. Above the crown’s camp, the rounding moon rose behind thirty-one flames that did not drink their oil.

That night the household piled in the hall after the trial, the post-victory tangle, all loose limbs, Pell’s ale, and exhausted relief, and Vyrissa came to the edge of it.

She had never done that. She presides, she watches from roofs, she attends the edge of a room as weather attends a valley, but she had never once come to the warm tangle of the household, and that night she did.

She sat against the wall within arm’s reach of the pile and leaned her head back against the stone. Her furnace-gold eyes closed.

Half-asleep, Suzu let one tail spill across Vyrissa’s boot. The dragon opened one eye, considered the presumption, and lowered her clawed hand over the white tip so it would not slide away.

The moment passed without comment.

Tam’s letter came, and the warmth went out of the night.

It came late, carried by a drover who had ridden through the dark to bring it, and it was in the practiced adult hand I knew, and I knew the hand before I finished the first line. I had read it before, on the census post, the morning the courier came. Does the march take children the certifiers can’t grade.

I recognized Merta’s hand.

I had saved that letter. Osric had ruled it and wrapped it and I had filed it under the papers that shift in transit, and it had shifted in transit, from a careful question on a census post to a barred door to a boy in a root cellar, and it had been Merta’s the entire time, the mother asking on her son’s behalf weeks before she had any reason to be afraid, in a hand that had practiced the letters before committing them to good paper, because she wanted the asking to be worthy of the answer. She had once asked whether the march took such children, giving every letter its full weight.

She had waited through the progress’s approach for us to be sure. And now she had written again, and the practiced hand and its letters remained unchanged; the fear under them had sharpened, and I read it standing in the warm hall with the household piled behind me and felt the season turn under my feet.

The boy had stopped sleeping. The lamps in their cottage leaned toward him at night, all of them, leaned at the boy as the border stone’s lamp leaned west, and he lay awake under leaning lamps and did not sleep. And riders with wagons that locked from the outside had been seen at the crossroads shrine, the crossroads shrine, not the road anymore, the shrine, close, a half-day from the cottage, and Merta had barred her door and put her son in the root cellar to sleep, or to not-sleep, and she had written the march one final measured line, the last line, sharpened into a command: come.

Nahari was there. She had come as she comes, and she was already dressed for the road, and she looked at the letter in my hand and north into the dark where Coldharbour was, and she spoke the words she had promised the hour the boy stopped sleeping. Her voice came cold and certain; every word landed before the next began.

“Now we go.”

Yrsa was at the stable before I finished folding the letter.


Chapter 10: The Fox and the Blade

We rode north light and fast, four of us and a shadow. Seven nights remained before Kingslight.

The four were me, Yrsa, Suzu, and Nahari, on the fastest horses the march owned, carrying neither baggage nor banner, riding hard through the night and into a grey day toward Coldharbour. Maeva held the march and the court behind us, which gave her the harder command, and she made us ready to ride in the space of an hour. Someone had to keep four hundred guests magnificent while their host vanished north, and that is the harder posting, and we both know it.

We rode as a relief column rides: fast and silent, each of us carrying her own strength. Yrsa rode point; the strongest goes where the trouble is first.

Suzu ranged, dropping off the road and back, reading the ground. Nahari rode the center with her sight narrowed to the one road and the one errand, a seer refusing four hundred futures so the one that mattered stayed clear. And I rode and counted exits, distances, and the ground ahead, the porter’s arithmetic that had never left me. We would build the fight before reaching it. Improvisation belonged to whoever had failed to read the road.

The shadow was Vyrissa.

She had offered to fly straight there, to reach Coldharbour in an hour and stand over the snatchers and end it. I declined under the receipts doctrine. A dragon over a snatcher band ends the receipts. It burns the men, and the men are the evidence the stones must witness and the roads must exile, and a burned man swears nothing and warns no one, and any other children they hunt remain unknown and unguarded.

An errand like this wanted law: the men taken alive and sworn grey on a stone by their own confessions and marched to the border by the drovers they preyed on, so that the roads themselves refuse to sell them a stirrup, so that every road can see the grey marked beside their names. My revenge had always worked best cold, on a stone, in daylight, with receipts.

“Then I will be weather,” she had said, at the gate, when I explained the doctrine, and she had not argued it. A dragon who survived by guarding what fire left understands the value of choosing witness-bearing patience over fire.

“High. Patient. Uninvolved, unless the law fails, and then I will be law-shaped and quick.

“You do your cold work, small anchor. I will hold the sky and my temper, which is a harder thing than fire and I am the only creature left alive who can do it.”

So Vyrissa flew the road as weather.

High and patient, a shape through the cloud that a man on the ground would take for a trick of the light, and all that first night and into the grey day her silhouette came and went above us through the cloud-scud, enormous and slow, law-shaped from above. Her vast shadow crossed the road above us, terrible and beautiful, while she held herself back at cloud height for the sake of a stone’s testimony, her fire leashed so that cold arithmetic could break cruel men and leave them alive to testify. A creature capable of ending nine men in a heartbeat chose the slower law. I felt her enormous patience above me through the ride, steadier than any weapon. Holding that much fire back for a stone’s word placed Vyrissa on the side of the living and their fussy mortal rules again.

Every time the cloud thinned and her shadow crossed the road, the horses shied, and Suzu looked up and let silence answer. There is nothing to say about a mercy that large. Once, in the grey of the second morning, her shadow lingered over us a long moment, and the slow deep heartbeat I carry at the edge of my senses sped, just slightly, just once, the closest a dragon comes to worry, and I knew she had seen something from up there that we had not, and I put my heels to the horse.

The drove road tried to take half a day from us at noon.

Spring water had eaten under an old plank culvert, and the first horse put a forehoof through the crust before Yrsa hauled it back.

The mare came out shaking, skin scraped above the fetlock but the joint sound. Beyond her, the road looked whole. Under the turf, three feet of the shoulder had become running water and empty air.

I dismounted and crawled down the bank. The culvert mouth was packed with alder branches and last year’s silt.

Water had climbed over the stone lip, found the road fill, and been invisibly carrying it away from beneath.

A wagon had crossed that morning. Two wagons, iron-bound, heavy while empty. Their wheel ruts ran deep on the near side and lightened after the culvert, where the drivers had whipped the teams through.

“They know it’s failing,” I said.

Suzu crouched beside one rut and pressed two fingers into the damp. “They knew better than to stop. Rear wagon slid.

“See the double bite?”

“And left it for anyone behind.”

Yrsa looked north. “Can the horses pass single?”

“Yes. Merta’s cart can’t come home over it. Neither can two locking wagons if we turn them around.”

That made the repair part of the rescue.

I echoed a plank across the washout and sent the horses over one at a time with Nahari leading from the far bank. The copy lasted nine seconds, faded, and I called another. Suzu crossed last on the stone lip, spurning the plank; accepting an easy route causes her moral pain.

We worked.

Yrsa cut the alder jam free at the mouth. Suzu’s size let her slip into the culvert itself, and cleared the inner catch with a hook and language that made Nahari glance toward the sky as if apologizing to distant gods.

I rolled two deadfall logs down the bank, notched them, and laid them under the road shoulder. Nahari called each surge half a breath before it came, giving Suzu time to flatten against the stone while brown water punched through.

When the channel cleared, it spat a child’s blue chalk stub into the shallows.

Suzu caught it before the current did. The end had been worn square by careful writing. She cradled it in her palm, all humor gone.

“Tam passed here,” she said.

I took the chalk. Damp had softened one corner, but the square writing edge still carried a pale dust that rubbed into the lines of my thumb. I imagined a boy grinding it down on walls while wagon wheels carried him north. The image struck harder than the grave-coins ever had.

Merta had written to us weeks ago. I had filed her careful question, answered it correctly, and left the distance between the answer and her door unguarded. I knew every reason. None of them made the blue stain on my hand smaller.

“Bag it,” I said. My voice came out rough.

Suzu closed her fingers over mine before taking the chalk. One hard squeeze, fox-warm and wordless. Then she put it alone in the evidence pouch.

We packed the void with stone, braced it on the logs, and laid the original planks back with an echoed bar bearing the weight while I drove spikes. The repair would carry a cart, our horses, and two captured wagons south. A proper road crew could make it last the season after we were gone.

I carved a warning into the near post for the road crew and put three silver bits beneath a flat stone for the first person who came with proper timber. Below the warning I cut two diagonal notches, the drove-road sign for a repaired washout, then tied a strip of blue cloth at a wagoner’s eye line before his lead horse reached the weak shoulder. Suzu added a fox-mark beside it, which meant the money under the stone would still be there when the crew arrived.

The work cost forty-three minutes. I counted every one. It bought us a road home.

As we mounted, Vyrissa’s shadow crossed the repaired culvert. For one suspended beat the cloud above us glowed bronze at its edge. Approval, from a dragon, looks very much like weather deciding not to kill you.

Suzu tucked the blue chalk into the evidence pouch by itself. Then she ran the crossroads-shrine circuit as we rode, because that is what she does: bent grass, shrine dust, and bad wheel-grease give her a cleaner account than most witnesses.

She dropped off at each wayside shrine and each crossroads and read the sign the snatchers had left, silk-silent, no glamour, gone from the saddle and back before the horses had cooled, and she built the file cold, receipts first, as we build everything.

Grave-coin paid at three inns, she reported, the innkeepers remembering the strangeness of the coin before the faces of the men, which is itself a fact, because a coin has to be very strange for a man to remember it before a face.

Pre-dynasty mint. Uncirculated. The same class of coin the Gilt Hunt had paid its saboteurs earlier that year, out of a purse that came from somewhere with no market and no weather.

I turned one over that she brought back, a copper older than the province, unworn, minted and never spent until now. It carried the same dead pressure as the resting-light field underfoot.

I returned it quickly. She put the retrieved grave-coin into the evidence pouch beside Tam’s blue chalk, the two receipts finally sharing a pocket.

At the second inn, the keeper had entered the party under one name: Dreven. Nine men, two iron-bound wagons, three nights’ feed paid in old copper.

Dreven had made him bite one coin to prove the metal, and he remembered. The captain’s name entered our file beside the keeper’s sworn mark.

Wagon-grease on a shrine post, fresh, the mark of a heavy locking wagon that had swung too wide at a turn, and Suzu measured the swing and told me the wagon’s weight empty, and empty was heavy, iron-bound, meant to hold living cargo that fights. And at a well outside a hamlet, a child’s chalk mark, scrubbed at but not erased, and Suzu crouched over the ghost of it a long time before she told me what it was.

“It’s a warning code,” she said. “A child’s. Half-invented.”

She traced the scrubbed ghost of it with one finger.

“That’s Brenna’s relay alphabet. One flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped.

“Somebody taught this to Tam, or Tam taught himself off a story about the march’s lamp-runners, and he’s been chalking warnings on wells with a code he learned from a rumor about us.” She looked up at me. “The lamp-runners’ alphabet got out, Dorian.

“It’s in the world. A boy two provinces away is warning his neighbors with Brenna’s signals off a story he heard about the people who have the dragon.”

I crouched beside the well until the scrubbed strokes resolved into Brenna’s three-flash warning. Tam had copied the crooked lower bar too, the mistake she made before Sela corrected her. A story had carried even the mistake two provinces north.

I traced the code once with my finger hovering over the chalk. “He expected us to understand.”

“Then we’d better be worth the expectation,” Suzu said.

“He’s smart,” Suzu said, still crouched over the ghost of the chalk mark, and the shrine-crack voice lay beneath her words, the one sixty years of helpless captivity had made. “He heard a story about people who signal with lamps and he taught himself the alphabet off a rumor and he’s been warning his neighbors with it while grown men with old coin hunt him by name.

“That’s a smart, frightened child doing the only thing he can think of.”

She stood. “I was a smart frightened woman once, and grown men wanted me because I was inconvenient to leave loose. I know the feel of that root cellar.”

She did not say more. She got back on her horse, and Suzu was fully present and cold, and we rode faster.

The retrieved coin proved a pre-dynasty mint and matched the Hunt’s pay; its buyer remained unproven. We rode to identify that buyer, break the band, and bring home a boy.

We made a camp the second dusk, a wayside barn a half-day short of Coldharbour, one shielded lamp against the dark so no glow would carry to the wrong eyes, rain coming on soft against old thatch. You meet a snatcher band rested, horses and arms ready, the watch set, and strike at first light with the road already yours, and the resting is a discipline harder than the riding, because every hour you rest is an hour a boy sits in a root cellar, and a warden who cannot make himself rest before a fight is a warden who arrives spent and loses the boy to save his own conscience an hour of waiting.

So we rested. Nahari took the first watch at the barn door, sight narrowed, listening to the road, and the horses steamed in the dark, and the rain came down, and we made a warm dry place a half-day from an ugly thing, the oldest soldier’s craft there is.

We ate cold, because you do not light a cook-fire a half-day from men you mean to surprise, and a cold meal in a wet barn is one of the small familiar miseries of the road and also, somehow, one of its pleasures: four people passing hard bread and harder cheese and a skin of Pell’s ale between them in the dark and complaining about all three, which is how soldiers keep the coming fight outside for one meal. Suzu produced, from somewhere in the fox’s endless pockets, a twist of paper with candied plums in it, the good ones from the harvest stalls, and shared them out one apiece, gravely, as if rationing treasure, and kept two for herself, and was caught keeping two, and defended the second on the grounds of a reeve’s customs duty. Yrsa took the second plum off her with a tail-quick move the fox had plainly taught her without meaning to, and ate it looking Suzu dead in the eye. Suzu promptly declared it the proudest day of her teaching career and the darkest day of her personal finances, and offered, on the spot, to sell Yrsa lessons in the very theft that had just cost her a plum, terms negotiable, first lesson already delivered and chargeable.

Nahari ate at the door, half-turned to the road, and would not take the ale, because her head stays clear on a watch, and she told us, without being asked, that the boy was still in the cellar, still awake, and still alive. The glass stayed closed; she knew because the road carried the taut stillness of unfinished danger. An ending would have flattened it.

“He’s frightened,” she said, “and frightened is alive. It’s the calm ones you grieve for.” And she went back to the road, and we finished the cold meal in the warm dark, and for a little while the four of us were only four tired people in a barn eating bad bread and one candied plum apiece.

I broke my ration of hard cheese in half and wrapped one piece back in cloth.

“For the boy?” Yrsa asked.

“He may be hungry.”

Nobody told me children in root cellars did not need a warden’s saved cheese. Nahari moved her knee against mine at the door and left it there.

At that camp, at dusk, before the resting, Yrsa drilled Suzu for the rust.

Yrsa said Suzu had gone soft on vault-work and festival celebrity. Suzu accused Yrsa of jealousy toward anyone who could leave a room by routes other than its door.

They cleared a space between the steaming horses and began. I checked the same saddle strap three times so I could watch.

Yrsa fought Suzu by closing every escape before she committed; catching Suzu demanded geometry. Suzu answered with absence, always leaving the place where Yrsa’s blow landed.

The drill became an argument conducted in bruises. “You dropped your guard,” Yrsa said, and Suzu answered, “I don’t have a guard, I have a schedule,” then vanished and reappeared behind her. Yrsa, who hated being flanked more than nearly anything, used a word not fit for the boy we were riding to save. They went again. When Suzu slipped on wet straw, Yrsa abandoned a perfect opening to catch her under the elbow. Suzu regained her feet, slapped the rescuing hand away, and attacked before either could acknowledge it.

They talked while they fought. Only the very good have breath for that, drawn from somewhere the rest of us do not possess.

“You’re slow on the left,” Yrsa said, driving her, “you’ve been sitting on a stool counting coppers all season and your left’s gone to sleep.” “My left,” Suzu said, not there anymore, “is a diversion. My left has always been a diversion.

“You’ve been falling for my left since Veltmark.”

“I have not.” “You’re looking at it right now.”

Yrsa was looking at it right now, and corrected it, furious, and Suzu was already gone the other way, laughing, and Yrsa said the word again, the one not fit for the boy we were riding to save, and Nahari from the door said, mildly, “language,” which is a joke, because Nahari has the filthiest mouth in the household when she chooses to spend it and every one of us knows it. Both fighters broke to laugh. Yrsa reset first. Yrsa ignored the opening Suzu had left and straightened her twisted wrist-wrap, pulled it snug with her teeth, and slapped the repaired hand away.

“Again.”

Suzu’s grin softened before she hid it. “Again.”

Suzu stole Yrsa’s whetstone mid-bout.

She did it in the middle of a bind, the hardest place to steal from a person because both of you are fully committed and fully aware, lifted the whetstone off Yrsa’s belt while Yrsa had both hands occupied not being disarmed and both eyes on the blade, and she was three feet away grinning before Yrsa knew it was gone.

Suzu sat down in the wet barn and sharpened Yrsa’s blade with the stolen stone. She worked the nick out of the edge with patient, even passes before handing both back.

“That,” she said, “is the only theft with merit in nine tails of history.”

All nine tails burst into view together. “I’ll have it framed.”

“You’ll have nothing framed. Give me my stone back.”

The stone already sat in Yrsa’s palm. She tested the repaired edge on her thumbnail, grunted, and resheathed it.

Nahari left her attention on the road. “The rain stops in an hour. Moon at moonset. The road will take hard riding by the second watch.”

Yrsa put the sharpened blade away. Suzu tossed her the last candied plum. They split it with the whetstone knife and sat down to rest.

At the last shrine I limited the household to Dreven’s proven file. On a hard road toward an ugly thing, the temptation is to guess, to name the enemy so the fear has a shape, and a named fear without proof makes you fight the wrong shape. Who pays uncirculated grave-coin for ungraded summoner children? We did not know.

The dead coin and leaning lamps carried a familiar smell. Receipts remained our standard.

We rode to gather truth, leaving dread unconfirmed. “Say nothing you can’t swear on a stone,” I told them at the last shrine, “and we’ll break whoever this is with what they cannot buy: the truth, sworn in front of the roads.” And Nahari, whose sight had stayed narrow the whole ride, said only, “It smells like the hunt’s pay,” and spent no further name. She had already spent that name once, on a cliff, and left this suspicion unnamed.

The wager was Suzu’s idea. Naturally.

“First to make the Warden lose count,” she said, that night in the barn-loft, rain on the thatch, one shielded lamp, “runs tomorrow’s cold scout. Alone.

“In the wet.” She said it to Yrsa, a challenge, all fox-fire and mischief, a woman using a wager to close ranks around a man as she knows how, as a contest with one prize, on a hard road toward an ugly errand. Yrsa accepted it like a challenge before she remembered to be embarrassed about accepting a wager to bed a man with her sister-in-arms, and the remembering came a full beat late, a flush arriving after the yes, and it made Suzu cackle so hard she fell off the hay-bale.

Both of them gave me the direct consent I required, even in a barn, even after the joke. Suzu said it grinning before she said it straight, “yes, I want this, both of them, tonight,” and Yrsa said it clipped before saying it without deflection, “yes, hands, her too, I don’t mind her, tell anyone I said that and I’ll deny it,” and Suzu filed the not-minding away as the treasure it was.

I set the terms. Tonight I would call the contest, and two women who showed love through competition could both surrender the game to my command.

“Yrsa first,” I said.

“Suzu, you hold still, up the ladder, and you watch. Yes. That’s the game.

“You wanted a wager. The wager is you don’t get to touch until I say, and you hold still while I take her apart, and if you move you forfeit and run the scout alone.”

Suzu lit from ears to tails with the specific torment she loves, because holding still and watching is the exhibitionist’s perfect inverse and therefore, for her, the sweetest agony, self-inflicted this time and worse for it, the woman who lives to be seen made to sit and see instead. “That’s cruel,” she breathed, delighted.

“That’s genuinely cruel.

“I love it. I hate you. Start.”

Yrsa, for her part, understood the arrangement as a bout and then, glancing at Suzu on the ladder, said the nearest she comes to sentiment, an insult with love in it: “Don’t fall off and hurt yourself, menace. I’m not carrying you into a fight tomorrow because you got distracted.” And Suzu said she would carry Yrsa, thank you, on her worst day, and the two of them nearly started the argument again, and I ended it by putting my mouth to Yrsa’s throat, which is the one thing that stops Yrsa mid-sentence.

She climbed to the loft ladder and perched there, tails going still by an act of pure will, under orders not to move, and I took Yrsa first.

Fierce, on the bedrolls, bare-handed, grey light banked low along her scars as she stripped off her fighting leathers.

Yrsa hooked her fingers under the edge of her combat wrap and held my gaze. Then she unwound it herself, one firm turn at a time, baring the small high curves of her breasts before folding the linen beside her leathers. The threshold was hers. Only then did she lean into my waiting hands.

The shear-claw scar shone pale in the shielded lamp. She had the drill still in her blood, pulse hard under my mouth, muscles ready for the next demand. Her wrists went into one of my hands as I put her beneath me and let her test the hold once.

Her shoulders pressed into the bedroll. Her weight settled. The switch-flip landed the instant she believed the pin, tactical focus dropping away in one raw exhale.

“Count,” she said.

“One. Open.”

Her knees spread. I dragged two fingers through the heat between her thighs, found her slick from the spar and Suzu’s watching, and worked her clit while she held my gaze. Light tightened along the long scar on her left thigh.

At two I pushed both fingers inside her and curled them. Her hips rose once against my hand before I put my forearm across them and returned her to the roll.

“Hold,” I told her.

Yrsa held. Her breath came through her teeth in clipped bursts while I opened her with patient strokes, each one answered by the flex of her fencer’s thighs.

I used my thumb on her clit until her fingers dug into my grip and her small breasts shook with the effort of staying under command. Then I released her wrists, turned her astride, and guided my cock through her wetness.

“Down on three.”

She lowered in one controlled descent. Her pussy stretched tight around the head, then took the shaft inch by inch until her ass met my thighs. A broken sound left her.

I kept both hands on her hips and made her wait there, full and trembling, while Suzu priced the sight from the ladder.

At four I lifted Yrsa nearly off me.

At five I brought her down hard. The impact snapped her head back and brought grey radiance bright along every named scar. I set the cadence from beneath her, hard ascent and measured fall, marking the winter-pale skin under my fingers.

She could have overpowered the rhythm with one flex of those legs. Instead she handed me every stroke. Her clipped terms dissolved into breath, then my name once, low, when I turned us again and drove into her from above.

All the while, up the ladder, Suzu provided commentary.

The torment was self-inflicted, and it got worse as it went. Suzu, who lives to be watched, had put herself in the one seat where she had to watch and hold still, and it was killing her, and she narrated the odds in an increasingly wrecked voice to keep herself from breaking the rule.

“Three to one Yrsa breaks first,” she managed, tails twitching against the ladder, “she’s already, oh, she’s already gone silent, that’s four to one, that’s not fair, look at her, look what he’s, I ordered myself to hold still and I hate her, I hate you, keep going.” Her hands were fisted in her own silks to keep them still. Yrsa, who would ordinarily have told her to shut up, was too far gone to do anything but flush deeper under the running odds, being watched and priced and unable to reach the one watching, and the watching wound them both tighter, Yrsa in my hands and Suzu on the ladder, each undoing the other across ten feet of barn air.

I pinned Yrsa exactly where the bond said she needed me. She came apart on a bitten-down sound, every scar flaring through the bond as her long body went rigid and then loose.

Up the ladder, Suzu made a noise like she had been struck. She nearly broke her own rule, saved it by a breath, and stared down at us in bright torment. I decided she had paid her full measure and called her down.

I called Suzu down. She came off the ladder so fast her foot missed the last rung, landed laughing, and reached me before she had found her balance. All the motion I had denied her came back in one bright rush.

She kissed me with teeth, pulled my hand under her silks, and pushed herself against my fingers with a shameless little sound meant for Yrsa to hear.

“You watched,” I told her.

“Every stroke. I have notes. Extensive, filthy notes.”

“Now she watches you.”

That silenced her for half a heartbeat. Suzu looked toward Yrsa on the bedroll, saw Yrsa’s storm-grey gaze fixed on her, and the fox-fire freckles across her nose brightened. I stripped the silks from her narrow hips and turned her against the hay-bales with her face angled toward her audience.

Her tails spread in a red-gold fan, impossible to hide. I slid two fingers into her from behind. She was drenched from the enforced watching, her pussy fluttering around my hand as I worked her quickly.

“Tell her what you wanted from the ladder.”

Suzu held Yrsa’s gaze. “His cock.

“Your hands. Both of you looking when I lose the joke.”

I withdrew my fingers and pressed the blunt head of my cock to her slit. “Good fox.”

She pushed back, trying to take me. My hands stopped her hips until her tails lashed hay loose from the bales.

“Ask.”

“Fuck me where she can see it.” The joke had gone from her voice already. “Please.”

I entered her in one hard stroke. Suzu cried out and arched, small body taking me tight, fox-fire racing over her shoulders.

I stayed buried, then pulled almost free and drove in again. The hay-bales shifted against the wall. Her commentary broke into bright pieces: deeper, yes, she is watching, again.

Yrsa’s stare never left the place our bodies joined.

Suzu reached both arms above her head and gasped, “Hold me down. Someone hold me down.”

Yrsa moved at my nod. The older sister took Suzu’s offered wrists and pinned them to the bale, soldier-practical, her grip tested once and found real. She lent Suzu the control she had surrendered for herself, family giving family what had been asked, without stint.

“Look at her,” I commanded.

Suzu looked. I caught one slim thigh and lifted it, opening her wider to Yrsa’s view, and drove into her with quick full strokes.

Her nine tails wound around my forearms. Yrsa held her wrists and watched me work; arousal rekindled through Yrsa’s strand each time Suzu’s body jolted under my hips. Suzu felt it too.

She performed until performance failed, until her clever mouth could produce only my name and Yrsa’s in alternating breaths.

I checked the motion at the edge. Suzu made a wounded sound and strained uselessly against the grip she had requested.

“Who sets it?” I asked.

“You do. Please, Dorian. Set it.”

I gave her three hard strokes and ground deep on the fourth while my fingers circled her clit. Her amber eyes went vertical-slitted.

Fox-fire laced under her skin, and she came with her gaze locked on Yrsa, pussy clenching rapidly on my shaft, tails tightening until my arms burned. At the end she said my name straight, stripped of invoice and game, her glamour entirely down for two witnesses now.

Suzu’s first climax left her shaking against the hay-bales, wrists still pinned in Yrsa’s hands. I stayed inside her until the quick contractions eased, then withdrew with deliberate slowness, forcing the fox to watch every wet inch leave her.

She sagged back into Yrsa. The saint caught her under the arms and lowered her onto the bedroll before her knees could fold.

“One each,” Yrsa said, still fight-flushed and breathing hard. “Wager isn’t settled.”

Suzu sprawled across her lap, nine tails twitching through the hay. “The marshal acknowledges the objection. The marshal is also extremely compromised and would like the record to show that the saint has excellent hands.”

“You asked for them.”

“I am praising my own judgment.”

I put two fingers under Suzu’s chin and turned her face toward me. “You proposed first to make me lose count. The count continues until I rule it finished.”

Her amber pupils narrowed. “Excellent. Unfair. Continue.”

Yrsa opened her thighs behind the fox. I caught the saint’s ankle and drew her out from under Suzu, arranging Yrsa on her back across the bedroll with Suzu kneeling beside her. The Blade Saint’s long pale body still carried the aftershocks of her earlier release. Her small breasts lifted with each breath; storm-grey radiance remained banked along the scars at her ribs.

“Yrsa, knees up. Fox, hold them.”

Suzu took one leg beneath the knee, then the other, folding Yrsa open. Tails curled around both ankles as extra braces.

Yrsa tested the restraint once. Suzu grinned at the pressure. “Real enough for you?”

“Barely.”

“Liar.”

I knelt between Yrsa’s lifted thighs and pushed two fingers into her. She was still wet, still swollen. Her pussy closed around my hand in a hard reflex.

“Count,” she demanded.

“Six,” I said.

Suzu looked offended. “We were nowhere near six.”

“You lost the count when you came.”

“Then that’s your administrative failure.”

I curled my fingers inside Yrsa. The saint’s hips rose from the bedroll, stopped by Suzu’s bracing tails and my forearm across her belly.

“Seven,” I said.

Yrsa’s answer came as a rough syllable. Suzu’s gaze dropped to my hand disappearing into her sister-in-arms. The fox’s thighs pressed together.

“Watch properly,” I told her. “Spread yourself. Two fingers, only as deep as I count.”

Suzu shifted one hand and braced both of Yrsa’s knees with a tail and used the freed hand on herself. At eight, two slim fingers slid into her wet pussy. At nine, she drew them out and rubbed the shining tips over her clit.

I took my hand from Yrsa and replaced it with my cock.

The head pushed through her tight entrance. I entered her in a slow, continuous drive while Suzu held the long pale legs folded wide. Yrsa gripped every inch, hot and slick, until the last of me seated inside her.

“Ten,” I said.

“That’s a suspiciously round number,” Suzu whispered.

“Quiet. Yrsa, tell her what you feel.”

I withdrew halfway.

“Emptying,” Yrsa said through her teeth.

I drove back until Yrsa took every inch.

“Filled. Better.”

“Again.”

She gave Suzu the words on every stroke. Deep. Drag. Full. Hold. The clipped report roughened as I took her harder, her legs spread in the fox’s care while wet impacts sounded under the rain.

Suzu watched until the sight became its own punishment. Her fingers moved between her thighs on my spoken count, bright little circles stopping whenever I stopped inside Yrsa. Each denial drew a fox-fire spark across her shoulders.

“Your turn to hold still,” Yrsa told her.

“I am holding two saint-grade legs and the remnants of my dignity.”

“Only one of those is difficult.”

I changed the angle under Yrsa’s hips. Her retort collapsed. The new line drove across the place that made her inner muscles seize around me. I repeated it, slower, and felt the Crowned strand tighten with her returning need.

“Dorian.”

“Wait.”

“I am.”

Suzu’s fingers quickened.

“Fox, stop. Put your hand on her clit instead.”

She pulled her wet hand from herself and pressed two fingers to Yrsa. I covered Suzu’s knuckles with mine long enough to set the pressure, then let her maintain it.

“When I fill her, circle once. When I withdraw, hold still.”

Suzu followed the call. Yrsa took the double rhythm without a single tactical word left. My cock drove deep; fox fingers circled. I pulled back; they held. The saint’s thighs shook inside the tails binding them open.

“Who wins?” Suzu asked, voice fraying.

“Whoever stops trying to.”

Yrsa gave one broken laugh. “Filthy answer.”

“Take it anyway.”

I drove into her and Suzu circled hard. Yrsa came a second time, body arching off the bedroll as her pussy clenched around me in fierce rings. Storm-grey light flashed along the rib scar. Suzu braced the legs and worked her clit through every contraction, watching Yrsa’s face while my hips moved beneath her attention.

I withdrew before Yrsa’s grip could pull my own finish free. My cock came out shining. Yrsa made a low protest and reached for me.

“Hands down,” I said. “You hold the fox now.”

Yrsa caught Suzu by the waist and pulled her across the bedroll. The fox landed on her back with a surprised yelp, tails flying. I sat with my shoulders against the hay-bales and crooked two fingers.

“Suzu. Astride. Facing me. Yrsa behind you.”

Suzu scrambled into my lap, quick even on trembling legs. She gripped my slick cock, rubbed the head over her clit once, then lined me up.

“Wait,” I said.

Her hips froze above me. Yrsa settled behind her and gathered Suzu’s wrists in one hand against the fox’s lower back. Her other arm banded Suzu’s belly.

“Held forever,” Suzu breathed, remembering her own appraisal.

Yrsa’s mouth touched one fox-red ear. “If you earn it.”

“I am excellent collateral.”

“Down,” I ordered.

Suzu sank onto me, her petite body adjusting in a tight wet glide until she settled fully against my thighs, breasts pressed to my chest. The contact pulled a straight, helpless sound from her.

“Move only when I tell you. Yrsa, use her clit.”

The saint’s free hand slid between us. Soldier-callused fingers found the swollen bud. Suzu jolted on my cock but Yrsa’s arm pinned her seated.

I set the sequence in uneven counts. Two shallow lifts. A full descent. Stillness while Yrsa rubbed three deliberate circles. Then one long rise until only the head remained, followed by a hard return that drove Suzu against my chest.

Her tails wrapped us both. Three coiled around Yrsa’s back, two around my waist, the rest thrashing through the hay whenever I made her wait.

“Whose count?” I asked.

“Yours,” Suzu said. The invoice voice had gone. “Please keep it.”

“Yrsa?”

“His. Stop trying to price it.”

I increased the force and refused a predictable rhythm. Yrsa worked Suzu’s clit at each deepest stroke, her own fresh aftershocks spilling through the new steel-and-silk strand. Suzu felt them and answered, squeezing hard around my cock.

“I can feel you,” she gasped to Yrsa. “Every time he fills me, you… gods.”

“Good. Carry it.”

Suzu rode to my command while Yrsa anchored her. Bright fox-fire braided through storm-grey at the edges of my sight. The two women climbed again together, one receiving every thrust and one feeling it cross the bond while her fingers supplied the answer.

I stopped counting aloud.

Suzu noticed after two strokes. “What number?”

I lifted her and brought her down hard. “Gone.”

Yrsa’s storm-grey gaze found mine over Suzu’s shoulder. Understanding landed first in her, then crossed the new strand into the fox.

I had lost the count on purpose. Neither woman would beat the other into my bed. The wager died there, leaving only family and the thing they had both chosen.

“Dead heat,” I said. “You both run the cold scout.”

Two queens swore at me in perfect unison.

The unison broke them.

Yrsa’s fingers tightened over Suzu’s clit as Suzu came around me, quick contractions fluttering the full length of my cock. The fox cried out straight, without joke or invoice. Through their braided strand, Yrsa’s own body answered in smaller pulses, her thighs clamping against Suzu’s hips while she anchored her through it.

I drove up through the shared aftershocks and came deep inside Suzu. My cock jerked in heavy pulses, pumping a hot load into her while Yrsa pinned Suzu flush against me. Cum welled around me and ran over my thighs. Suzu’s pussy milked each spurt; Yrsa’s hand never left her clit until the final weak contraction eased.

Steel closed around silk. Fox-fire ran through storm-grey. Their new bond-thread drew taut; I felt both women laugh before either made a sound.

Rain softened against the old thatch, and for a while three warm bodies in the hay and a dragon guarding the sky above the roof pushed the ugly errand, the old coin, and the leaning lamps far away.

The aftercare was the soldier’s, and it annexed Suzu, which was new. On the loft floor, one water skin passed three ways. We rested shoulder to shoulder against the hay while Yrsa tugged the nearest blanket over Suzu’s bare feet without comment. Yrsa’s rules extended to cover a kitsune who did not ordinarily do soldier-aftercare and did tonight, subdued and tucked between us, three tails across Yrsa’s lap, two wound around my calf, and the remaining four banked along the hay to stop the draft.

Suzu, half-asleep, appraised Yrsa aloud as she appraises everything. “Undervalued asset,” she murmured, into Yrsa’s shoulder. “Recommend holding forever.

“Would insure at no premium.

“Terms: never let go.” And Yrsa, who habitually deflects compliments, who itches at kindness and repays it or flees the room, let it stand.

She accepted Suzu’s appraisal in the dark, put one arm over the fox to shelter her from the draft, and left it there. The unbroken embrace said more than Yrsa would have tolerated from her own mouth, and I felt their shared strand tighten in the dark, the blade and the thief, the last unbraided pairing in the four-Crowned circle, family now past any denying it.

In the dark, Suzu fell asleep with her nose pressed to Yrsa’s shoulder. Yrsa adjusted the blanket over all nine tails and pretended she had only been fixing a draft.

Nahari stood watch at the barn door. Above the roof, Vyrissa’s wing-shadow passed over the moonlit gaps in the thatch at long, patient intervals.

We slept a few hours before Suzu’s road-reading broke camp at moonset.

She came back from the last shrine circuit at moonset with the fox fully present and no games in her at all, and she told it without embellishment. The snatchers’ sign was hours fresh, wagon-grease still tacky, grave-coin spent at the nearest inn that same evening. The band had not camped a half-day out as a sane band camps before a job.

They had pushed through the dark to Coldharbour, and they were there now, close on the cottage, waiting for the light, because a barred door is easiest to break at dawn, when the people behind it have spent the whole night not sleeping and the coming day whispers that the danger has passed.

“They’re already there,” Suzu said. “Sitting on the boy. Waiting for morning.”


Chapter 11: Coldharbour Road

We reached Coldharbour two hours before dawn. Suzu had read the last mile ahead of us, and I laid the fight onto the ground while Dreven’s men waited for morning.

Coldharbour was nine houses and a cottage set apart, a ford on the drove road where the wagons had to cross, a crossroads shrine with its lamp gone out, and a hamlet’s worth of moonless dark that had a frightened boy in the middle of it.

Dreven’s band had done what Suzu said they would do: they had pushed through the night to be close, and they were close now, nine of them and two locking wagons drawn up in the alder-scrub past the ford, horses picketed and dozing, torches banked and ready, waiting on the grey that would let them break a door. Their watch was lazy, one man drowsing beside banked torches while the others trusted their numbers. Nine hard men with old coin had come to collect a widow’s son behind a barred door. Certainty had reduced the hours before dawn to a wait.

I put the four of us to work in the last two hours, silent, cold, each doing her assigned ground.

Suzu laid the trip-lines. She used real rope from the road kit, strung low and taut across the ford’s throat where a wagon would have to cross to get a stolen child out fast in the dark, three lines, staggered, at axle height and knee height and the height a bolting horse drops its head, and she laid them by feel in water to her shins without a sound, and came back dry to the waist by a trick I have watched her do and cannot explain, and reported the ford closed.

“A wagon takes those at speed,” she said, “and it stops being a wagon and starts being a pile. Nobody’s driving a locked box out of this ford tonight. If they run, they run on foot, and men who run on foot from a fight they were sure of run stupid.”

She was cold through every layer, the fox with no games in her, and she had one more thing to lay, and she laid it: the foxfire.

The foxfire was the cruelty of the plan, and it was a kindness, both, as the best of Suzu’s work is both. She lit false cottage-lights, warm, low, familiar, a lamp behind a shutter and a banked hearth-glow under a door, in the wrong house. In the empty house two doors down from Merta’s, a house whose family had gone to a daughter’s in the next valley for the harvest and left it dark.

She lit it up soft and lived-in with fox-fire that cast no heat and drank no oil, a house pretending to shelter a sleepless mother and a boy who would not sleep, and she left Merta’s actual cottage dark as a stone.

“Men move on a lit window,” she said. “They’ve been watching a dark door all night and telling each other the boy’s inside not-sleeping.

“Now there’s a window with a light in it, and the light says here they are, awake, frightened, right where we left them. They’ll go to the light. The light’s a hundred feet from anything that matters, guarding a cold hearth and a lie.”

She melted back into the scrub. “First rule of the trade. Put the treasure where they’ll look, and put the look where there’s no treasure.”

Nahari took the near ground and narrowed her sight as she had through the ride, a seer refusing four hundred futures to preserve the one.

She spent the Glimpse on the ford, the cottage-yard, and the twenty feet of dark a running man crosses, and she spent it a half-breath deep, so that every rider Dreven had would move, when the moment came, a half-step wrong, reaching for footing that had shifted, bracing against a blow that came from a hand’s width off where he braced, turning toward a sound that had already stopped. It is the smallest magic in the household and the most decisive. A fight is a thousand half-steps. The side that stays half a step right does not lose.

She settled at the yard’s edge, dark eyes half-lidded, breathing by long counts. “The boy is still in the cellar,” she said, unasked.

“Still not sleeping. Still frightened, which is still alive.

“And the men are still certain.” A pause. “Certainty is a lamp I can read from here.

“Theirs is very bright.” She did not smile. “It goes out first.”

Yrsa took the real door. Merta’s door. The strongest stands where the trouble will come, and the trouble, when it came, would come to the one door in Coldharbour that had a boy behind it, and Yrsa stood in the dark ten feet from it with her back to the cottage wall and her breath even and her hands empty, bare hands being what she brought to work she meant to win honestly, in the dark, before anybody bled who didn’t have to.

I took the hinge of it, which is the place a warden takes, the place where one sweep showed me the ford, the false light, and the real door and let me call the count that moved my three women faster than a shout. I had Yrsa at my shoulder within a whistle.

I adapted Brenna’s counting discipline into a separate three-beat field code: first flash hold, second ready, third go. The school’s one-flash hold, two gate-ready, three gate-dropped, long-flash breach alphabet retained its meanings; I borrowed its discipline and assigned fresh signals. And above all of it, high and patient and law-shaped in the cloud, I had the sixth heartbeat, one ponderous beat for every four of mine, a dragon banking herself as weather over a wayside cottage, and I did not look up at her. Displaying a reserve spends its value.

I felt her there and let the vast patience steady me.

Dreven hit the cottage at first light, and it went as a fight should when you have owned the dark.

He came at the false window first, which I had bet he would and which is why we lit it, nine men splitting off the scrub in good order, torch discipline, no shouting, a disciplined band about a practiced ugliness. Four to the lit house, three to the ford to guard the crossing and bring the wagons up, two held back with Dreven himself, a road-wolf keeping a reserve as a road-wolf does. The four hit the lit door hard and fast. They found a cold hearth, an empty room, and a foxfire lamp that guttered the instant a real hand reached for it. Understanding took two heartbeats. When they realized they had entered the wrong house, their certainty vanished exactly as Nahari had predicted.

I gave Brenna’s second flash, ready. Yrsa left the wall.

Nine men faced four of us. It was never close.

Yrsa took the three at the ford first. The wagons stood there, and a stolen child rides out in a wagon, and she took them before they knew the near ground had turned. The first went down to her trip-lines; he backed toward the ford to bring a wagon up, caught the knee-line Suzu had strung, went down in the shin-deep water hard, and came up with Yrsa’s hand already on his collar and his own knife already gone from his belt, disarmed by a saint who needs no saint-speed to strip a fallen man. A man down in cold water has already lost.

She put him down in the ford and held his face clear while cold water soaked the fight out of him. A man face-down in a ford has stopped being a threat and become a problem for his own side. Yrsa left him choking, coughing, and finished, then turned to the second.

He saw her coming and set himself, more than the first had managed. His committed cut would have caught a lesser fighter. Nahari called it half a breath early from the yard’s edge; I spoke the half-step into Yrsa’s ear on the count. The blade passed through the place she had occupied. Her palm struck his sternum and seated him in the ford beside the first man, where he stayed.

The third threw down his torch and ran, the smartest thing anyone in Dreven’s band did all night. I let him. He fled toward the border on foot, delivering himself to the exile we meant to give him anyway, only cheaper. We do not chase a man already running toward his sentence.

Three at the ford, no wound taken, in the time it takes to say it. I gave Brenna’s third flash, go. The false light vanished, the real door held, and Dreven understood in the grey that he had brought nine men to break a barred door while the fight occupied every piece of ground beyond it.

His four at the lit house came back with their torches guttering. The first man ran straight for the cottage, hatchet in his right hand and a torch carried forward to blind whoever guarded the door.

“Torch late,” Nahari called from the yard’s edge.

I passed the warning into Yrsa’s count. She waited until fire filled her vision, dipped beneath the delayed thrust, and struck the man’s wrist against the stone doorpost. The torch dropped into mud. Before its hiss ended, she turned his hatchet hand across his own chest, put one shoulder into his back, and sat him beside Merta’s rain barrel with both arms trapped under him. He tried to rise. Yrsa planted one boot on the fallen hatchet, sparing his spine, and left him the choice of stillness.

The next two had worked together before. One came high with a cudgel while the other slid along the cottage wall with a short blade low against his thigh. Nahari’s first call came toward the cudgel.

“High is noise. Low commits.”

Yrsa gave the loud man half a step and turned on the watchful one. The knife drove toward the place her ribs had occupied. She caught his forearm in both hands, pulled him past her hip, and sent him shoulder-first across the rain barrel. The staves boomed. Water sheeted over him and turned the dooryard black.

The cudgel man changed his swing in the same instant, better than I expected. I called fold. Yrsa folded toward the cottage. I echoed a pale half-step under her rear foot where the mud had gone slick. Her heel found impossible timber for one heartbeat. She used it to stop, reversed under the cudgel, and hit him once with the heel of her palm beneath the jaw. His teeth closed on his own tongue. The cudgel spun away. She caught his coat before he fell into the stone sill and lowered him into the mud with blood on his lip and no crack in his skull.

The knife man came off the broken barrel on hands and knees. Suzu’s line tightened around one ankle from the dark beside the well. His leg went out behind him. Yrsa took the knife, opened his coat with it and spared his skin, and pinned the blade through the loose wool into the earth. He lay spread against the mud, fastened to the ground by his own weapon and too startled to pull free.

The fourth man had stopped at the wall. He looked at the three bodies between him and the door, then at Yrsa standing empty-handed in their middle, even-breathed, while Nahari held the next warning behind her teeth at the edge of the yard. The near ground had eaten every piece of order they brought into it, half a step at a time. Coldharbour’s stone would receive details rather than a boast: three men disarmed, none maimed, one chance left to choose.

She offered mercy once.

It is the household’s rule and it is Saskia’s rule now too, the worthwhile doctrine that cold woman left in our keeping: mercy offered once, without equivocation, and if it is declined the declining goes on the receipt. One of the four, backed to the cottage wall with his blade up and his three fellows down around him, got the offer. “Down,” Yrsa told him, empty-handed, even-breathed.

“On the ground, hands out, and you keep your teeth. I’ll say it once.”

His eyes flicked to the three men on the ground. Then he came off the wall at Yrsa with everything he had. She turned the blade out of his hand and put him down with most of his teeth intact. The refusal went on the receipt. Dreven broke for the wagons.

In Dreven, cleverness honed cruelty to a single edge. He read the fight in a heartbeat: ford closed, flank drowned, door held. A road-wolf reads a lost position cleanly. He made the only move that might have salvaged something, which was to get a locking wagon moving. A locking box in motion through grey dawn might buy a road-wolf his life and perhaps a hostage.

His last man covered well. He kicked the brake-chock free while Dreven cut the lead horse’s tether and seized the wagon step. The startled team lunged. Suzu’s first rope caught the near horse at the lowered head and turned it across its mate without taking the animal off its feet. The second line snapped tight under the axle. Iron shrieked against wet stone; the wagon slewed sideways and its locked box struck the alder bank. One outer plank split.

Dreven stayed on his feet. He sprang from the step before the wheel climbed the bank, rolled through the ditch, and came up running with a short blade drawn. Nahari called his next foothold. I moved the half-step before he planted it and put an echoed bar across the gap. His boot struck pale wood that had not existed a blink earlier. The bar broke, but so did his stride. He stumbled, recovered, and found himself three strides from the wagon when the sky came down.

Vyrissa landed.

Through two campaigns, Vyrissa had been municipal weather, a shadow on a roof, and one molten eye behind a grate. Now the road saw her fully revealed.

The cloud broke over the drove road and she came out of it.

Enormous past the scale a mortal eye is built to contain, bronze-gold and metallic in the grey light with the ember-glow banked along her spine, wings the width of the ford spread and cupping the air, and she came down onto the flat above the cottage with a wing-thunder that flattened the alder-scrub and threw the autumn dust up in a ring around her, a perfect ring, the grit driven outward from where she settled so that for one suspended moment there was a circle of bare road with a dragon in the center of it and Coldharbour crouched at its edge. The horses screamed and tore their pickets and fled.

The torches guttered. The last man covering Dreven dropped his blade and his water together; his nerve went with them. The size of the thing above him sent him prone in the road with his arms over his head.

She landed between Dreven and the wagons with her fire banked so deep it touched no one, that morning or in all of what came after. Her wings folded. The vast bronze wedge of her head lowered until one furnace-gold eye rested level with the road.

She looked at him.

Dreven sat in the drove-road dust with the grave-coin heavy in his purse and a dragon’s eye a wagon’s length from his own. His short blade dropped into the dust. His mouth stayed closed.

Vyrissa breathed once. Heat rolled over him, stirred his hair, and left him unscorched. He put both hands flat on the road.

“Bind them,” I said, into the ringing hush, and we bound them.

The receipts came next, itemized and cold in daylight.

The wagons first. Two of them stood iron-bound and heavy even empty, built for unwilling cargo, with locks on the outside and air-slots too high for a child to reach.

The straw had been rammed in so thick it would muffle a captive on a long road. Suzu read the grease on the axles, the wear on the locks, and the floor straw for Coldharbour’s stone-keeper to hear. The wagons had come a long way, but neither locking box had carried a living load: the straw lay uncompressed, the inner boards unscuffed, the high air-slots clean. A blue chalk smear on one bound man’s boot matched Tam’s warning marks at the wells, proof that Dreven’s band had followed the boy’s route while the locking boxes remained empty. Suzu read that conclusion aloud. Relief did not warm her. Empty cages on a list of children were still cages, and she laid her hand against the clean inner board until the shrine-cold stillness returned.

The coin next. The purses came off the bound men and Suzu counted them into the daylight, pre-dynasty mint, uncirculated, coppers older than the province minted and never spent until now, the same dead pressure in the hand that the resting-light field carries underfoot, the same coin the Gilt Hunt had paid its saboteurs earlier that year, out of a purse that came from somewhere with no market and no weather. She counted it and named it for the stone and did not name where it came from. Familiar smells cannot enter the record; the stones require receipts.

But she laid the coppers out in a row on a wagon-board where the stone-keeper could see them, thirty-odd of them, all the same impossible age, and a row of thirty coins that should not exist was testimony louder than an accusation. Its impossible presence in daylight supplied its own accusation.

After them came the route-list.

That one mattered, and Dreven had it on him, folded small, a hard man’s careful working-paper: the villages, in order, with the drove-road distances marked and a name or a rumor of a name beside each, four more of them past Coldharbour, four more hamlets with a child in each that a certifier could not grade and a road-wolf had been paid to collect. I read it standing in Merta’s dooryard and saw what the coin had purchased. The hunting-plan became our warning-map.

Coldharbour had drovers riding to all four by noon, the ford-folk and the drove-men who knew every one of those hamlets and could reach them faster than any snatcher because the roads were theirs, and each rider carried a copy in Coldharbour’s stone-keeper’s hand of the route-list and the blunt instruction bar the doors, the march is coming, you are counted. Four villages warned off one cruel man’s paper. I kept that in the rare column reserved for harm prevented, and let it compound.

We put Dreven and his band before Coldharbour’s stone at midmorning. Bound hands, a dragon’s eye, and Yrsa standing near confined every answer to fact.

The stone accepted their confessions: names, coin, villages, and the number of children they intended to carry. Grey marks spread beside their names.

The drovers they had preyed on marched them toward the border. Word traveled stone to stone faster than horses. The escorting drovers told me afterward how the road received them.

The first inn refused them a bed. At the second, the keeper’s brother saw old copper and argued that grey marks did not feed horses. He reached for Dreven’s coin. The keeper caught his wrist, laid the copied route-list beside the purse, and showed him the name of a girl two farms upriver. His hand opened. He shoved the copper back across the board and barred the stable himself.

At Narrow Ford, the ferryman balked at carrying bound men without payment. One of the escorting drovers paid him with current mint, then made Dreven walk the waist-deep crossing beside the empty ferry while the bound men behind him stumbled through the cold. On the far bank, a drove-woman offered the escorts bread and set the prisoners’ portion on a stone six paces away. They could eat when the ropes came off at the border.

Inn by inn and ford by ford, varied hands made the exile physical.

Dreven, marched off grey between two drove-men he had meant to rob of their children, did not speak. He had spent his certainty and found nothing under it. He walked to the border in silence while Coldharbour returned to its harvest.

At last there was the boy.

Merta unbarred her door when the road fell still. She entered her own dooryard flint-hard and dry-eyed, carrying a kitchen knife she fully intended to use. At four-and-thirty, the widow occupied her threshold as though relief might still try to force its way past her.

She took in the departed prisoners, the drovers on the road, and the four of us muddy in her yard. Above the cottage, Vyrissa settled on the flat like a hillside deciding to rest. Merta withheld her thanks; gratitude remained a luxury she had yet to decide she could afford.

She said, “The riders.

“To the other villages.

“You sent them,” and I said we had, and she nodded once, a bookkeeper’s nod, filing it, and then she went to the root cellar and lifted the door and said, down into the dark, “Tam. It’s done. Come up.

“The dragon-people came.”

He came up.

Twelve years old, small for it, soot-haired, grey with a week of lost sleep. He planted one foot on the cellar’s top step while he checked the road, his mother, each of us, and the dragon above the cottage. Only then did he step into the dooryard and count us. His eyes went one, two, three, four over the four of us, then up to the fifth, the enormous one on the flat, and stayed there.

Each number lowered his shoulders a fraction. The familiar effect made the letter’s true purpose clear before he spoke.

The lamps in the cottage leaned toward him.

Through the open door, the two lamps Merta had lit leaned toward the boy in the doorway, as the border stone’s lamp leaned west, as iron leans to a lodestone. When he took a breath and steadied, they straightened with him and burned true. He did not notice.

Since midsummer, he had lived inside the small new fact that flames leaned toward him and steadied when he was calm, through so many nights that exhaustion had begun to make it feel natural. That, more than the letter, more than the leaning, told me what he was: a boy learning to treat a new strangeness as the daily shape of the world.

I did the read I could do, the anchor’s own sight that had awakened in the Sunken Crown when my blood was finally read correctly, the seeing of a soul according to the thing I am. I laid it on the boy as gently as a rule on a manifest, and it gave me back a line I had never seen on a living child before and the line stayed with me.

[SKILL: UNGRADED – A DOOR, UNOPENED]

The lines beneath it were clean. His ribs showed neither debt-thread toward a distant holder nor gold seam cinching his strength to somebody else’s purpose. That clean emptiness made my knees weak.

Certifiers had called that absence useless. Dreven had called it valuable. To me it looked like time: years Tam still owned in which to learn what his gift wanted without another hand choosing for him.

I closed the read before curiosity could become its own kind of pressure. Whatever waited behind that image of a door could stay there until the boy reached for the handle.

He looked at my forearms, at the tracery, the silver map of everything I had spent climbing up under the mended leather, and wonder loosened his tired face.

“You’re the person who has the dragon,” he said. A boy checking a fact against a rumor and finding the rumor real.

“I wrote the letter.”

Because he was twelve and exhausted and had been carrying a great deal for a great many days: “I didn’t think anybody read it. Mum said somebody would. I chalked the warnings on the wells so the other kids could get to the cellars but I didn’t; I didn’t think the dragon-people were real people.

“I thought it was a story.” He looked at the four of us, muddy and road-worn. “You’re just people.”

“We’re just people,” I agreed. “The dragon’s real, though. She’s right there.”

He looked up at her again and did not flinch. Grown men had sat down in the road; this soot-haired boy only counted. She was the largest steady presence he had ever encountered, and steadiness does not frighten a boy who steadies flames. They call to him.

Merta stated her terms then, and they were law, and I took them on a handshake. They were the right terms, set by someone who had sat up all week behind a barred door with a kitchen knife and earned the right to name them.

“He learns if he wants to learn,” she said, flint-hard, dry-eyed still. “He stops if he wants to stop.

“Nobody studies him.

“Your school doesn’t grade him and write him up. He’s a boy. And I come too.

“I’m not sending my son off to strangers with a dragon, however kind the strangers or the dragon. I come, and I work.

“I don’t take charity. I’ve never taken charity, I’ll cook or I’ll clean or I’ll maintain your school’s books, I run good books, and you house us honest and I watch him, and the day it stops being good for him is the day we leave, and you don’t argue it.” She extended the hand that had written the letter, fingers straight and waiting, the question now made flesh and just as worthy of an answer.

“Those are the terms.”

“Those are good terms,” I said. “I’d have offered worse and meant it kinder. You keep books?”

“Better than most,” Merta said, “and I don’t lose things.”

Behind me, muddy and cold, Suzu whispered, “Oh, I like her.”

Merta heard. “You haven’t seen my late-fee columns.”

“I like you more.”

Merta took my hand. Her palm was scored where the kitchen knife’s grip had pressed through the night. We shook on her terms.

Tam walked toward Vyrissa.

Merta’s hand locked around the cellar door. Yrsa shifted her balance; I touched her arm before she could follow. Suzu’s tails stopped in mid-sway. Nahari opened her mouth for a forecast and gave none.

Tam climbed toward the enormous bronze shape on the flat. Tam stopped a few feet from the great lowered head, at the edge of the ring of driven dust, and he said, in his tired serious voice, the smallest and the most extraordinary thing:

“Can I count your heartbeat? Counting steadies me. Yours is really slow.

“I could feel it from the cellar.

“It’s the slowest thing I ever felt and it made the cellar not so bad. Can I count it. I’ll be careful.”

Vyrissa, keeper of the last dragon grave, had watched a season of the living practice from a rooftop. Now she lowered her vast bronze head the remaining distance to the road, until the great warm curve of her jaw was there beside the boy, close enough to touch, and she said, in the mountain-patient voice, quieter than I had heard her:

“Count. I will slow it for you.”

She drew it out. I felt the sixth heartbeat change, the sixth heartbeat at the edge of my senses, the one I had counted since the Cindermaw, stretching, one long beat and then a longer one, a dragon reaching into her own vast body and stretching its pulse so a frightened boy could lay his soot-grey hand against the warm bronze scale over her pulse and count.

He counted aloud in the grey dawn.

“One.”

A sparrow landed on the fence before the next beat.

“Two.”

His soot-grey hand rose and fell over the scale. By four, his shoulders had left his ears. By seven, he swayed where he stood. Vyrissa did not hurry a single beat.

Merta finally touched his back. “Bed.”

Tam looked up at the dragon. “Can I count again later?”

“If you ask,” Vyrissa said.

His mother fed him and put him to bed with the door unbarred.

He slept through the day.

Merta packed before dusk. Coldharbour lent us a farm wagon, two sound horses, blankets for Tam, and food for the two-day ride. She accepted the wagon and recorded its owner, harness condition, and every borrowed blanket on a slate before she loaded one pot.

“I said I don’t lose things,” she told Suzu.

Suzu read the slate over her shoulder. “Your columns are straight.

“Your blanket depreciation is aggressive. I withdraw six of my first eleven concerns.”

“What are the other five?”

“Vault privilege.”

“Then it isn’t actionable.”

Suzu looked at me with delight. She had found someone who could survive the vault books.

Five nights remained before Kingslight when we harnessed for the south road. Tam slept under the wagon hood. Merta sat beside him and rested one hand on his boot whenever the wheels jolted.

Our four horses flanked the wagon. Vyrissa returned to the clouds once the village fell behind, at a height the teams could tolerate.

The first morning gave us cold rain and six miles of road turned slick under the wheels.

Merta drove economically. At the first steep grade she handed me the reins, climbed down, and walked beside the rear wheel with a stone ready for the brake. She found the load’s weak point and stood there before anyone asked.

Tam woke near noon. He counted the wheel turns between milestones until he lost the number at three hundred and twelve, went rigid with frustration, and started again from one.

“You can lose a count,” I told him, riding beside the wagon. “It isn’t a door. Forgetting a number doesn’t let anything through.”

He considered that with grave suspicion. “What if it was an important number?”

“Then you write it down before you need it.”

I gave him a stub of map pencil and the back page of my rain-sheltered notebook. He marked each milestone with a small square. The next time the wagon jolted and broke his wheel count, he used the squares and continued from the last milestone.

At the washed culvert we had repaired during the northbound ride, I stopped the wagon. The road fill had settled but held.

Water ran clean beneath the braced logs. Our warning remained on the post, and the three silver bits were gone. Beside them, someone had left two proper oak beams, a maul, and a note promising a road crew by morning.

Merta studied the repair. “You did this while riding to us.”

“We needed a road home.”

Her eyes went to Tam under the hood, then to the wagon wheels. She gripped the culvert post once as we passed and tested the repair with her weight before letting go.

We made the first night’s camp in a sheep fold with a stone lean-to and a roof that leaked only over the place Suzu chose for herself. Nahari called the rain’s end and was wrong by eleven minutes, which pleased her more than dry bedding would have. Yrsa checked the fold wall, moved one loose stone, checked it again, and pronounced it barely fit for sheep.

Merta took over supper before anyone could assign it. She turned Coldharbour oats, two onions, dried mutton, and a heel of festival cheese into a pot that made Yrsa stop criticizing the wall. That alone recommended her for any kitchen in the province.

Tam sat close to the fire but watched the lamps.

We had two: my road lantern and Nahari’s small glass lamp. Both leaned toward him when his shoulders tightened. When Merta put a bowl in his hands, the flames stood upright.

“Do you make them do that?” he asked me.

“No.”

“But you’re an Anchor.”

“So are you, perhaps.

“That doesn’t mean we do the same things. Maeva can steady a room. Yrsa feels a bad angle before it cuts.

“Nahari sees half a breath ahead when she chooses. Suzu can stand beside your pocket and improve its inventory.”

“That last one isn’t magic,” Suzu said from the driest spot in the fold, which she had stolen from Yrsa after the leak found her.

“It feels like magic to the pocket.”

Tam almost laughed. The lamp flames gave one small shake with him and settled.

Merta watched the exchange over her bowl. “Nobody tests that on him tonight.”

“Nobody tests anything,” I said. “He eats.

“He sleeps. Tomorrow he rides home.”

Merta fixed her eyes on me. “And after tomorrow?”

“We begin with what steadies him. Counts he can set down. Lamps he can leave whenever he chooses. A room whose door he controls.” I rested my bowl on one knee. “If his gift stirs in a new way, he tells us what he felt before anyone asks him to repeat it. Repetition can become a lesson later, with his consent and yours. Any new change belongs to Tam.”

The boy listened from inside the borrowed blankets, pretending sleep badly.

“What if it changes wrong?” he asked.

“Then the room holds,” Yrsa said. “That is what rooms are for.”

Nahari turned her little glass lamp until its flame stood beyond his direct sight. “And someone wiser stops the lesson before fear teaches the gift a bad habit.”

Suzu lifted one tail from the dry patch. “I handle unauthorized doors. Excellent rates for family.”

Tam’s mouth twitched. Merta made another of her bookkeeper’s nods as Tam’s breathing settled. Then she served Yrsa another ladle of stew without asking and moved her own bedroll to the fold entrance. Later, when Tam had curled beneath two borrowed blankets, she took the second watch without asking and sat at the fold entrance with her kitchen knife across her knees. Yrsa woke an hour into it, replaced the knife with a short camp blade in an undecorated sheath, and showed her the safest grip.

“I don’t need a sword lesson,” Merta said.

“Good. I only care that the point stays away from your leg.”

Yrsa went back to sleep sitting against the wall. Merta retained the blade.

Vyrissa’s shadow crossed the moonlit break in the clouds twice before dawn. Tam slept through both passes.

The second day opened clear. Wet grass smoked under the sun and every ditch ran full. Tam rode on the wagon bench for an hour at a time, counting bridges, milestones, and Vyrissa’s shadow whenever it crossed the road.

He asked Nahari whether knowing the next bridge spoiled it.

“Only if bridges are your greatest source of surprise,” she said.

He thought about that. “They aren’t.”

“Then spend your uncertainty elsewhere.”

At midday we met the promised road crew heading north with oak beams on a two-wheel cart. They recognized my warning cut, refused the silver I offered for the finished work, and asked whether Coldharbour still stood. I said it did.

They touched two fingers to the cart rail and continued north.

By late afternoon the Wend-march’s outer lamps showed on the southern ridge.

Tam counted them aloud until the road curved and gave him too many for one count. Two hundred forty-three was a large number for a boy who had spent a week with two leaning cottage flames. He stopped at seventy, then switched to counting the spaces between them.

“All those are yours?” he asked.

“They’re the people’s who keep them,” I said. “You can help if you want. Nobody makes you.”

Merta looked past me toward the lit ridge. Her grip loosened on the reins for the first time since Coldharbour.

The second dusk brought us to the progress camp road-tired and unglamoured, our riders surrounding Merta’s wagon. Vyrissa descended beyond the last tents and joined us in human form, calm and unguarded.

We passed the chandlery wagons, the court’s row, and the regalia wagon along the familiar road to the hall. A thousand lamps burned low through a camp settled for the night. Lamplight caught the regalia wagon’s glass as we passed, just as it had night after night since the progress arrived.

The First Crown sat under glass without a lock, confident as the Cindermaw had been. Vyrissa saw it up close for the first time.

She stopped.

She had passed above that wagon night after night as weather and never come near it human-formed, road-tired, and unguarded, and now she came near it, and she stopped in the middle of the camp road with the lamplight on the gold behind the glass, and I felt the sixth heartbeat, the ponderous one, abandon its measured rhythm. It sped.

Once. A single hard beat, the closest a dragon comes to a cry, and every lamp in the nearest three rows flared together, a camp’s worth of honest flame leaping in their glass an inch higher for one heartbeat and settling, and the court’s servants three wagons down looked up at a wind that had not blown.

Vyrissa looked at the First Crown through the glass, and her furnace-gold eyes had gone past the archive-cold of the roof and the warmth of the boy’s counting hand into something older than either, something that belonged to a war that did not look like a war, and she said only this, deep as a mountain’s foot, soft so that only the five of us heard it, yet the words lodged where I will hear them for the rest of my life:

“That gold is not yours. It was never yours.”

[THE NOTE: RECOGNIZED]

Vyrissa walked away before any of us could ask the first question. Her road-tired human shape crossed between two lamp rows and climbed the hall slope without looking back, each step too controlled for calm.

Three rows down, a pristine wick lost its uncharred end to a needless snip. The clean cutting rested for a heartbeat on the wagon-board, then vanished from sight. The next lamp waited with its untouched wick.


Chapter 12: The Dragon’s Ledger

Old grief belongs in open daylight. Darkness would have made Vyrissa’s account a ghost story, and she meant it as a ledger. She told it three nights before Kingslight, in the morning after our ride home from Coldharbour, on the roof-ridge of a hall that had stood empty four hundred years.

She spoke from a dragon’s depth, every word measured. Heat rippled over her eyes like the air above a summer road, and I learned what tears look like on a creature built of fire.

She had gone up to the ridge at dawn, and I climbed up after her. The sixth heartbeat had not settled since the regalia wagon, and a household counts its own, and I found her sitting the ridge as she sits everything, enormous even in human form, bronze-gold in the early light with the scale-shimmer catching along her shoulders and forearms, furnace-gold eyes on the southern water-meadows where a thousand lamps were waking to their morning trim. She did not look at me. She said, “You want the old account now,” and I said I wanted whatever she wanted to give and not one word more, which is how you ask a mountain anything, and she waited a while, and then she gave me the account. Somewhere north of the ford, she had decided the time for silence had passed.

“There was a war,” she said, “though your histories have no word for its shape and mine barely does. A young hunger came into the world nine hundred years ago, fat already and always wanting more.

“Nine of us fought it for eleven days.

“We met it in the sky, broke mountains under it, and burned every road by which it climbed. It kept returning with offers between the battles. Terms and trades.

“Little mercies priced against names and futures. We thought the words were pauses in the war.

“The words were how it ate us. Each bargain took a piece of the flight that fire had failed to take, until eight dragons were dead, consumed, or bound into promises they had understood too late.”

She said it without heat, a line in a ledger.

“On the eleventh day it reached the nursery. Two hundred and thirty-one eggs remained. My kin were gone.

“I knew what the Glutton made from what it ate, and I would not let it fashion instruments from our young.

“I sealed the nursery and burned. A day and a night I sustained a killing heat in that chamber.

“The mountain ran to glass. The eggs vitrified where they lay. I killed every last future of my flight before the Glutton could own one.”

The iridescence along her arms went dark. “When the fire left me, I crawled into a fault beneath the glass and hid while it searched.

“That hiding is my shame. The burning is another. Both are mine.

“The fault is also why a mouth remains to tell you any of this.

“The eggs stayed visible in the glass around me, every shell fixed at the instant the heat took it. I counted all two hundred and thirty-one before I slept.

“When I woke, I counted them again. It became the grave I would keep for nine hundred years.”

She looked toward the waking lamps below.

“Then it stripped every barrow and cairn. It took our grave-gold, the remembrance laid over our dead, and carried it into a vault with no weather. It stored my family’s funeral gold in the dark for six hundred years.

“It was waiting for a use.”

The heat-shimmer thickened over her eyes. I gave her silence and let her spend the grief in her own dragon’s time.

“Do you know what it is to be the last? Your histories make a song of it.

“The lone survivor. The final flame. I found bookkeeping.

“I came out of the fault after the Glutton left and counted everyone: the eight who fought beside me, the two hundred and thirty-one I burned, every barrow it would strip.

“What went uncounted would eventually be treated as if it had never lived. I refused that final erasure.

“I keep the number still. I will never say it aloud in a warm loft, yet I have carried it since the day I crawled from the fault. It is heavier than my fire and truer than my hoard.”

The light along her forearms dimmed and flared. “I called my survival cowardice every time I counted the vault. Last night a sleepless boy asked to count my heart, and I wanted another name for it: the reason anyone remains to count my flight.

“The gold is harder.

“I watched from the fault while the Glutton’s wagons took it from my counted dead. Sleep with them, I told the grave-gold.

“Sleep until I am strong enough to bury you again. It waited.”

“And then, in Ruthelm’s day, a mortal came to it.

“Brave and human. An adventurer named Ruthelm, who had defended a gate or crossed a mountain or done one of the small large things your kind does, and who wanted, this is the part I have turned over on my roof since his crowning, small anchor, this part belongs to him: he wanted to found something that would last. He wanted to build a kingdom that would outlive him, a light that would stay burning after his death.

“A naked want. The rawest want your kind has, and the one that gets you eaten. The Glutton had learned that a man desperate to make his work last would sign almost anything.”

She turned her head, and looked at me, and the furnace-gold was terrible and still. “So it sold him a loan.

“A great one. A wholesale blessing, larger than any it had lent before, its shine founding a dynasty and lending onward, down the years, to the men who would swear to that dynasty. And it crowned him.

“It forged him a crown to carry the loan, a crown of gold, and it made that crown from the one gold it had stored six hundred years in the dark for this use. My family’s funeral gold. Your kingdom’s first light, anchor, the First Crown that your Kingslight relights every harvest so the kingdom remembers its golden origin; that gold is my flight’s grave-goods, looted from my dead, stored in a vault with no weather for six centuries, and lent to a mortal along with the blessing that founded your world, because the Saint pays its loans in what it ate.”

I sat on the ridge beside Vyrissa in the silence her account required and let her finish. A ledger read aloud must be read to the bottom line.

“I have watched its rite from high up since Ruthelm’s crowning,” she said, “and I let it be. Because I told myself the dead do not need gold.

“What is grave-gold to the dead? Nothing. Let the mortals wear it, I told myself, let them light their little fire once a harvest and sing their little song, my dead are past caring, and I am tired, and one grave had already consumed a life.”

The heat-shimmer over her eyes tightened into bright waves.

“But I was wrong, and I have known I was wrong since the glass caught the lamplight last night, and I will say the thing I have not let myself say in all that time, up here, in the daylight, where it cannot be a ghost story. The rite is collection.

“I have felt it every harvest from high up and called it the crowd’s warmth rising. That warmth pulls like a draw.

“The crown drinks on that night.

“And I have watched the kingdom pour its belief, harvest after harvest, down into my family’s funeral gold once a year and call it remembrance. The rite collects interest through my dead, small anchor. My dead have been the collateral on a mortal loan for generations, and I lay on my roof and let it happen because I was tired, and I am done being tired, and I am telling you because you are the only creature alive who reads a debt for what it is, and I need you to read this one, and tell me if I am mad, or if the thing I have felt from high up is the thing I think it is.”

“You’re not mad,” I said. “I believe what you recognized. The crown’s cold shine, the hidden channel, the rite’s annual draw, and your memory point toward a debt.

“I can’t read its true amount or ground yet.”

A mountain could remember. A door-holder could ask the maker.

“Someone forged the crown,” I said. “Everything made has a maker, and every maker leaves a story.

“If the smith died with a question in him, I can open that door. Come down. We’ll ask where the gold came from, let him answer before the war-loft, and build from receipts.”

We called Master Iven Quenby that afternoon in the war-loft with the household gathered. I paid cleanly, with arithmetic and no overdraft.

My name carried the Wend-march, two King’s Trial victories, and three provinces of true etches; Quenby’s witness-grade call asked for less than one part in twelve of that weight. The outer edge of my deed-light dimmed, and the reserve beneath it held.

[CURRENT WEIGHT: WEND-MARCH, TWO KING’S TRIALS, THREE PROVINCES] [COST: CROWNSMITH, WITNESS-GRADE – WITHIN CLEAN WEIGHT]

Our need had a smith’s clean outline: a man who made a beautiful object, asked one unvarnished question about it, and paid for asking.

[CALL: MASTER IVEN QUENBY, CROWNSMITH] [A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE SMITH WHO ASKED WHERE THE GOLD CAME FROM]

He arrived as the gentle ones do, without violence, his shape assembling out of the afternoon light in the middle of the loft. A craftsman’s ghost to the last detail, he was stocky and competent, with a leather apron gone stiff with centuries, burn-scarred hands, forearms marked by the white pocks of a lifetime at a crucible, and a permanent forge-squint creasing one eye.

Light filled his empty outline from the boots upward. The apron appeared first as folds and old scorch marks, then the tools at its loops: narrow tongs, a chasing hammer polished where his thumb had rested, a punch roll tied with blackened cord. His hands came last. Both palms carried thick crescent scars from a crucible spill, and soot remained packed beneath the nails even death had not cleaned.

Quenby tested the loft floor with one boot, listening to the board. He turned toward Maeva’s funeral crown on the map shelf before anyone named it, then toward the cold gleam of the First Crown visible through the far window. The smith in him recognized workmanship before the dead man recognized the century. His right forefinger tapped twice against his thumb, checking for a hammer that no longer weighed there.

“Good floor,” he said. “Poor ventilation. Whoever built the chimney owes the room an apology.”

Only then did he look at us. His gaze stopped on the living dragon and narrowed into a smith’s measure. He looked around the loft, at the maps and the household and the enormous bronze-gold woman standing very still by the window, and he showed no fear. Craftsmen summoned to answer for their work are usually relieved to be asked.

“You made the First Crown,” I said. “At the founding. For the first king.”

“I made it,” Quenby rasped. I leaned closer to catch the next words.

“Best work of my hands. Best work of any hands in that age, and I’ll say it dead as I said it living, no false modesty at the crucible.” He flexed the burn-scarred fingers, remembering.

“The gold, though. The gold was strange, masters.

“I’ve turned it over since I died. I was given the gold to work, you did not question a royal commission’s materials, you took the ingots and you made the thing, and the gold was strange the moment it came off the scale.

“Heavy right, colored right, but it worked wrong. It took the heat like it resented it. And the luster.”

He shook his head.

“I’ve cast for temples and for kings. I never saw a luster like that gold. It shone like it had already been shone on.

“Like light that had already been somewhere and come back tired. I said to my journeyman, this is gold that has already been mourned, and I tried to make a jest of it, though the truth had already settled in me, and I finished the crown. It was the best work of my hands, and a craftsman does not refuse the best work of his hands. At the fitting I asked my patron one question.”

“What question,” Maeva said, from her chair, and her green eyes carried the auditing stillness reserved for the moments that matter.

“Where such gold slept,” Quenby said. “Six hundred years, I’d have said, to get that luster, gold does not come by that shine in a mint.

“So I asked the man who brought the ingots, directly, as a smith asks anything: master, where did this gold sleep six hundred years before it came to my crucible? And he did not answer me. He looked at me as you look at a clock that has told you a time you did not want, and he thanked me for the crown, and he paid me well, and I went home.”

Quenby’s scarred hands went still.

“And I took a fever within the month, and I was dead within the year, and I was two-and-sixty and sound as a smith is sound, and I have never doubted through all these dead years what killed me. I died of the question. I asked where the gold came from, and the question could not be allowed to remain in a living man’s mouth. So it did not.”

Nahari said softly, “The same schedule.”

Osric opened a fresh page.

Halden’s sixty-one entries were Anchors. Quenby belonged to another category. Osric preserved the distinction by widening the accounting and ruling a new heading across it: ANCHORS AND INCONVENIENT WITNESSES KILLED ON SCHEDULE.

The sixty-one Anchors retained their category. Beneath them he recorded entry sixty-two: IVEN QUENBY, CROWNSMITH.

CATEGORY: INCONVENIENT WITNESS – ASKED THE SOURCE – FEVER WITHIN THE YEAR

The creditor had used familiar timing on an inconvenient witness, making Quenby the sixty-second scheduled death while preserving the Anchors’ true count. Yrsa studied the new line with her jaw tight. Suzu touched the page once, then took her hand away.

Quenby carried one final unasked fact out of the world. In a craftsman’s practical words, he handed us the rite’s missing piece.

“I concealed one fact from every living soul,” he said. “Nobody asked, and I was afraid. Now I’m dead and the fear went with the fever. When I forged that crown, I forged it to a design, and the design contained a feature I did not understand and built anyway. A smith follows the design. This one required a channel.

“Down through the band of it, hair-fine, from the inner rim to the great stone at the brow.

“I thought it was for holy oil; I thought, they’ll want to anoint it each harvest, run a drop of blessed oil down through the gold, a rite, a pretty flourish. I built the kingdom a lamp, masters.”

He looked at us, and a smith’s centuries of unease were in his scarred face. “The channel is a wick-channel.

“I forged a crown with a wick in it and told myself it was for oil. It was built to draw, and I built the kingdom a lamp, and they wore it. They have worn a lamp on their heads and sung as if nobody needed to ask what it burns.”

He saw the harvest moon then, through the loft’s east window, just risen and rounding, and his rough face eased as theirs all ease at the end. “Ah. There it is.

“It’s near, isn’t it.

“The night they light it.” He said nothing.

“Don’t let them light it, masters. Whatever it burns, it’s not oil.”

“Master Iven Quenby,” I said, “you made the best crown in the world, and you asked the one question that mattered.

“Your answer gives us a place to cut. Thank you. By name.

“The march remembers the smith who asked where the gold came from.”

Quenby straightened. He looked at the harvest moon, three nights from full, and raised his burn-scarred hands toward it as if judging metal by color.

“Near pouring heat soon,” he said.

His shape eased back into the afternoon light. The chasing hammer at his belt vanished last, polished thumb-rest and all.

Osric left Quenby’s name wet on the page. Downstairs, Tam laughed when Suzu’s puppet stole Merta’s spoon. The sound came through the floorboards into the silence the crownsmith left.

Suzu placed thirty-one black beads around Quenby’s sketch of the crown. Odette’s page went above it; Vyrissa laid one claw beside the drawn wick-channel. Osric copied the Saint’s old line beneath the diagram: THE CROWN HOLDS OUR OLDEST NOTE.

Maeva moved Halvard’s token and Sidonie’s token inside the ring. The pieces that had troubled us for a season finally joined into one working threat: crown as instrument, dynasty as debtor, thirty-one lamps carrying the annual draw.

Maeva named it in one sentence, banking-cold, and set our plan by naming the enemy’s necessary condition.

“The Saint already owns the rite, the relic, and the debtor,” she said. “Completing Kingslight collects the note. Every trial and every gate sits outside its reach.”

She set her hand flat on the table. “Our task is the lighting. The rite still needs a ground, and that ground is the sole lever nobody owns yet. Find it. Take it.”

“The grounding,” I said. “Every leash grounds somewhere.

“The old ones grounded in a hand; Odette taught us to break the hand and break the leash.

“Quenby’s wick-channel points toward the crown, and Vyrissa’s recognition tells us the gold matters. That makes the relit crown our likeliest ground, not a proven one. If the rite touches earth there, changing what it grounds through would leave the current nowhere to stand. We still need a way to read the debt directly before we stake the night on it.”

Nahari spoke then from the window, eyes half-lidded. “I have felt the pull you name, but feeling a current bend is not the same as reading its ground,” she said.

“I refuse to look at that night on purpose, as you all know. When my glass thins near the wickless lamps, the pressure draws toward the regalia wagon. That makes the crown the likeliest answer. It does not make it certain.

“The distortion is strongest there. I cannot see through it to the point where the current meets earth, and I will not turn an impression into a receipt merely to make the answer convenient.” She opened her dark eyes. “At the draw’s approach, the silence should still reach my ear as a wave draws back before it breaks. I can give the relay that warning, perhaps half a breath early, blind.

“That is what I have to give this. A direction, a warning, and no false certainty.”

“That buys the opening,” Suzu said, and she said it as she prices a lock. “A half-breath’s all the trade ever needs. You don’t rob a thing when it’s watching you.

“You rob it in the one instant it’s busy being something else, counting its own take, drinking its own draw, sure of its own morning. Every score I’ve ever run, that’s the window: the mark’s proudest second. This rite carries itself like a mark that expects no interruption. I see no practiced defenses against a hand reaching into the draw.”

We read Odette’s page again, the one from the chandlery rows, the ruled straight line on a moving board, do not stand between. And Suzu, from the corner, stripped of jokes and looking at nothing, repeated the words whose proper moment had finally arrived.

“Or stand between,” she said, “and take the wick.”

Suzu pulled one black bead out of the ring and rolled it across her knuckles.

Vyrissa crossed from the window. One bronze claw came down over the bead, stopping it in the fox’s palm.

“If you put your hand into my dead’s fire,” the dragon said, “you will not put it there alone.”

Suzu looked up at her. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

They bent over Quenby’s sketch together.

The two empresses met at the cornerstone that evening, and their season of precedence and rival hospitality stilled for one hour. I overheard them despite their intended privacy.

Maeva knelt to brush mortar dust from the stone where her forward-letter slept: the week’s accounts, drainage, school names, and lived details addressed to whoever would hold the march four hundred years from now. Vyrissa watched the dust fall from her fingers. Maeva usually clothed a request in a decree. This time she looked at the sealed stone and asked plainly.

“Since waking, I have written to my dead duchies,” she said. “Every governor, every port, every loyal house.

“Letters I could never send, each one a plan for a homecoming that could not happen.

“And I burned them. Preserving them was a wound; burning them was a smaller one. Then I wrote forward.” She nodded at the cornerstone.

“The week’s accounts. The school names.

“The drainage Ana Merrick will still say I got wrong. A letter to whoever holds this march four hundred years from now. I did not burn that one.

“I built a hall on it instead.” She looked at the dragon.

“You have kept a grave since before my first empire had a name.

“What do you do with the letters you cannot send? The plans that cannot happen? Where do you put four hundred years, nine hundred, in your case, of a homecoming that will not come?”

Vyrissa paused a long moment, and then she said, dry as dust and entirely honest:

“I lie on them.”

Silence. Then, together, at the same moment, the two of them laughed: an unusually soft exhalation from two keepers who had found someone likely to understand the answer.

Maeva set her palm against the cornerstone. Vyrissa laid her larger hand beside it, her claws clearing the soft mortar by a finger’s width. Neither added a speech to the comparison. They stood over the forward letter and the hall’s old stone until dusk drove us inside.

That night Maeva set the funeral crown from the Mirror Stair directly on the bare boards. The gift of a dead empire rested below us, unguarded and level with our feet.

She had already unpinned her hair. Gold fell loose to her waist, and a simple linen robe replaced the engineered court bodice.

“Ruthelm’s was minted from a dead flight’s grief,” she said. “Mine was given by people who loved me before either side knew the price.”

She untied the robe and let it fall. Her heavy breasts settled bare in the candlelight; her green gaze stayed on the crown, my reaction left to burn beside it.

“Tonight I want nothing borrowed from another night. I want this gold to remain on the floor while you show me what a gift does not purchase.”

I stepped behind her and gathered the full weight of her hair in one hand. The crown remained on the floor, too low to sit between our eyes.

“Your gift bought none of this,” I said, drawing her head back until her throat opened beneath my mouth. “Ask for what you want. Offer no payment.”

Maeva swallowed against my mouth. “Kiss me. Undress yourself. Put your hands on me because you want them there.”

I kissed her. She opened under my mouth before the empress in her could stage it, no imperial control spent on delaying it. My palms covered her breasts, lifting their warm weight while she pressed back against me. I rolled both nipples between my fingers until gold moved beneath her ribs and her breath roughened.

I stepped away before she could turn the touch into ceremony. I lifted the funeral crown.

Maeva’s reaching hand stopped a breath above the crown.

I had worn it once on the Mirror Stair, long enough for her dead empire to see where its last empress had placed her trust. Tonight I did not put it on. I turned it in my hands, felt the shallow dents left by artisans who had hammered grief into a gift, and set it upright on the floor between us.

“Kneel behind it,” I said.

Maeva sank to the boards by her own choice. Gold hair pooled over her naked chest and shoulders. The crown’s polished inner band caught a warped reflection of her face: green eyes, flushed cheeks, no imperial portrait left between.

I stood behind her, caught her chin, and made her look into that curved gold.

“Tell the woman in there what you want. Not the empire. Not me. Her.”

Maeva’s breath clouded the metal. “I want touch that leaves me owing nothing.”

My hand slid from her throat over one heavy breast. I kneaded with lingering pressure, thumb passing over the nipple until it tightened again.

“More.”

“I want my gift to remain a gift, not become somebody’s chain.”

My other hand traveled down her stomach, beneath the loosened skirts, and between her thighs. She was wet. I spread her gently and drew one finger over her clit.

“More.”

The empress tried to answer. Maeva beat her to it.

“I want you to make me come while I look at the crown they gave me, and afterward I want it to remain only a crown, a gift free of debt or price.”

“Good.”

I opened her with two fingers from behind. Her knees widened around the gold on the floor. I curled my fingers into the place that made her body pitch forward, then held her upright by the breast.

Her reflection broke across the curved band with every movement. She watched herself receive: my hand between her thighs, my other hand covering her heart and breast, her own palms empty on her knees.

“Touch me if you want to.”

Maeva reached back. I caught her wrist long enough to make her meet my eyes in the warped gold, then released it into her own control.

“Let me feel how hard this makes you,” she said.

I guided her hand into my trousers. Her fingers wrapped around me and stroked once, reverent rather than courtly. I continued working her wet heat while she discovered the answer in my body.

I opened my hand over hers, leaving her room to withdraw. Her grip tightened.

“I could stop,” she said against my mouth. “I will not.”

She freed me and held my shaft behind her, running her thumb over the wet head. I checked my fingers until she made a frustrated sound.

I thrust into her fist once, then took her hand away and pressed it flat against her own breast. Her heartbeat struck her palm; mine answered against her knuckles.

“I chose to kneel,” she said. “You set the tempo.”

I curled my fingers deeper. Her pussy tightened, and gold spilled under her skin in answer. She watched herself in the crown’s bent reflection until her eyes lost the ability to audit it.

I stopped before the edge and withdrew my hand.

Her gaze sharpened. “You were nearly finished.”

“I decide when tribute is paid.”

She smiled without distance. “The porter overrules the treasury again.”

I moved the crown to the table, safely beyond our knees, then sat on the floor where it remained in her sight. Maeva stayed kneeling between my legs. Her bodice lay open, hair unpinned, skirts gathered at her hips.

“Turn around,” I said.

She gave me her back. I pulled her onto my lap and set my swollen head against her wet opening. In the crown’s polished band, we appeared together in warped gold: her body over mine, my arms around her, neither face complete without the other.

“What do you see?” I asked.

“A poor mirror.”

“Look harder.”

“Myself. You. No throne between.”

“Choose.”

Maeva lowered herself.

The head pressed inside. She paused to feel the stretch, breath shivering through her, then sank another inch. I left my hands open on her thighs and made no movement for her. She took me because she chose to, inch by inch, until her ass settled against me and she held every inch.

Her body clenched hard around the intrusion. I felt the answering pleasure cross the Crowned bond and return through my own body doubled.

“Full,” she whispered.

“Move.”

Maeva began with shallow lifts, learning the angle. Her back slid against my chest; her heavy breasts rolled under the loosened bodice. Each descent drove me deep and made the gold reflection jump across the crown’s inner rim.

I let her set three strokes.

On the fourth I locked an arm around her waist and stopped her halfway down.

“You gave me the crown. You did not give me obedience. Do you offer it tonight?”

Her green eyes met mine in the curved gold. “Yes.”

“Without ceremony.”

“I want you to control me. I want your rhythm.”

I seated her hard.

Maeva cried out, body tightening around my cock. I took the rhythm from there, lifting her by the hips and drawing her down at the speed I chose. Her hair dragged across my shoulders. Gold light began beneath her breasts and traced the underside of each heavy curve.

I reached around and cupped one breast, squeezing as I thrust up. My other hand traveled between her thighs. Two fingers found her clit and became a still point of pressure.

“Please,” she said.

“For what?”

“Your hand.”

“Which one?”

Her laugh broke into a moan as I filled her again. “The malicious one. Move your fingers.”

I traced one teasing circle over her clit. Maeva’s knees opened wider, heels digging into the floor. I eased off every time she tried to chase the touch and drove deep every time she yielded back against me.

The crown’s reflection jumped with the next stroke but remained dull gold on the table, no throne and no chain. Maeva watched it while I thrust hard; each stroke lifted her.

“Yours,” she gasped. Then caught herself. “Given. Now. Because I choose it.”

“Good.”

I made her take another dozen strokes in the reflection. On each descent, she put herself back into my hands; when court diction failed, her open thighs and the hand gripping my forearm answered for her. She grew wetter around me. Slick sound filled the spaces between her broken phrases.

When her thighs began to shake, I withdrew.

Maeva turned on her knees, affront and hunger warring across her face. I caught her under the knees, laid her back on the carpet, and came over her. The change put the crown behind me. She could no longer see the gold at all.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“On the table.”

“Wrong.”

Understanding softened her mouth. She put her palm against my brow.

“Here.”

I entered her face-to-face.

Her legs closed around my hips. I took her with none of the ritual patience left, cock sliding through wet heat and striking deep. Maeva’s breasts bounced beneath me; I lowered my mouth to one and sucked the nipple while my thrusts rocked her over the carpet.

She pulled my head to her chest. The hot, disordered room contained only us, with the crown forgotten behind my shoulder.

“Dorian,” she said. “Harder.”

I gave her harder. My hips slapped against her inner thighs. Living gold spread across her flushed stomach and ribs in wild, uneven bands.

She reached toward the table by habit. Her fingers found empty air. Then she caught my hand and pressed it over her drumming heart.

“This one,” she said. “Keep this one.”

I pinned the hand there with mine and drove until her words came apart. The bond opened wide. I felt the deep pressure of my cock through her body and the gathering tension low in her belly, hers and mine crossing until I could no longer tell which heartbeat urged the next stroke.

“Come for me,” I commanded.

Maeva’s eyes locked on mine. Her gold-lit body clamped around me in powerful pulses. She cried my name without title as gold flooded the carpet beneath us.

I maintained the same deep cadence through every contraction. The tight rhythmic grip dragged my own release up hard. I held the deepest stroke and spent inside her, filling her in heavy spurts while her heels pulled me closer.

One tear gathered at the corner of her eye. She wiped it herself, looked at the wetness on her fingertip, and laughed once.

“No court record,” she whispered.

“None.”

My release slipped out around my softening shaft as her body softened. She left my palm over her heart until both pulses settled.

Afterward, Maeva watched me while her searching fingers found the crown. She pushed it across the floor until it rested beyond the candle’s circle, then traced the bare skin above my brow.

“Put the gold away before morning, Dorian. I don’t want to wake with statecraft staring at me.”

She stayed awake while I wrapped the funeral crown in her discarded robe and carried it to the chest. When I returned, she opened the blanket without a word and made room.

[THE NOTE: READ]


Chapter 13: Ordinary Daylight

Vyrissa moved on a mountain’s timetable: by continental degrees, from deep, beyond the reach of any season’s hurry.

Her oath had taken a season to ripen. My work was to wait. Two nights before Kingslight, she came to the school yard at midday while the second cohort drilled, leaving the war-loft and its half-built plan behind.

I was at the yard’s edge watching Yrsa run the count with the new students. Torvald on the hinge, Sela and Wat and the levy-graduates folding and reforming on the spoken number, Brenna off to the side commanding her lamp-runners in a relay that had nothing to do with the drill and everything to do with the drill, all of it loud, all of it alive, a yard full of children and grown levies learning to hold a gate in the ordinary autumn light.

It was the ordinary noise of the home the household had built, and I had come to love it more than any silence, the spoken numbers, the scuff of practice-boots on packed dirt, Yrsa’s clipped corrections, a lamp-runner’s shuttered flash catching the sun, Brenna telling a boy twice her size that his grammar was wrong and the boy taking it. On the relay Brenna outranked him, and everyone knew it. Two nights out from a rite that meant to drink a kingdom, and the yard remained focused on the day’s drill, which was the whole life worth protecting, a province so alive that it could afford to spend a bright noon teaching children to hold a door they might never need to hold.

Vyrissa came down off the roof for it. Human-formed, bronze-gold in the daylight with the scale-shimmer catching along her shoulders, six-foot-three of banked wildfire walking into a school yard full of counting children, and she came and stood beside me at the yard’s edge and watched the drill a while, and the children did not stop. They had grown used to a dragon watching, and their refusal to pause was why she had come there.

“I chose the yard,” she said at last, watching Torvald give four feet and take them back on the number. “You noticed.”

“I noticed.”

“I will not swear an oath that matters inside the sound of a war,” she said. “War turns every offer into a bargain, and I have watched bargains eat a flight. So I bring this here.”

Torvald’s hinge file gave four feet. A smaller child stumbled on the recovery; Brenna caught his shield rim, set his rear boot straight with her own, and put him back into the count before Yrsa needed to call the correction. Vyrissa watched the line take its ground again.

She turned her furnace-gold eyes on me, round-pupiled and lit within, and gave the oath with mountain certainty. I have every word and will until I die.

“I have kept a grave since my flight fell. It was right to keep it. I counted my dead so the dark could not have the last of them, and I would do that again. But the grave consumed the life around it, Dorian.”

A practice shield struck another with a wooden crack. The children reset. The yard granted the last dragon privacy while she admitted what grief had cost her.

“Your march is small, and warm. There is a boy in it who counts my heartbeat to steady his own. There are people here who sharpen what they steal, teach what the dead taught them, refuse futures so surprise can live, and return grave-goods to the dead.”

She paused while the yard counted through four feet.

Take them back. Advance.

“I would like to keep something that grows. I have kept an ending longer than your kingdom has had a name. Before the world is done, I would like to keep a life that still grows.”

Sunlight caught along the scale-shimmer at her wrists. Beyond us, the hinge line advanced on Brenna’s lamp.

“The war may have my fire,” Vyrissa said. “The household is why. I choose it here, before the maps and the fear can make the choice look like strategy. My fire follows. Witness that order, anchor.”

Children counted twenty feet away while sunlight lay across her face. Brenna called a hinge number; the line answered. Vyrissa waited until the sound had passed before looking at me.

I answered her oath aloud. Then I gave her the terms that governed every bond in the household:

“The bond opens only from your side,” I said. “I have the order word for word: household here, in daylight. Fire later, if the war calls for it.”

I looked up at Vyrissa. “Counted correctly. Witnessed. And yes.”

Vyrissa lifted one claw. “My terms.”

“My hoard stays mine,” she said. “My sky stays mine.

“And my Crown is not this year’s conversation.

“A dragon does not hurry the only appointments that matter. The oath is complete. The Crown can wait a season. It will come when a dragon decides a dragon is ready and not one harvest before, and if that troubles the tidy shape of your household’s ledger, anchor, the household may lie on its impatience as I lie on my dead.”

An ember flickered at the corner of her mouth. Suzu, listening from the yard wall, whispered, “She made a joke,” as if reporting a rare bird.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: DRAGON’S MEASURE (LOW POTENCY)]

Dragon’s Measure settled behind my eyes as a second focus. The yard acquired another column: true mass, honest worth, and any debt hiding beneath an object’s claimed value.

I turned it on the yard first. The yard was safe, and the yard was a marvel. The practice blades revealed their temper; this one sound, this one with a hairline flaw two inches from the guard that would fail in a year, and I marked it and had Yrsa pull it from the rack.

The cohort read their honest weights, and it undid me a little, the honesty of them: Torvald reading as wholly what he was, a boy who holds a hinge and has not named his courage; Brenna reading heavier than any of them, a small fierce true weight, a girl who is going to be a great deal when she is grown; the levies reading solid and real, their strength owned outright and grounded in their own arms.

I looked at Bram’s wager book across the yard and read its true state, every open bet and its actual odds. I turned toward Yrsa and felt the Measure begin to catch. Measuring a woman you love requires her leave. I turned the gift aside before her private reading resolved; it gave me only the first contour of great true weight, then nothing.

I turned it south, toward the progress camp, half a mile off, and I nearly sat down.

Halvard’s blessing read as a number owed, the cold arithmetic of a sub-loan stripped of every appearance of gift or honest strength. It was a debt with a due date, worn on the body of an honest man who thought it was his own arm, and I knew the word before in his mouth completely, saw it grounded in him like a hook in a fish, and I grieved. A good man carrying a debt he does not recognize was the saddest thing the Measure showed me all day. The wickless lamps read as mouths; the sight gave me no gentler word, thirty-one small hungry mouths ringed now around the regalia wagon, apertures where a year of hoarded road-light had been poured and stored, and I looked away from them fast. A mouth in the Measure might return a prolonged stare.

The First Crown, even under glass at half a mile, read as the heaviest debt I have ever laid eyes on.

Vyrissa had recognized the gold. The Measure gave me my first complete reading of its debt.

It sat under lockless glass on the regalia wagon and read like a hole in daylight, a weight so great the Measure strained to contain it: generations of a kingdom’s belief compounded down a wick into a dead flight’s funeral gold. The fact that set our counter-plan was stark. The dynasty owed.

The crown grounded the debt. The debt ran through it as a river runs through a millrace, and the gold was the fixed stone beneath the wheel. Standing at the yard’s edge with a dragon’s sight new in my eyes, I knew I could find where any leash in the kingdom grounded. Every one of them grounded there, on the wagon, under the glass, and the heist we had been circling had just acquired its surveyor.

The sight gave me more, and I drilled it for the rest of that hour. An undrilled gift cannot be trusted in the dark.

Yrsa made the drill practical. She laid six objects on the yard bench beneath folded cloths: a cracked practice blade, a sound one, a copper owed to Bram’s book, a fox-polished copper that Suzu insisted owed nobody anything, one link from Malchor’s broken chain-focus, and a plain iron door hinge. I read each before she uncovered it.

The cracked blade pulled the Measure toward the hidden fault, real danger shaped like a thin dark line. The sound blade gave me only its balance and temper. Bram’s copper carried a modest obligation, small and warm, the promise of ale already poured. Suzu’s coin read as gift and mischief, free of any claim. The chain-link hit my new sight like a hook searching for absent flesh.

The hinge surprised me. Its lower pin carried the accumulated strain of a thousand openings, metal paying by increments for work. I mistook wear for debt on the first read.

“Again,” Yrsa said.

She mixed the objects and added three more: Brenna’s wooden certificate, an unsigned order token, and one blackened treasury pin retired at sentiment. The Measure had to separate damage from obligation, value from price, memory from a claim that could collect.

I got the certificate wrong because twelve graduates’ pride made it read heavier than oak. I got the blackened pin wrong because Maeva and Suzu’s shared history looked like ownership until I stayed with the distinction and felt both women choosing it. On the fourth pass I named every object cleanly. On the fifth, Yrsa switched two covers without moving either object, and the Measure still found the cracked blade by the obligation its hidden weakness laid on the hand that might trust it.

Vyrissa watched from the yard wall. “A dragon’s eye earns its use by refusing to confuse what is costly with what is owed,” she said. “Learn that before you look at a kingdom.”

I looked again. I read the census lamps along the town’s lamp-lines and found what Nahari had promised and I had taken on faith until now: they weighed nothing.

Owed nothing. A kept lamp, burning no more oil than it drank, read as zero, a flame that was precisely what it said it was. The Measure slid off it as a rule slides off a true edge, and a field of such lamps would give the Saint’s own sight the same unbroken surface: honesty making blind ground where everyone could see it. I read Esra’s sister-lamp at the town’s heart and it read cleaner than any, a flame kept in a dead girl’s name, owing the world nothing and owed a great deal, and I stood before it a while.

Because a man must know the range of a new tool, I turned the Measure back on the crown one more time, sustained it against the strain, and read what I had refused the first time: the debt’s weight and its shape, a river running down a wick into gold, and one place in the current where the river, at its fullest, gripped nothing.

The seam lay between draw and disbursement, when the crown held everything and clenched on none of it.

Its timing remained hidden, but its existence showed clearly: a seam in the debt. I marked its position for Suzu. A seam is where a thief lives.

“The plan has its eyes,” I said to Vyrissa. “I can find the grounding now. I can find any grounding.

“Whatever the fox needs to know about where to put her hands, I can read it for her, and there’s a seam in it, a seam where the current holds everything and grips nothing.

“If she reaches it while it opens, the whole working comes away in her hand.”

Vyrissa looked toward the school yard. “Good. Then my fire has somewhere useful to stand.”

Brenna called another hinge count below. Vyrissa listened through the answer and nodded once.

Osric took the roster, changed Vyrissa’s tier from TETHERED to SWORN in his tallyman’s hand, and wrapped the working page in wax-cloth.

Yrsa gave the dragon an economical nod. Vyrissa returned it. Suzu, characteristically, made it a transaction: she appeared at Vyrissa’s elbow within the hour with a slip of paper on which she had, she claimed, calculated the dragon’s insurance premium against the household’s standard actuarial tables, arrived at a figure of no premium, terms never let go, and presented it as a formal quote, and Vyrissa read it, and said, “the fox insures me at the same rate she insures the saint,” and Suzu said, “undervalued assets, both of you, recommend holding forever,” and pocketed the slip, and that was the fox marking the dragon’s deeper oath in the only language Suzu trusts.

Until that afternoon Vyrissa had slept where she pleased: roof-ridge, archive floor, once the warm stones outside the bakehouse.

She owned no room in the hall.

A Sworn queen needed a room she could leave behind. Yrsa took a measuring cord upstairs and found the two chambers whose joined wall could be opened. Colm inspected the lintel.

Maeva requisitioned a bed built for Vyrissa’s human form and then rejected the court carpenter’s proposed canopy as “an ambush made of curtains.” Nahari chose thick shutters that would trap warmth through winter and leave an eastern sightline to the mountain. The doorway stayed its full width. Maeva rejected a carpenter’s suggestion to narrow it for winter heat before Vyrissa could hear.

Vyrissa watched the work begin from the courtyard. The first hammer-strike carried through the stone.

Her shoulders locked. Every room she had called hers since the flight fell had been a vault or a grave, built around what she guarded. This room was being built around her comfort.

She walked upstairs, put one bronze-gold hand against the marked partition, and stood there while Colm’s crew found reasons to inspect their tools elsewhere.

“The wall is sound,” she said at last.

“It is in the wrong place,” Yrsa answered. “We fix wrong places here.”

The scale-shimmer along Vyrissa’s forearm brightened. “Then leave one stone from it unworked. I will keep that piece.”

Suzu appeared in the doorway as if summoned by the word keep. “Sentimental rubble falls outside every market rate. I can secure it for a modest handling fee.”

“You will steal it before sunset.”

“I will return it before supper. Sharpened.”

A dragon laughed in the unfinished room. The sound shook dust from the lintel, brought Maeva up the stair smiling, and made Nahari close her eyes simply to hear it arrive without foreknowledge.

I stood in the passage while Colm chalked the new wall line. Vyrissa moved the mark six inches east to preserve the roof hatch, then left her hand resting over it.

At supper, Maeva reaffirmed the precedence they had settled after the siege.

Vyrissa took her established seat at Maeva’s left. Before she sat, Maeva touched the bench once and said, with statecraft over pure delight, “You took my left when you landed because the right hand holds the pen. Today the seat means household as well as equal. I mark the addition; I do not renegotiate the place.”

Vyrissa looked at the golden empress for one deep heartbeat, inclined her ember-crowned head, and sat where she already belonged. The two spent supper trading rival hospitality doctrines.

“Feed them until they surrender,” Maeva said of the coming court. “Let them wait until they mean it,” Vyrissa said of everything. Their argument lasted through the roast and required a second bottle.

She took me to her loft at dusk, and her established place in the household opened into a new intimacy.

She had chosen the converted granary loft for its roof access and its beams, a high raftered space that smelled of old grain and warm wood, and she had left the lamps unlit, her own light filling the space, and as the dusk came down outside the ember-glow rose in her, banked along her scale-shimmer, so that the loft filled with a low forge-warm light that came from her skin and her hair and the faint inner burn of her eyes, and needed nothing else. She stood in the middle of it, enormous and bronze-gold and unhurried, and she gave me her consent in an appraiser’s formality made intimate.

“Attend me, and know what you are attending,” she said. “I run hot.

“My skin will mark you and the marks will fade like breath off glass; do not be alarmed. I do not tire, understand that without ambiguity, small anchor, I do not tire as you tire, and I could go until the moon set and think it a courtesy. I have not done this in an age of the world, and I do not intend to handle you as fragile.

“I reserve care for fragile creatures, and I have looked at your true weight; you will not break. Object now, if any of that is not wanted. A dragon states her terms and invites objection, because a dragon who does not invite objection is a dragon eating something, and I am done eating.”

“No objection,” I said. “One condition.”

“Name it.”

“You give this its own name,” I said. “As you would say it.

“Leave Maeva’s word, Yrsa’s, and every word belonging to one of the others unused. What is this, to you? Say it in your own tongue, and that’s the word we use.”

Her smile unfolded, vast and incandescent. “Then attend a beginning, small anchor. I have kept endings for an age. Tonight I choose that word.”

“Beginning,” I repeated.

She inclined her head, satisfied.

She lifted each drape of heat-shimmer from her body and laid it aside with ceremonial patience. Beneath it she was broad-shouldered and powerfully made, her enormous musculature unmistakably feminine. Heavy breasts rose over a deep chest; full hips and long, formidable thighs grounded her Amazon height. Iridescence traveled over her shoulders, spine, and forearms, living skin shifting from bronze through copper to coal-orange as she breathed. Fire moved beneath the surface of every breath and searched for release. Her copper-bronze hair fell heavy, ember-glow banked in its tips.

Her eyes were lit from within, round-pupiled, steady on me. She needed no lamp. Her forge-glow reached every rafter.

I met her gaze. Vyrissa’s shoulders eased by a fraction, and she stopped banking the heat that outlined her full height.

I put my hands on her and entered the beginning by touch: shoulder, throat, the heated line beneath one breast. The fifth strand, deepened to Sworn, ran forge-gold through my chest, carrying heat, appetite, and a startling alertness to every place my fingers touched.

I started at her shoulders. The scale-shimmer yielded warm skin with a fine texture beneath my fingertips, bronze turning copper when I stroked toward her neck. I traced it down her spine. Her muscles shifted under my palm with contained power.

“Warmer than you expected?” she asked.

“You told me what to expect.”

“Men rarely believe an appraisal until the asset burns them.”

I closed my hand on the back of her neck and pulled her down to my mouth. The height difference made her bend, and she came down with an eagerness that heated the air between us.

Her lips were hot, her tongue hotter.

For several breaths she stayed very still, letting me decide the depth and patience of the kiss while heat spread through my face. Then hunger broke its long bank. She caught me beneath the arms and lifted me bodily.

My boots left the floor. Vyrissa kissed me at her own height, one arm supporting me with contemptuous ease.

I let her display the strength. Then I caught a fistful of her copper-bronze hair and drew her head back.

“Put me down.”

Her eyes flared. She set me down with exquisite care.

“Against the beam,” I said.

The last dragon backed to the central timber and stood with her shoulders against it. Her smile showed open pleasure at being directed.

I kissed down her neck.

The forge-gold strand fed me each response before the sound reached her throat. My hand covered one breast and sank into hot, heavy softness. Her nipple tightened against the center of my palm.

I squeezed, lifting its full mass, then rolled the stiff peak between my fingers.

A low vibration moved through her chest.

“Was that a growl?”

“An assessment.”

I pinched harder.

Her hips pressed forward. “Favorable.”

I bent to her breast. It was so full I had to support it with both hands to bring the nipple to my mouth.

I licked the dark heated peak, tasted clean salt and crucible heat, and sucked until her appraisal dissolved into a rough breath. Ember-light collected under her skin wherever my mouth traveled.

I moved to the other breast. Vyrissa braced her hands against the beam, waiting for instruction before she touched me. That discipline from a creature who could crack the timber sharpened everything.

“Hands in my hair,” I told her.

She threaded both hands through it.

“Hold. Don’t direct.”

“A narrow distinction.”

“Can you manage it?”

The huge fingers tightened without moving my head. “Test me.”

I sucked hard. Her breast filled my mouth and hands, nipple dragging across my tongue while I massaged the dense underside.

A pulse of pleasure hit through the bond, bigger than the sound she allowed herself. I bit gently, and her grip tightened enough to sting my scalp, but she did not pull.

“Good,” I said against her skin.

That one word broke more composure than the bite. Her scale-shimmer flashed coal-orange down her arms.

I knelt. The heat between her thighs struck my face before I touched her.

Vyrissa watched me from above, long body braced against the beam, breasts rising with each breath. I slid my palms up her muscled calves, over her knees, and along thighs capable of carrying both our weight without strain.

“Open.”

She widened her stance.

Her sex was flushed dark bronze and already slick. I traced one finger through the wet seam. She shuddered, and the beam creaked behind her.

“That timber is load-bearing,” I said.

“So am I.”

I spread her with both thumbs and traced her clit with the flat of my tongue.

The dragon’s answer shook dust from the rafters.

She tasted hot and rich. I licked in one lingering path from her entrance to the swollen bud, then circled it with the tip of my tongue.

Her thighs flexed on either side of my head. Moisture gathered against my mouth. Every reaction arrived twice, against my tongue and through the forge-gold bond: pressure, hunger, and long-banked want finding a place to go.

I pushed two fingers into her. Her inner heat was almost shocking, slick walls gripping hard as I curled toward the front. I curled against her inner ridge. Her hips jerked; I stayed there.

“Dorian.”

“Stay with my rhythm.”

“You put your mouth on a dragon and ration the pace.”

I sucked her clit and drove my fingers deeper.

Her head struck the beam. “Again.”

I gave her a steady rhythm, mouth and hand together, until orange light raced over her thighs and her draconic heat gripped my fingers. When the bond warned me how close she was, I stopped.

Vyrissa looked down at me in astonishment.

“Stop.”

“You object?”

“Explicitly.”

I rose, wiped her wetness from my mouth with my thumb, and held her gaze while I licked it clean. “Overruled.”

A laugh rolled low through her chest, half outrage and half wonder. “The mortal rations a dragon.”

“Turn around.”

She turned to face the beam and put her palms against it. The long burnished line of her back flexed. Copper light rippled over the iridescence along her spine and faded into the strong swell of her ass.

I stripped quickly. Her gaze found the hard length behind her, and the forge-gold bond surged with approval.

“True measure?” I asked.

“More than sufficient.”

I stepped behind her, gripped one hip, and rubbed the head through her wetness. Her slickness coated me in a glossy layer. She pushed back, seeking penetration.

I drew away.

“Take only what I give.”

Her fingers sank into the timber. “You enjoy setting impossible tempos.”

“You enjoy proving you can follow mine.”

That silenced her.

I lined myself up and pressed the head inside. Her entrance yielded around me, hot and tight.

I fed my length into her in a slow sequence of pressure and pauses, stopping whenever her hips tried to take more. Her breathing roughened. The muscles under my palm jumped with the effort of patience.

“You may move,” I said when I was halfway in.

Vyrissa thrust backward and took the remaining half of me in one fierce movement.

Pleasure hit like forge pressure through the bond. I caught myself against her back, buried in a wet heat beyond anything I had imagined. Her molten body flexed around me in testing pulses.

“Asset accepted,” she said hoarsely.

I pulled almost the full distance out and drove into her again. The beam boomed. Vyrissa took the thrust without yielding an inch, strong body made for force.

I set a hard standing rhythm, hands locked around her hips, her ass meeting my pelvis with each deep stroke.

She yielded the tempo to me, all that visible strength contained beneath my count. When I eased back, she matched me. When I thrust hard, she opened.

Her strength remained visible in every flexed muscle and every fingertip dent in the beam, but the count was mine.

I stopped again with only the head inside.

“Dorian.”

“Ask.”

“Deeper.”

“Say it your way.”

She looked over her shoulder, gaze blazing. “The dragon appraises this ration as inadequate and demands the balance due.”

“Demand denied.”

Her laugh became a groan when I pushed two more inches in and stopped.

“Use direct words,” I said.

A life built around command fought one breath of naked want. Want won.

“Fuck me deep, Dorian.”

I slammed home.

Vyrissa cried out in her dead language. I fucked her against the beam, deep and inexorable, deliberately denying her any escape into raw momentum. Pale handprints bloomed on her hips where I gripped and faded seconds later.

Each thrust drove the loft warmer. Old grain and timber gave off a toasted smell.

“What slept stays beyond replacement,” she said between thrusts. “Always.”

“Then what?”

“To prove the fire still starts.”

I wound an arm around her waist and turned her from the beam. She came willingly. I bent, caught her behind the thighs, and lifted.

Forge-light flashed along her shoulders, surprise made visible. She weighed far more than a mortal woman and had told me so with relish.

I set my porter’s legs beneath the load, used the beam for leverage, and lifted as Vyrissa knowingly yielded her balance into my arms. She wrapped her legs around my waist. Her back met the timber without my cock slipping from her.

The delight that crossed her face made the strain worth it.

“Small,” she said, “is becoming an inaccurate term.”

“Keep using it.”

I braced her against the beam with my body and thrust upward. Her arms circled my shoulders and anchored her against each rising stroke.

Her very full breasts moved between us, nipples dragging over my chest. Every stroke lifted her, powerful thighs tightening around my hips.

“Proof the fire still starts,” she repeated.

“I feel it.”

“I thought it died with them. I kept fire for guarding and nothing else. Wanting felt stolen from the dead.”

I thrust deep and ground against her clit. Her words broke into a gasp.

“Wanting belongs to the living,” I said. “Take what you chose.”

“Yes.”

“Say my name.”

“Dorian.”

“Again.”

She said it each time I thrust, the syllables losing shape as I quickened the thrusts. The bond made a furnace of both bodies. Her pleasure poured into mine, and mine fed back into her, every circuit hotter than the last.

I carried her away from the beam and lowered her onto a thick folded graincloth. She tried to pull me down with her legs.

My hands hooked beneath both thighs and folded them high, opening her deeper while I leaned over her. Vyrissa planted her palms wide against the graincloth and maintained the position freely, strength banked through every burnished contour.

She gave me her hips and let my grip determine the angle. Her heels pressed past my shoulders; the graincloth pulled taut beneath her long body, her blazing hair spilling over its far edge, her heavy breasts rising beneath my chest.

“You do not tire,” I said.

“I warned you.”

“Then you can hold the edge.”

I entered her again and gave her three thorough strokes, withdrawing to the crown and pressing back until her furnace heat enclosed me end to end. On the fourth I stopped deep and circled her clit with my thumb.

Her back arched. Orange light flared across her ribs.

“Wait,” I ordered.

“Cruel man.”

“Wait.”

I built her there through deep thrusts divided by merciless pauses. The tireless dragon trembled beneath me because I refused her speed. She gripped me harder with each measured stroke.

Heat marks blossomed where our bodies met. Sweat evaporated almost as soon as it formed on her skin.

“I am going to come,” she warned.

“Wait.”

Her eyes widened. The command ran through the Sworn strand and returned as a molten pulse. She endured, shaking, claws threatening at the ends of her fingers before she forced them back into human nails.

I bent to her ear. “When I let you, I want all of it. No banking the fire.”

“You may regret that appraisal.”

“You looked at my true measure.”

“I did.”

“Then trust it.”

The claws threatening at her fingertips retracted. Her grip eased from the graincloth joint by joint, and the furnace-light banked from white to deep orange. “I do.”

I changed the angle, put both hands beneath her thighs, and folded her knees toward her chest. The position opened her completely.

I took her deep and fast at last, giving her the force she had restrained herself from taking.

Wet sounds filled the loft. Her heated channel gripped every stroke. The forge-gold strand became almost too bright to bear.

“Now,” I commanded. “Let it burn.”

Vyrissa came with my cock held deep in her furnace heat. Her body contracted in fierce rolling pulses. The banked light unbanked.

Ember-glow flooded from her scale-shimmer until the loft burned gold-orange and blinding-soft. Wing shadows spread across the rafters behind her.

She laughed, low and seismic, while the orgasm moved through her. “There. Lit.”

The bond carried her climax straight through me. I thrust once, twice, and came hard inside her.

I jerked as I filled her, each pulse drawn out by the contractions milking me. Vyrissa locked her legs around my waist and pinned me deep while the heat of my release disappeared into the greater heat of her.

“Witnessed,” she said.

I remained deep inside her until the last aftershock passed. Forge-gold light ran under her skin, deep and molten as metal visible through a crucible’s mouth. Her hands moved over my back with a tenderness she had hidden beneath a keeper’s discipline.

Afterward she curled around me like banked coals, shamelessly too warm. I stayed inside her heat. The forge-gold strand softened as she realized I stayed close and let her radiate her full heat.

“The sixth heartbeat,” she said. “The one you counted through two campaigns, on the roof and in the dark. You thought you were counting mine to steady yourself.”

Her arm tightened around me.

“I counted yours back. Since the day the march was granted, I felt you below me counting exits in your sleep. Four of yours for each of mine, every night.

“All along, anchor, we counted each other.”

I listened. Her deep pulse sounded once beneath my ear while mine answered four times against her arm.

“We are even,” she said.


Chapter 14: The Field

The Field filled the same afternoon as Vyrissa’s oath. She chose us at midday; before supper, before she took me to her loft at dusk, the crown’s own festival set its open melee and single combats on the harvest fairground before both camps and half the province.

To most of the province it was the biggest bright day of the year. To our household and one increasingly suspicious princess, it was the last celebration before Kingslight. The fairground had been raked, roped, and ringed with slate-and-gold and the march’s plainer banners.

Drovers, ford-folk, Old Wintering Barn wrestlers, souvenir-sellers, and a bard with a half-finished eighth verse packed the boundary.

Saskia marshaled. She stood in the fairground’s center and read her rules once: four sentences in the clipped carrying voice that had ended a hundred bouts. Every earl, levy, and crown sergeant obeyed.

She wore her own unadorned duelist’s rig, took the crown’s honest rate, and favored no side. She had pitched her own tent apart from both camps. No patron supplied her colors, and no rank bought a softer reading from her. Someone who had fought a Crowned saint fairly, lost, and returned was exactly who I wanted holding the center.

The march fielded mixed adult teams: trained levies beside adult school graduates and Crown volunteers. The soldiers had watched Brenna’s runners, the count-and-step, and Yrsa’s loose grip for a season. Some asked shyly and some plainly to fight one bout in the Warden’s guard. We said yes. A Crown soldier asking farmers to teach him was worth more than a trial point.

Saskia allowed it with one uncompromising sentence: “A team is who stands in it.” Soldiers crossed the ropes by their own choice while their comrades watched in surprise.

The melee came first, a general engagement of mixed teams across the roped fairground. It opened with the crown’s picked companies expecting to sweep; they had the weight, reach, and drill to scatter a mob. The march gave them a count instead. A count absorbs a sweep. Our mixed line met the crown’s first rush as the school meets everything, giving under pressure and closing around every gap, and the crown’s companies drove in expecting a wall to break and found a line that breathed. The lesson from the Line returned in a different key. Crown officers slowly understood that their gold offered no purchase in this fight.

Wat saw the three-man push forming at the western barrier from inside the ropes.

He was nineteen now and served in the line, the healed arm from the midsummer siege braced behind his shield. Earlier that summer he had taken a blade through that arm and held without stepping forward. This time he saw the middle attacker overcommit and changed the call.

“Forward one!”

Wat stepped into the gap himself. He took the middle man off his feet, closed the barrier with his body, and drove the other two apart before reforming on the count.

Torvald and every student under eighteen remained at protected signal posts outside the ropes. Yrsa, overseeing the line from the edge, said one word.

“There.”

Torvald’s count got adopted mid-bout by a Crown sergeant.

From another shielded signal post outside the ropes, Torvald called the fold and reform for an adult hinge team. A grizzled sergeant fighting three feet from that team heard the number once and picked it up. He began calling the same sequence for the Crown volunteers around him; a good sergeant steals what works.

Two adult hinges answered the dead woman’s count, one guided by a march boy safely beyond the combat boundary and one by a Crown sergeant who had learned it by ear.

Suzu won the free-for-all by inventory.

The free-for-all was the melee’s chaotic heart, seventeen fighters in a roped circle, last standing takes it. The contest was built for champions.

Suzu entered as a fox and won without throwing a single blow that would fell a man. She won it by theft. Silk-silent in the churn, she selected four opponents and removed seventeen separate pieces that made their fighting systems work.

From the first she took a sword-belt, the frog that held the scabbard, both sleeve ties, and the buckle pin at his left hip: five. From the second came a shield-strap, its wrist loop, two helm laces, and the thong securing his gorget: five more. The third lost both greave pins, a boot lace, and the retaining clip from his blunted axe head: four. The fourth surrendered two gauntlet laces and the tiny wooden wedge securing his spearhead to the trial shaft: three.

Seventeen items. Four fighters.

The fox timed every removal for its safest, funniest second. The axe head slid loose before its owner raised the weapon. The spearhead came off in his hand during a flourish, leaving him threatening the circle with a polished stick. A shield swung from one strap and turned its bearer sideways. The first man’s scabbard, sleeves, and belt all began descending at different speeds until he had to choose which piece of dignity to save.

When the churn cleared, Suzu stood in the center, four-foot-eleven of fox among armored men twice her weight. Four bewildered opponents stared at empty hands, falling armor, and one harmless spear shaft. She produced the seventeen stolen items from her endless pockets in exact order and presented them to Saskia with receipts.

Actual slips of paper, ruled in advance and filled in as she went: ONE (1) SWORD-BELT, RECOVERED; TWO (2) GREAVE-PINS, IN TRUST; ONE (1) SPEAR WEDGE, REMOVED BEFORE DEPRECIATION. Each bore the reeve’s mark and a running inventory number from one through seventeen. She had even noted condition at recovery: SERVICEABLE, FRAYED, SWEAT-DAMAGED, and, for the spear wedge, OWNER OVERCONFIDENT. The seventeenth slip charged no storage fee; the object had never left its owner’s sight. The paper made each theft auditable: object, condition, owner, and the instant it came loose. Comedy did not hide the boundary. It documented it. Saskia saved every receipt for next year’s revised rules.

Saskia counted every fastening against the four men. Seventeen receipts, seventeen objects, no injury hidden under the comedy. Then she gave her ruling in the same dry carrying voice: “Legal. Nothing in my rules imagined it. A rule that didn’t imagine a tactic can’t forbid it. I’ll add one next year, and she’ll beat that too.”

The fairground came apart laughing, the crown’s soldiers loudest of all. One disarmed man sat down, unable to manage his trousers, shield, and recovered belt while laughing. Suzu took the free-for-all with seventeen receipts fanned like cards and a bow to every corner of the ring, seen and glad of it. By supper the feat had entered verse eight, where the bard rhymed seventeen with unforeseen and was paid twice for accuracy.

Saskia called for the champion’s duel. The fairground hushed from the rope outward.

Halvard Crane asked Yrsa for it at the Line, formally, a champion to a saint, and Yrsa granted it, formally, and now two nights before the moon they met in the roped ring at the fairground’s center with the province watching.

Halvard opened with the Crown’s textbook, beautiful and real.

He came into the ring in regulation trial-arms, carrying his helm under his arm until the last moment, and he saluted Yrsa and set himself, and he opened with the crown’s own drilled forms, the high guard, the measured advance, the beautiful economical footwork of a man trained by the best masters gold can hire. He approached in measured steps. A champion before a crowd usually spends his opening on theater. Halvard spent his on inventory. He tested her guard high and found it sound.

He tested her low and found it sound. A probing cut at her left shoulder drew one answer; another at her right hip drew the next. Through the Measure, I marked it all as his own. The sub-loan sat dormant under his skin. More than twenty years of work carried his first two minutes, and the work was good.

Yrsa loosened her grip by a fraction, her highest praise for real quality. She fought down to him, giving fair answers and matching his tempo without shattering it. Their blades ran through a long exchange in the third minute, bind, disengage, re-bind, fast and crisp. She worked him at the exact edge of his ability, where a fighter could learn and survive long enough to use the lesson. Neither reached for spectacle. Halvard pressed the bind, Yrsa yielded half a step, and his recovery landed true. She returned through his outside line and made him earn the next contact. The crowd could not read the craft, but it recognized genuine skill and fell silent.

Storm-grey stayed banked along Yrsa’s scars. No saint-speed blurred her blade; no bond-light hardened the edge. In the first hard bind, Halvard felt the reserve she had chosen not to use.

“You could end this,” he said through the pressure. “You chose not to. Thank you.”

Yrsa answered with a twist that nearly took his guard. He recovered cleanly. Her point dipped in fractional approval, and their blades met again.

In the fourth minute, Dragon’s Measure caught a cold number rising beneath Halvard’s skin.

Yrsa had begun to press him backward by inches. Her point touched his guard. Gold flashed along his left shoulder, gathering for the speed that had rescued every difficult bout of his career.

Halvard felt it. His eyes widened.

He dropped the shoulder and forced the shine down.

The refusal cost him half a beat. Yrsa’s blade scored his guard before he recovered. The crowd groaned, seeing only a champion lose ground.

Yrsa saw more. Her teeth showed in respect. She gave Halvard room to reset his honest stance, then came for him again at the same human speed.

Only sweat shone on him.

The finish came decisively in the ninth minute.

For eight and a half minutes, Yrsa fought him honestly at steel. The Crowned saint limited her speed to a man fighting his honest best and won by accumulated inches of cleaner craft, with no borrowed shine to distract her. In the ninth minute she found the fractional overreach in his high guard’s recovery. She pressed it once. Twice. On the third recovery she took his blade.

Her wrist turned against the recovery: bind, roll, snap. Halvard’s sword left his hand, flashed once in the low afternoon light, and landed point-down in the harvest stubble.

The roar hit before the blade stopped quivering.

Halvard Crane laughed.

He stood disarmed and breathing hard, then laughed: glad, ragged, almost disbelieving. He turned to the marshal, the stones, and the province and called it, loud, for the record, a truth larger than he knew:

“Fair!” he called. “Beaten fair, and I never had a better hour!

“And I’ll say the rest for the stones…”

His voice caught on the same truth that had surfaced at the Line. “Mine was the only borrowed steel on this field. Hers was her own.

“Every stroke. I felt it.

“Mine…” He looked at the hand that had refused the shine. “Mine was the only borrowed steel here, and it lost, and I’m glad.”

His gaze stayed on the hand that had denied the gold. He flexed it once, searching for an explanation he did not yet possess.

The etch settled the wager. Under Saskia’s witness, the stone cut the deep sure strokes itself: THE FIELD: TAKEN.

Beneath it: THE KING’S TRIAL: TRUE WEIGHT, THRICE WITNESSED.

Sidonie swore the crown’s acknowledgment.

At the border stone, Sidonie gave one sentence: “The Crown has weighed this banner three times, and it weighs true, and House Ruthelm acknowledges the Wend-march’s banner-right by oath, before these witnesses, forever, beyond every future claim, custody, or challenge.” The stone took it and etched a separate line: MARCH BANNER, ACKNOWLEDGED. Osric chalked 3–0, lifted the board from its tripod, and carried it to the school. He hung it beside Brenna’s fen-drive slate. The lower peg was too high for her to reach; Halvard silently moved it down.

The crowd followed the board across the fairground. Drovers who had watched the Hunt raised mud-stained caps.

East Ford levies struck shield rims once as it passed.

The crown’s soldiers joined them, three measured blows for three decisive trials, and the sound rolled from the ring to the school wall without anyone ordering it. Halvard stood bareheaded beside Yrsa and watched his own companies honor the tally that defeated them. Then he struck his sword pommel against his shield three times too.

That gave the field permission to become a fair again. Children ducked under the ropes to collect broken practice tips.

The four men Suzu had disarmed queued at her barrel for duplicate receipts, each holding his recovered fastening up for the crowd and claiming the original receipt was valuable evidence of expertly administered humiliation. She charged each a copper, stamped each copy, and returned the coppers as a “first-loss rebate” before the men could object. Saskia coiled the ring rope herself while march levies and royal officers took opposite ends and worked toward the middle.

Half an hour earlier the rope had divided challenger from challenged.

Now both sides stood hand over hand on the same hemp, arguing cheerfully about who had cheated at wrestling. The border stone’s new oath spoke through its consequence: both sides were already lifting benches together.

Sidonie came to me at the stone after the crowd moved on. She had watched the champion’s duel with those ice-grey counting eyes, and she had seen more of it than the crowd, though less than I had, and she said, counting-plain: “He said his was the only borrowed steel on the field. He believes it’s a figure of speech.”

She braced the surveyor’s glass against her belt.

“It isn’t, is it. I showed you the palace wicks.

“I told you my brother’s blessing had gone thin. My champion just told a stone his strength is borrowed and he thinks he was being poetic.” Her gloved thumb pressed once into the rim of her surveyor’s glass.

“I am beginning to be afraid of the harvest moon, Warden, and I have never been afraid of my own family’s holy night in my life. Tell me before it, if you can.

“Give me the count. Comfort can wait.”

She released the rim of her glass and walked away. A deep crescent remained in the leather beneath her thumb.

Halvard Crane, beaten and glad and lighter than I had ever seen him, found Torvald among the levies and asked him to demonstrate the gate-hinge count. Torvald was fifteen and suddenly shy of the crown’s champion, but he set his feet and taught. Halvard listened like it was scripture. Two nights before the loan that fed him came due, the undefeated champion learned a dead garrison instructor’s count from a boy whose mother sold eggs and owned a spinning wheel with a bad treadle. From the fairground’s edge, I watched the school’s inheritance begin to run uphill.

That evening Brenna’s protected census logged a physical change. All thirty-one cold lamps had moved into the outer ring’s straw racks, one wagon closer to the regalia.

Their oil marks remained level. Nahari felt the thin place tighten toward the crown and shut her eyes at the wall. The rite was drawing itself together.

Two nights remained.

Yrsa took me to the armory behind the lists while the last of the field-light still showed beneath the door. Sweat had dried at her temples but nowhere else. Victory remained in the set of her shoulders, in the quick pull of each breath, in the way she shut the door, drove the bolt home, and turned with the duel still alive in her eyes.

“Bout’s over,” she said. “This isn’t one.”

She put her blunted trial sword into my hand.

“Show me his opening.”

The request surprised me more than if she had shoved me into the rack. The armory contained the day’s used weapons in close rows, padded points down, guards and buckles waiting for inspection. Yrsa chose an open strip between the central rack and the repair stool, then backed into the light and raised two fingers.

“Halvard’s high guard. You watched it through the Measure. Give me what you saw.”

“You brought me here for a lesson?”

“I brought you here because the lesson isn’t finished.” Her gaze moved down my body and returned. “Neither is the day. Guard.”

I raised the practice blade. She stepped inside my reach, caught my elbow, and moved it a thumb’s width higher.

“Too comfortable. His master taught the shoulder to carry the line. It looks strong from the stands.” She pressed two fingers into the tight muscle below my collarbone. “Feels strong too, until the third recovery. Then all this work collects here.”

She circled behind me and set my rear foot with the side of her boot. Her hands were hot from the Field. She touched me as an instructor touched a student, brisk and exact in purpose, but her breath landed on the back of my neck and turned every correction into something else.

“Cut. Recover.”

I obeyed. The blunted sword whispered across the room.

“Again.”

On the third pass she caught my wrist during the recovery and extended my arm past the clean line. The flaw bit into my shoulder before the blade could return.

“There,” she said. “He gives away this much.”

Her fingers measured less than an inch between my wrist and the place it should have stopped.

“You won the whole Field inside that inch.”

“Eight and a half minutes built the inch.” She came around to face me. “Do it to me.”

Yrsa shrugged out of the trial jacket and let it hang open from her arms. The shirt beneath had been unlaced at the throat for air. She planted her feet and raised her sword in Halvard’s guard, reproducing him so cleanly that for one blink I saw the champion’s posture imposed over her leaner frame.

Then she opened her own recovery too far.

I stepped into the gift, rolled her blade, and stopped my padded point against the hollow under her ribs.

“Late,” she said.

“I touched you.”

“You admired the opening first. Again.”

We reset. I took her blade on the next exchange and returned faster. My point tapped the shear-claw scar through her shirt.

Her pupils widened.

“Better. Again.”

The third disarm sent her sword clattering into the rack. Several weapons answered in their brackets. Yrsa did not look toward the fallen blade. She looked at the point resting over her scar and then at my hand around the hilt.

“Now you understand what he gave me,” she said.

“An opening.”

“Trust.”

She pushed the padded point aside with two fingers and stepped into me. Her mouth hit mine with the same straight commitment she brought to a bind. I caught her by the open jacket and turned her until her back met the central upright. The rack gave a low wooden knock. Yrsa kissed me harder, one fist closing in my coat, the other still empty from the disarm.

I broke the kiss.

“Word.”

She stated the stop-word at drill speed. I repeated it. Her fingers opened against my chest.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“The replay first.” She drew one breath. “Then your hands. Your voice. Your rhythm. I want the Field burned out of me before it turns into sleep.”

“Yes.”

“Your yes, Dorian. Not the warden’s.”

“I want you fight-hot and honest against this rack. I want the lesson until you hand it over. Then I want everything you just asked for.”

Her fierce smile appeared. “Witnessed. Pick up the sword.”

I retrieved her weapon and returned it hilt-first. She took it, rolled one shoulder out of the jacket, and let the leather remain caught at her elbows. Her shirt clung to her chest. She pulled it over her head with her free hand, baring the linen combat wrap beneath.

The sword went under one arm. Yrsa found the tucked end of the linen and unwound the wrap herself. The first turn loosened across her ribs. The next passed beneath her small high breasts. Fight-flushed skin emerged inch by inch, marked by old scars and the rose of recent exertion. Her eyes stayed fixed on me through every turn.

She kept that threshold by choice. I waited.

She folded the linen into a hard square, set it on the repair stool, and took up her sword again. Her bare breasts rose and fell above the opened waist of her trial leathers. The jacket remained trapped around her forearms, half armor, half evidence of how quickly she had brought me here.

“Now,” she said, and offered me the blade’s line.

I stepped in until the flat lay between our bodies. “Show me the third recovery.”

Yrsa raised the guard. I slid one hand under the hanging jacket and closed it over her breast. Her nipple tightened against my palm.

The sword did not waver.

“Cut,” I told her.

She moved through the form while my thumb passed over the stiff peak. Her bare chest shifted against my hand. At recovery she extended too far, giving me Halvard’s flaw again.

I caught her sword wrist in the bind, turned her, and put her facing the rack. The flat of her blade lay diagonally across the upright, and my hand remained over hers on the hilt while my other hand kneaded her breast.

“Where does the weakness begin?”

“Rear heel.”

I nudged her heel outward with my boot.

“Then?”

“Shoulder carries too much.”

I drew the jacket lower along that shoulder and put my mouth to the tendon she had named. Her answer broke on the next breath.

“Then?”

“Wrist reaches for the recovery. The blade can’t return freely.”

I rolled her nipple between my fingers and felt her legs tense.

“Show me.”

She repeated the motion. This time my body stood tight behind hers. The opened trial leathers pressed back against the hardness under my trousers. Yrsa felt it and altered the form by a fraction, letting the recovery grind her ass along me.

“That wasn’t Halvard’s footwork.”

“No.”

“Again. Correctly.”

Yrsa reset her stance with a muttered curse. The denial sharpened her. She cut, recovered, and sustained the overreach while my mouth followed the shear-claw scar down from her shoulder. The old wound crossed pale skin to her ribs. I kissed every inch I could reach and brought my palm down her stomach to the opened leather at her waist.

Her hips moved once toward my hand.

“Guard,” I said.

She restored it.

I slipped my fingers beneath the loosened waistband and found her soaked. The discovery pulled a rough breath from both of us. I spread the slickness over her clit once, no teasing circuit, only the blunt proof of how the duel had left her.

“Winning fair,” she said.

“And teaching it afterward.”

“And you learning.”

I withdrew my hand. Yrsa gave me a dark look over her shoulder but did not drop the sword.

“Again,” I said.

She ran the high guard while I opened the remaining buckles of her trousers. Leather loosened over hard fencer’s thighs. I lowered it only to mid-thigh, baring her ass while leaving the day’s uniform on her body.

She performed the recovery with her legs constrained by the half-lowered leathers. The limitation forced a shorter stance.

“There,” I said. “Your base changed.”

“Badly.”

“Correct it.”

She widened as far as the leather allowed, knees soft, weight low. I pressed my clothed cock between her bare cheeks and followed the line of her stance. She held the guard. I rolled my hips once, slowly, making her feel the full shape of me against her.

The sword point dipped.

“Again.”

“You’re enjoying instruction.”

“I learn best from a demanding teacher.”

She reset. I ground against her on each recovery, making the flaw itself carry the contact. Her breathing roughened through four exchanges. On the fifth she abandoned Halvard’s false reach and snapped into her own clean return. Her sword trapped mine against the rack before I could take it.

“Lesson,” she said. “Don’t expect a fighter to keep giving you the same opening.”

She turned inside the crossed blades, put my back to the upright, and kissed me. Her free hand opened my trousers and closed around my cock. Her palm was callused from decades of hilts. The first stroke carried that roughness from base to head and made my grip tighten on the practice sword.

She smiled against my mouth. “Guard.”

I lifted it.

Yrsa stroked me again while I maintained Halvard’s high line. Her thumb spread the wetness at the head. She watched my shoulder begin to tire.

“Third recovery,” she ordered.

I cut. She stepped aside and pulled my cock through her fist at the same instant. My return went wide.

Her blunted point touched my chest.

“Dead,” she said.

“Distracting the student is poor instruction.”

“Winning is instruction.”

She gave me another long stroke, then released me before I could thrust into her hand. The withdrawal left me hard between us. Her leathers remained at mid-thigh; her jacket hung from her arms; her breasts were bare. She had conducted every step to this point and knew it.

I lowered both swords.

“Lesson’s over.”

The room changed.

Yrsa felt it before I touched her. The instructor’s edge in her face held for one breath, then she set her sword on the rack. She took mine from my hand and placed it beside hers. Both palms came back empty.

“Say it,” I told her.

“The replay is over.”

“And now?”

She looked at the weapons she had put away, then at me. “Now I give you the field.”

I waited.

Yrsa stepped close and put my hand against the center of her chest, over the fast heart behind her scars. “He gave me an honest yield in front of everyone. I want mine private. I want it chosen and taken seriously. Your control from here.”

“Freely?”

“Freely. Better company.”

The handover came when the swordswoman placed the hilt in my palm after proving she could retain it.

I closed my hand around the back of her neck.

“Turn.”

She turned on the order.

“Forearms on the rack. Keep your chest clear of the loose guards.”

Yrsa found the safe brace, forearms crossed on scarred oak, palms open above the folded wrap. Her trousers held her stance wide at mid-thigh. I kicked the repair stool aside and stepped in behind her.

“You keep the position I give you.”

“Yes.”

I drove into her.

I entered her hard after the lesson. Her trained body took the force, then locked around me, fierce and hot. The rack struck the wall. Steel answered above us in a bright wave.

Yrsa cried out, one clipped sound, then bit it down. Her back bowed beneath the hanging jacket. I held her hip with my left hand and stayed buried while every tight pulse of welcome traveled through the bond.

“Take the depth,” I said. “Stay there.”

She pushed back until she had taken every inch, then held the position.

“Good.”

That word moved through her harder than the thrust. Grey light traced one scar at her wrist and faded, established and done; after that I watched her body instead of its color.

I drew halfway out and drove home again. The rack boomed. Yrsa’s fingers spread over the oak.

“Harder,” she said.

“You handed me the field. Requests only.”

“Take me harder.”

“Add the word.”

Her head turned enough for me to see the fight-flush across her cheek. “Please.”

I gave her force. Each stroke drove her breasts forward beneath the open jacket and pulled a wet sound from where our bodies joined. Her leathers tugged against her thighs, keeping every adjustment small. I made those small limits work for me: hips drawn back, spine arched, weight borne through her forearms while I chose the depth and cadence.

She tried once to meet me faster.

I stopped at the base.

Yrsa’s whole body tightened around the absence of motion.

“Position.”

She settled her hips where I had placed them.

“Again.”

I pulled out in a shining drag and returned with a single deep stroke. She accepted it and waited for the next. I let the pause stretch until her breath scraped over the wood.

“Again,” she asked.

“Better.”

The rhythm I built was nothing like the bench after the graduation or the frantic first exchanges in the barn. Long, forceful drives came separated by measured stillness, making each arrival undeniable. The Field had taught her accumulation: eight and a half honest minutes building one inch. I used the same law on her body. Pressure gathered through each pause until a single thrust could shake her from boots to shoulders.

I caught her damp, jaw-short hair and turned her face toward me, fixing her attention on mine.

“Tell me what you feel.”

“Your cock deep in me.”

I withdrew to the head.

“Now?”

“Empty. Almost. Hate it.”

I drove deep enough to jolt her against the rack.

“Now?”

“Held.”

“By what?”

“Your voice. Your body. The position I gave you.”

“Good. Keep it.”

I released her hair and drew the jacket down until it caught at her elbows. Both shoulders bared. I bit the muscle I had made her name during the lesson, then soothed the mark with my tongue while my cock stayed hard inside her.

She shuddered. “Move. Please.”

I obeyed the request in my own time.

My hand traveled over her hip and across her lower belly. I did not go straight for her clit. I pressed my palm flat below her navel and felt each deep thrust arrive under it, making her feel the joining from both sides. Yrsa looked down at my hand on her body and gave a low, ruined sound.

“That’s where your balance lives,” I said.

“Lower.”

“Not yet.”

I changed her stance instead. “Right foot forward.”

The lowered leathers resisted. She dragged the boot half a length ahead.

“Rear heel loose.”

Yrsa dragged the boot into place and recreated the gate fighter’s base, abandoning Halvard’s high form. The new angle opened her farther. I thrust once and reached a place that made her forearms slide down the upright.

“Hold your ground.”

She reset and took the next stroke standing.

“Again.”

I drove into her on the word. Her thigh muscles stood out under winter-pale skin. Sweat traveled down her spine. The armory’s lamplight caught every old scar as her body worked to preserve the stance I demanded.

“This guard is yours,” I said. “Not his.”

“Mine.”

“This strength?”

“Mine.”

“This yield?”

Her inner muscles clamped so hard around me that the answer reached the bond first.

“Mine to give.”

I put my thumb over her clit at last and set a firm, unmoving pressure.

Yrsa gasped and tried to grind into it.

“No. Hold the guard.”

She held. Her legs trembled from the effort. I thrust behind her, my thumb remaining fixed while her body moved around the pressure. Every drive forced her clit against my hand, but the timing still came from me.

“What did Halvard give you?”

“Yield.”

“What do you give me?”

“The same word.” Her voice broke when I drove deep. “Better company.”

“Give it back to the day.”

She raised her head. The answer rang for every racked blade to hear.

“He yielded fair. Now I do. Same word, better company. Yield.”

I moved my thumb.

One hard circle broke her stance at the knees. My arm around her waist kept her upright. A second circle pulled a curse from her. On the third I buried myself and ground there, giving her no distance from the pressure.

“Dorian.”

“Hold.”

Her fingers curled against the oak but her palms remained where I had placed them.

I lifted her and freed the trousers from one boot. The leather fell from the other leg and stayed hooked around the ankle, preserving the half-stripped register she wanted while giving me room to change the line. I raised her left knee onto the repair stool and opened her to a deeper angle.

“Too high?”

“No.”

“Stable?”

She tested the stool with her boot. “Stable.”

“Then take me.”

I fucked her against the rack with her thigh lifted, one arm banded below her breasts and my other hand working her clit. Her body took every stroke with the hard, wet grip of a woman who had been carrying victory under her skin for hours. The jacket slipped lower, trapped at her forearms, and her bare breasts moved over my arm. I caught one nipple between my fingers and pulled until she cried my name.

The blunted steel rang with each impact, carrying the day’s residue through the rack: every blade used, counted, returned, and now shaken by the woman who had proved the best honest steel on the Field was her own.

Her tactical language disappeared. She stopped asking for angles and gave me only yes, there, please, my name. Each loss of vocabulary told me more clearly how close she was.

I slowed.

Yrsa groaned. “Don’t turn kind on me now.”

“I’m not.”

I drew each stroke out until she felt the drag over every tight inch. The slower force made her shake harder than speed. I kept her balanced on the stool and rack, never letting the lifted leg slip, never asking her burned-out muscles to carry what my arm could bear.

“Three entries,” she said suddenly, voice rough.

“What?”

“The word. Tide-flats. Crown night. Today.”

I understood. Yield’s private ledger, opened in an old fight and rewritten by choice.

“Name them.”

“Tide-flats. I fought you and lost.”

I thrust deep.

“Crown night. I chose you and stopped fighting the choice.”

My thumb circled once.

“Today.” Her breath broke. “I won. Then gave you what winning left in me.”

“Whose victory?”

“Mine.”

“Whose body?”

“Mine.”

“Who gets the yield?”

She looked over her shoulder, storm-grey eyes stripped of every public reserve. “You. Because I give it.”

“Then come for me.”

I let the rhythm break loose at last.

Yrsa came standing under my arm. The first contraction caught my cock at the root and held. The next rolled the length of her, thighs locking around the stool’s edge, breasts hard against my forearm, head falling back beside mine. She made no effort to muffle herself. Her cry struck the racked steel and returned around us.

I fucked her through it so deeply that each aftershock became another hard squeeze. Her hand left the rack for one instant, reaching by old reflex toward mine.

“Position,” I said against her ear.

She put the palm back herself.

“Good. Take all of it.”

Her orgasm broke again in smaller pulses. I worked her clit until her raised leg shook, then lowered the foot from the stool before fatigue could take it. She remained bent to the rack, open and drenched, my cock still buried inside her.

I withdrew.

Yrsa made a protesting sound and turned at my order. The jacket fell from one arm. She faced me bare-chested, leathers hanging from one ankle, skin flushed from throat to thighs.

“Stay standing. Hands on my shoulders.”

Yrsa planted both hands on my shoulders.

I kissed her, tasting sweat and the last broken edge of her cry. My cock slid along her lower belly. I took it in hand and stroked over the wetness she had left on me while she watched.

“Mine to mark?” she asked.

“Mine to choose.”

Her smile flashed. “Good correction.”

I came across her stomach and the shear-claw scar. The first spurt struck below her navel; the next crossed the pale old line at her ribs. Yrsa held my shoulders and watched each pulse land. She did not reach to claim or clean it. The restraint was not an order left over from the beginning. It was the control she had handed me and still wanted maintained.

When the last pulse eased, I touched two fingers to the white streak over her scar and drew it along the old wound.

“Marked by choice,” I said.

“Witnessed.”

Only then did I release the scene.

Yrsa’s posture changed on the breath. She lowered her forehead to mine and stayed there while the armory settled around us, metal giving a last small tick in its brackets.

She cleaned us standing. A square of armory linen, water from the skin, brisk passes made tender by the places she lingered. She pulled up her trousers but left the jacket open. Then she took up the combat wrap.

As always, she wound it herself.

The linen crossed beneath her breasts, rose over them, and tightened into the support she trusted. Her hands trembled twice. She paused and honored the tremor. I held the water skin to her mouth while she drank, and she resumed once the tremor passed.

We inspected the rack together. Two guards had shifted and one padded point had twisted in its bracket. Yrsa reseated all three. I did the higher one because her legs had started to admit what the Field and the armory had cost.

The practice sword from the replay lay where she had set it. She rubbed charcoal along the flat and drew Halvard’s guard in five strokes: heel, shoulder, elbow, wrist, return. The final line stopped short of the overreach.

“Not loose grip first,” she said.

“No?”

“Foot first. His hand grips high because his shoulder thinks it has to carry everything. Fix the rear heel and the rest can learn.” She set the charcoal down. “Trainable.”

“You’ll tell him.”

Yrsa leaned one shoulder against me. Her eyes closed for the length of a breath, then opened toward the door and the school beyond it.

“I will.”


Chapter 15: What the Light Holds

The champion’s salute still echoed from the fairground when Odette’s second page appeared beneath the vault door in the eve-of-eve evening. Its delivery went unseen, Odette’s preferred method.

By dusk, seven chalk circles covered the war-loft floor. Each marked a Kingslight station. We walked the sequence until boot soles blurred every label and each person could find her place by feel.

Unsigned and ruled in the ledger-hand we all knew, its ascenders joined between crossbar and descent, the sheet gave the Kingslight rite-order itself: the crown’s choreography annotated by a hand that read ritual as I read a manifest, a heist mapped in reverse.

She had drawn the rite’s shape as one continuous sequence. At moonrise the thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand, the crown was unveiled, and the founding story ran through three verses while gathered belief flowed inward. Beside the thirty-one lamps she had boxed two words: carry the draw. Her next sentence enclosed the whole danger: when the crown drinks, every champion, blessing, and debtor sworn through it enters the current.

Do not stand between.

A later addition in heavier pen-pressure made the page worth keeping:

Unless you can change what the current grounds through.

“She’s telling us it can be done,” I said. “Her old doctrine was to break the hand holding the leash.

“This one grounds in the crown, so the doctrine changes: break the ground. Everything sworn through the crown is in the current when it drinks.

“Halvard’s blessing, Sidonie’s blessing, the royal line, every sub-loan the crown ever re-lent, all of it converging through the one relit crown. You can’t stand in that current and live; that’s what do not stand between means, plainly, don’t put a body in a river carrying the strength of a dynasty.

“But you can change what the river runs into. Take the ground out from under it in the second it’s carrying everything and gripping nothing, and the current has nowhere left to go, and it comes apart in the hand that took the ground.”

Yrsa reduced the schematic to a soldier’s problem. “So we redirect the charge by taking the ground it expects to strike. Old cavalry trick. Make the line commit to ground that vanishes under it.”

She looked at the boxed line.

“Except the ground is a crown, active on the rite-stand and burning in the middle of whatever follows. Fine. I’ve held worse gates.”

“And she will not say how far to trust it,” Maeva said, tapping the ascenders. “She never does. She has rationed the knowledge to make us dangerous while preserving her own value, and the page is true. Its proof lies in the pressure of a living hand, and I would stake the vault on it. I would not save her from her own flaw if I could. Odette has not asked me to rescue her.”

“Believe it. It has been true three times now.”

We built the doctrine around it, physical stakes only, and I ruled it into the household so every soul knew their station. A plan confined to one head dies when that head becomes busy, and mine would be occupied.

Colm refused the first chalk plan. “If the grid goes dark when the rite starts, you’ve handed it the field. My crews maintain every pole live.”

Nahari set a kept lamp in the center of the table. Kept light would make our blind ground.

The Saint cannot read what is honestly kept, and we had two hundred and thirteen poles of honestly kept flame ringing the fairground, Suzu’s own festival dressing, and Colm’s windlass crews would keep every one of them lit and, at the signal, strobing, the grid pulsing on a caller’s count, kept light enclosing the rite’s hoarded flame.

Each windlass post had two adults and a spare child-runner stationed behind the inner wall. Colm tied strips of rough and smooth leather to the handles so crews could distinguish open from shuttered by touch. We rehearsed one broken cable, one blinded caller, and one pole lost entirely. If a station missed two beats, the neighboring crews closed its dark interval between them while the count continued. Every crew practiced that handoff once, then once more with gloves numbed in well water.

“Two ways to blind a glass,” Nahari said, for the household that had not heard it. “Theirs is a theft. Ours is a keeping.

“And a thief walks through a keeping unseen, because honest light has nothing in it to catch a hunter’s eye.”

Brenna put her captain’s token behind the drawn wall, considered the distance, and pushed it three inches nearer the rite-stand.

I moved it back.

“I lose sight of the near shutter from there,” she said.

“Then add a relay.”

She moved it forward again. Yrsa planted two fingers on the token and slid it behind the stone line with force that scraped chalk from the map.

“Your lamp moves the word end to end in nine seconds,” Yrsa said. “A sword doesn’t. Command where the weapon works.”

Brenna added another runner token between her post and the blind shutter, tested the new route with a fingertip, and left her captain behind the wall. The altered relay was her only concession.

Maeva claimed the crowd before anyone assigned it. The Standard through every kept lamp, the midsummer siege trick staged as festival warmth, four hundred frightened mouths and half a province steadied when the dread comes, turned from a rout into a proud evacuation, so that the rite has nothing to feed on but its own hoarded light and not one ounce of panic. “I have steadied a crowd under a siege,” the empress said.

“I can steady one under a rite. Give me the lamps and I will give you calm, and calm gives the rite nothing to drink.”

Yrsa planted her knife between the rite-stand token and the school. “The gate is wherever the children aren’t,” she said, and needed no further explanation. Whatever came off the rite-stand, she would stand between it and the school where the children ran their relays, and she would hold that ground as Ilsabet held a gate for nine days, and the ground behind her would stay clear. That is what a gate is for.

Suzu moved her fox token onto the mercy-way. Dragon’s Measure would survey the grounding while she approached. The night’s timing rested on a physical limit: the crown could not be taken early.

Under glass and ringed, the crown remained inert until it drank.

The Measure confirmed that a crown stolen cold was just gold, and worse than useless: take it cold and the note would simply re-instrument through the debtor’s living line, through Sidonie’s family, through a princess and a distant king, an unthinkable thing. It had to be taken at the draw, in the seconds it went active, when every leash in the current grounded through it and the seam I had read opened, the held breath between the draw and the disbursement, when the crown held everything and gripped nothing. Take the wick mid-burn and the whole working comes off in your hand.

Taking it cold steals the lamp while leaving the fire intact. “So it cannot happen early,” I said.

“Physics sets the difficulty. The theft is timed to the one second the rite itself opens, in that single exposed second, and the fox has to be standing in a battlefield when it opens.”

“Eleven seconds,” Suzu said softly of the draw’s peak, and the room let her knowledge stand unquestioned. She had been counting the rite-order’s music for a week.

Vyrissa placed nothing on the map. Her claw hovered above the entire fairground. High, patient, and this time stationed as the sky’s attention, her Coldharbour reserve spent openly, the spectacle that draws the enemy’s eye and the crowd’s fear up and away from the rite-stand where the real work happens on the ground. This was new, and it was hers to accept or refuse, and she accepted it in her own terms, at Maeva’s left at the war-table: “At Coldharbour I was reserve, and I held my fire for a stone’s word, and it was right.

“At Kingslight I am the sky’s great distraction, and I will use my fire to build.

“Walls.

“Screens. Roofs of flame that herd a frightened crowd toward safety and shield a saint’s gate and blind an enemy’s sight, every wall and screen clear of mortal flesh, because a dragon who burns a man on that field makes the march the story. We stay at its edges and surround it.”

Her gaze settled on me. “For three hundred years, I have wanted to answer that rite.

“For three hundred years I have wanted to burn it. Tonight I will master that desire and build with fire over the crown that wears my dead, and the building will cost me more than the burning would, and that is the point.

“Witness that choice, anchor, one more time.” And I witnessed it, because a dragon choosing to build with the fire she has ached three centuries to destroy with showed us why she had chosen the living.

Suzu slapped the countersign page over the final open patch of parchment. “Nobody leaves until the overdraft has four names.”

The night might ask for one overdraft, the worst-priced spend of my life. Household law required four Crowned signatures in ink before I spent, so we prepared the contingency page at the war-table, that night, cold, before the fear was in the room. Four signatures on one page: Maeva’s decree, Yrsa’s clipped hand, Nahari’s full sentence, Suzu’s flourish, all consenting in advance to one overdraft if the night demanded it and the four of them confirmed it live at the brink.

The page went into Bram’s lockbox beside the receipts. “Priced and planned and co-signed,” Nahari said, watching the ink dry.

“You do not burn on a whim in the dark, anchor. If the night wants you, it asks through us first.

“That is a countersignature: chosen hands agreeing on the price together.” And the lamp-line wardens took up the unadorned pin order tokens again for the night, the humble ones, the blackened treasury pins left retired on the vault wall where they belong, appraised monthly at sentiment.

We walked the chalk plan once in silence. Colm shuttered the lamp. Brenna moved the signal. Maeva cleared four wooden crowd tokens. Yrsa blocked the school line. Vyrissa’s claw shadow covered the stand while Suzu lifted the crown token and set it in her own palm.

The sequence took too long. We reset.

The final risk was showing the princess our receipts and letting her choose.

The wager rested on one person’s honesty. Everything we had built depended on whether the King’s sister, shown the truth about her family’s founding light, chose the count over the comfortable lie. Maeva trusted almost no one, but she agreed that Sidonie had earned the choice.

So I walked Sidonie the fairground at dusk, the two of us alone, and I Measure-read for her, aloud, three things, and I gave her the count she had chosen over comfort and I had learned to give her exactly what she asked for.

I read her a kept lamp first, one of the census flames on its pole. “Its weight and obligation balance at zero,” I said.

“It burns the oil it drinks and matches its claim completely. This is what honest light reads like. Fix it in your mind.”

She looked at the honest flame with her ice-grey counting eyes and fixed the image in memory.

Next I read her one of the thirty-one, at the farthest distance the Measure allowed. “That one,” I said, “reads as a mouth.

“Its dry wick contains a year of stolen road-light, one of thirty-one mouths ringed around your family’s crown and waiting to be fed.” Sidonie looked at the wickless lamp from a safe distance. She re-aligned the surveyor’s glass against her belt; she never gasps.

At half a mile, I read her the crown. Description was unnecessary; she had seen it every harvest of her life, unveiled and relit and sung to, the golden origin of her house.

I only gave her the number of what it owed, its true debt, the largest I had ever read, generations of a kingdom’s belief compounded down a wick into a dead flight’s grave-gold, and I gave her the fact beyond the number, because she had earned it: “The dynasty owes, Princess. The crown grounds the debt your founder took on at the beginning. Every harvest since, your house has paid the interest and called it remembrance, through grave-gold robbed from Vyrissa’s dead.” Her gloved hand tightened around the surveyor’s glass. She had grown up on that crown.

It was the light painted above her childhood bed and stamped on the first primer she had learned to read. I gave her its true weight in a number at dusk and told her the gold was robbed from the dead.

Sidonie’s surveyor’s glass slipped in her grip. She caught it before it struck the path, knelt as if that had been her intention, and stayed there with one glove braced against the dirt. When she rose, the knees of her riding blacks carried two pale dust marks.

“My brother lights it,” she said. “Every year I stand at his right hand and watch him light it.”

I had no answer that would make the memory gentler. We looked at the distant gold together.

“You could have kept this from me,” she said, finally.

“You could have used me and told me nothing. It would have been easier.” She turned the ice-grey eyes on me.

“Why didn’t you.”

“Because you asked for the count,” I said. “People who ask for the count are the people you build things with. Your knowledge matters more than any secret I could guard.”

She asked the stateswoman’s question. “If the rite is interrupted lawlessly,” she said, “the creditor wins the crowd: a foreign banner attacked the kingdom’s holy fire, and the province turns, and everything you built dies in a season of blame.

“If it runs, the creditor wins the kingdom. Those are the two roads, Warden, and both of them are losses. Show me the third road, or tell me there isn’t one and I will grieve honestly and go home.”

I showed her Odette’s boxed line. Unless you can change what the current grounds through. I gave her the plan’s shape while withholding the fox’s eleven seconds, which were never mine to spend: take the ground from under the current, void the note through theft and witness, allow the rite to begin, then covertly rob it of its footing.

Sidonie read the line twice, and looked at the crown half a mile off, and looked at me, and gave the answer that proved her courage.

“Then I will stand where a Ruthelm should,” she said.

“Between. If the current runs through my family’s line, then my family should stand in it when it is broken, fully visible as witness. I will be at the rite-stand.

“Inside the current. By choice.

“I will stand as witness while the rite changes. I cannot stop my own family’s holy night, and you cannot ask me to.

“I will be the Ruthelm who was standing in it when it was made honest. If the crown drinks, let it drink with the King’s own sister standing in the draw refusing to run. That is the third road, Warden.

“It runs straight through me.”

“Your brother?” I asked.

She pulled each glove seam straight over her knuckles. “If this works, I tell him myself. If it fails, he will know because his blessing fails with it. Either way, he hears the truth from a Ruthelm.”

She put both gloves back on, finger by finger. “Show me where to stand.”

Suzu stole my working pencil for luck, lifting it off the war-table mid-sentence under my full gaze. It was her old luck-theft before a hard night, the pencil stolen now and returned after, and I let her take it. The taking carries the meaning, the small theft that says I am carrying a piece of you into this and I will bring it back.

Tam had his first lesson at the warden-post, and I taught him the rule that would shape his training: “The first rule is holding,” I told him.

“We hold first. Doors later. Ask before you reach. You have all your life to learn the holding, and there is no hurry beyond it.”

The boy nodded like a colleague, serious, filing it, and the leaning lamps of the warden-post steadied around him as he understood.

At the school fire, Vyrissa told the second cohort a dragon story without being asked, the first she had ever offered them. She came down off the roof at the children’s fire-hour and folded her immense limbs close on the ground among a ring of children who had grown up in a season being unafraid of her, and she told them about a young dragon learning to fly badly and falling into a lake. The children laughed. Vyrissa’s furnace-gold eyes widened at the sound, and she paused and heard it fully before continuing.

When Brenna asked her, in the bold way of a twelve-year-old lamp-captain who fears nothing, why she watched the drill every single day from the roof, the dragon told the yard the truth, simply: “I kept graves so long I forgot that people also practice living. You are very loud about it. I approve.”

The children took that as a compliment, which it was, and went on being loud.

Lady Petra of Harlow, the marriage candidate who wanted nothing but stories and a wooden sword, was caught teaching her wooden practice blade the gate-hinge count, drilling a stick in the corner of the yard with the total seriousness of someone who has found her calling late and means to make up for lost time, folding and reforming an imaginary line with a piece of carved wood, counting under her breath. The cohort found her at it and did not laugh. They adopted her as a mascot on the spot, gravely, and Brenna pronounced the wooden blade a real weapon on the grounds that it had learned the count, and Petra wept, openly, clutching the stick to her chest. Yrsa, who allows almost no one anything, turned away so the lady could weep in peace and remained within arm’s reach until Petra finished.

That night the four crowns closed ranks around the anchor as they close ranks the night before a storm, and the ring of kept light that is now simply what they are filled the war-loft and warmed it.

Maeva stood at the loft’s center with five cups of the good wine none of us would finish, imperial and glad. “You may, summoner, and you will. I have cleared the maps for it.”

Nahari lit the lamps to her own count. “I want this, two nights before the long one, all of us, while there is still a peaceful night to want it in. I want your direct yes back.”

Yrsa bolted the door and tested it twice. “Door’s bolted, word’s set, hands, witnessed.”

Suzu tapped the breast pocket where my stolen pencil would remain until the danger passed. “The reeve consents, invoices nobody, and requires to be watched. Witnessed.”

I answered each woman directly. Their separate yeses stood.

One cushion remained at the pile’s edge. Above us, Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat moved through the roof-beams. She had chosen the roof and solitude; the household left her aloft and the cushion waiting.

I cleared the map-table with one sweep of my arm.

Yrsa stepped forward before the last pin stopped rolling.

“First,” she said.

“Because I chose it,” I answered.

That distinction lit Yrsa’s bond-strand. I turned her and bent her over the table. Her jaw-blunt black hair brushed the abandoned map.

She wore only a loose shirt beneath her discarded leathers. Yrsa pulled it over her own head, then caught the edge of her combat wrap and unwound it herself before taking position. She folded the linen beside the abandoned map. Only then did her small high breasts press to the wood. Pale scars crossed her back and forearms.

“Hands on the far edge.”

Yrsa put both hands on the far edge without looking away from me. Maeva settled into the warden’s chair to watch.

Nahari leaned against the sill, curves gleaming with scented oil. Suzu cracked one shutter toward her lamp-grid and perched beside it, already bare except for her tails.

I opened Yrsa’s trousers and dragged them down her fencer’s thighs. She was wet when my fingers found her. I spread the slickness over her clit, then hooked two fingers deep from behind and curled forward. Yrsa’s scar-lined back went rigid.

“Fast,” Yrsa said.

“No.”

I worked her with patient, circling pressure. Her hips tried to follow my hand, but my free palm pinned her firmly to the table.

Grey light traced the shear-claw scar and the old blade marks across her ribs. Suzu supplied odds from the window.

“Three to one she asks again. Two to one she pretends that wasn’t asking.”

“Quiet, fox,” Yrsa said.

I curled my fingers inside her.

Yrsa’s breath broke. “Dorian.”

“There it is,” Suzu said. “Market settled.”

I withdrew my fingers and put them to Yrsa’s lips over her shoulder. She cleaned her own wetness from them without lifting her hands from the table.

“Witnessed,” I said.

“Witnessed,” she answered.

I freed myself and lined up with her entrance, and pressed the head inside. Yrsa tightened immediately. I stopped there, making her wait while the other three watched.

“More,” she said.

“Ask.”

“Fuck me.”

I thrust into her. One slick stroke buried me completely, and the impact pushed the table half an inch across the floor.

She braced harder. I pulled out in a long gleaming drag, watching my shaft shine in the kept-lamp glow, then thrust back deep.

Yrsa wanted speed. I gave her force without haste, each stroke drawn out, making her feel the instant I filled her and the drag of every withdrawal. Her clipped instructions shortened from harder and deeper to yes and there.

I felt her nearing release through the bond. I stopped buried inside her.

“No,” she said.

“You’ll finish when I bring all four of you there.”

The command shook through her. She lowered her forehead to the maps.

“Witnessed.”

I withdrew. Her slick muscles fluttered around emptiness. I helped her upright, kissed the back of her neck, and sent her to the cushions with one sharp slap to her ass.

“Fox. Window.”

Suzu hopped down from the window rail. At four-foot-eleven, she fit beneath my arm when I put her against the shutter. Her nine tails spread in a fan behind her, glamour made flesh for the family who had earned it.

Fox-fire freckles brightened across her nose.

“One slat open,” she said.

“Private view. Excellent suggestion of risk. Maximum compositional value.”

“Hands on the sill.”

She planted them there and arched her back. Her compact body had quick, bright curves, small breasts tipped with dark nipples and a round ass framed by amber tails. I caught the tails near their roots and gathered them over one arm, exposing her.

Suzu looked back. “Premium sightline.”

I slapped her ass. The crack carried through the shutter.

“Ah. Yes. Reprice upward.”

I slid my hand between her legs. She was dripping. Her commentary sped while I rubbed her clit, then failed when my hand filled her, two fingers crooked toward the front.

“Estimated time to… to… dishonest variable, insufficient… God, Dorian.”

“You wanted to be watched.”

“Observed. Documented. Ruined in an accountable manner.”

I knelt behind her and dragged my tongue in a lingering path through her wet slit. Her tails flared so wide they brushed both walls.

I licked her clit in quick strokes, matching the bright pulse of Suzu’s bond. Suzu rose onto her toes. Her fingers dug into the shutter rail, and her breasts pressed to the wood.

“Someone could walk below,” she whispered.

“No one will see through the slat.”

“I know. That’s why it’s perfect.”

Quick strokes of my tongue worked Suzu’s clit until her thighs shook. When the bond flashed warning, I stopped.

Suzu made an injured sound. “Breach of implied service.”

I stood behind her and pushed inside. Her smaller body took me tightly, wet heat gripping every inch. She cried out toward the open slat.

“Use your quiet voice,” I ordered.

That was harder for her than the position. Suzu bit her knuckle while I fucked her against the shutter, one hand over her mouth and the other holding her tails aside.

The slap of my hips moved through her compact frame. Fox-fire crawled down her spine and made the freckles across her shoulders glow.

I eased back when her muffled cries sharpened.

“Wait,” I said in her ear.

She nodded against my palm.

I pulled out. Suzu’s wet pussy fluttered visibly, still reaching for me. I set her beside Yrsa on the cushions.

“You may talk now.”

“Outrageous policy. Five stars. No revisions.”

“Oracle.”

Nahari pushed away from the great sill. Her deep-brown skin shone under a layer of fragrant oil, every generous curve catching the lamp-grid’s glow.

She turned without being told and placed her palms on the stone. Wide hips framed a heavy round ass, and her thick thighs opened at my touch.

“You saw this position,” I said.

“I saw several. I kept the best one.”

I ran both hands from her waist over the oiled swell of her ass. She leaned back into my grip. Her soft breasts hung beneath her, moving when I kneaded the full curves of her ass in my hands.

“Tell me what happens,” I said.

“Your thumb finds my clit. Two fingers enter me. Suzu forgets her own name while watching.

“Maeva reaches for a decree and discovers her hand has been stroking her nipple for the last minute.”

Maeva’s hand stopped against her exposed breast. Suzu laughed.

I entered Nahari with my middle finger, added the ring finger only after her hips rolled back, and kept the opening stroke measured, preserving the calm in her voice.

“Then you make me give you the count.”

I rubbed her clit with my thumb.

Her hips rolled. “Then…”

“Then?”

“I lose the sentence.”

I worked her harder. Nahari’s slick walls drew my fingers deep. Ember filigree spread under the oiled skin of her hips.

Her foresight made each touch arrive twice, as anticipation and sensation, but she had chosen not to look beyond the room. The bond carried only what she wanted now.

I added a third finger.

Nahari gasped.

“Call what comes next,” I said.

“Eight measured. Four hard. Then your cock.”

“Wrong.”

Her head turned slightly. “Wrong?”

“My count.”

The ember strand warmed in surrender. “Your count.”

I removed my fingers, spread Nahari open with both thumbs, and pressed my length inside her. I entered on the patience she had taught me, her oiled hips easing back one slow inch at a time until the soft weight of her ass closed warm against my pelvis.

Nahari moaned toward the glass.

I drew out and thrust deep. Her breasts swung beneath her.

Oil made her skin glide beneath my palms as I gripped her firmly at the waist. I took her from behind at the sill with long, heavy strokes, watching the fairground lights beyond her reflection while she narrated in fragments.

“Suzu touches herself in three breaths.”

“Suzu, hands open,” I said without looking away.

Suzu withdrew her tails with a disappointed sigh.

“Yrsa pretends she is not clenching around nothing.”

Yrsa’s glare confirmed it.

“Maeva… reaches…”

I changed the angle and struck the place that ended Nahari’s sentence. Her ass pressed back hard into me.

“Where did the future go?” I asked.

“You took it.”

“Good.”

I fucked her until her thighs quivered, then stopped one stroke before release. Nahari’s forehead touched the cool glass.

“Give me the last number,” I said.

“Wait,” she whispered. “At the summit.”

I withdrew and turned toward Maeva.

The Golden Empress had unpinned her braid while she watched. It spilled over her shoulders. Her bodice lay open, and the heavy gold-lit curves of her breasts rose above it.

“Attend me,” she said.

“Come here.”

Maeva crossed the room. I sat among the cushions with the other three around me and pulled her down astride my thighs. Her hand reached between my thighs.

My fingers closed around her wrist.

“The treasury waits.”

Her green eyes flashed. “The treasury has waited through three excellent demonstrations.”

“It can wait for one more.”

I put both hands on her breasts. Their warm weight filled my palms.

I squeezed them together and drew one nipple into my mouth while the other pressed between my fingers. Maeva’s formal posture softened. Gold spread beneath her ribs.

“Maeva requires immediate…”

I sucked harder.

“Dorian.”

“Without games.”

“Put your cock in me.”

I lifted her by the hips and positioned her over me. My tip slid against her wet entrance.

“Lower yourself on my count.”

Maeva began her descent. I counted each inch while her slick body swallowed me. At five she sat fully astride with every inch inside her, heavy breasts level with my face.

She tried to ride.

I stopped her.

“Wait.

“Yrsa, kneel on my left. Suzu, my right. Nahari, behind them.”

They took their places on a single command. Four bond-strands brightened together: storm-grey, fox-fire, ember, and candle-gold.

“Yrsa, give Nahari your hand. Two fingers. Follow my count.”

Yrsa glanced at Nahari. Nahari opened her thick thighs and nodded. Yrsa eased her middle finger inside, watched Nahari nod again, then joined it with a second and curved both at my count.

“Suzu, between Maeva’s breasts. Use your mouth.”

Suzu leaned in and drew one imperial nipple between her lips. Maeva gasped with me seated deep inside her.

“Other hand on yourself, fox. Take your time.”

Suzu’s fingers found her clit.

“Maeva, move.”

Maeva rose and sank along my shaft. I controlled her hips, making every stroke match the number I gave.

Her pussy squeezed in hot ripples. Suzu sucked her breast while obeying my count with her fingers. Yrsa worked two fingers into Nahari in the same rhythm, and Nahari’s calm voice carried the numbers one breath before me until I changed them without warning.

“Four,” Nahari predicted.

“Seven,” I said.

Her foresight broke. Yrsa pushed deeper on seven. Nahari’s eyes closed.

I put my free hand between Yrsa’s thighs. She was still wet and swollen from the table. I filled her with my middle and ring fingers while holding Maeva’s hip with the other hand.

I brought the whole room under restraint instead.

“This is a relay,” I said. “No one moves because she is ready. You move when the woman before you gives the signal.”

Four sets of eyes fixed on me.

I took Suzu’s hand away from her own clit. “Fox begins. You do not finish yourself. Maeva does.”

I placed Maeva’s free hand between Suzu’s thighs. Maeva found the wet heat and waited.

“Your signal is a kiss,” I told Suzu. “Give it only when you cannot hold another breath.”

Suzu resumed sucking Maeva’s nipple while Maeva worked her clit. I controlled Maeva’s hips around me, lifting her and drawing her down in deep, lingering strokes. Each descent made her fingers press harder against Suzu.

Suzu’s tails lashed across the cushions. Her mouth lost its clever rhythm. She held until her whole compact body trembled, then released Maeva’s breast and kissed the gold skin directly over Maeva’s heart.

Maeva drove two fingers tight over Suzu’s clit.

Suzu came in a silent arch. Fox-fire freckles flashed across her nose and shoulders; her tails wrapped around Maeva’s waist as the orgasm shook through her. She kept the kiss in place until the last pulse faded.

“Relay,” I said.

Still shaking, Suzu reached for Yrsa. Yrsa flexed her offered fingers once, then gave Suzu her hand. Suzu pressed Yrsa’s fingers deeper inside Nahari and wrapped two tails around Yrsa’s wrist to set the angle.

Maeva continued riding me. I denied her the speed she wanted, holding her hips to a deep, grinding roll while she watched the signal pass onward.

“Yrsa,” I said. “You give Nahari her release. Your own waits.”

“Witnessed.”

She worked Nahari with a soldier’s sure rhythm, two fingers curling in time with my thrusts into Maeva. Nahari’s foresight found no stable count to follow: Suzu’s tails changed Yrsa’s pressure, Maeva changed my timing by clenching around me, and I corrected all three whenever a pattern began.

Nahari’s calm frayed first in her breath, then in the helpless roll of her hips. Her hips rolled into Yrsa’s hand. Ember filigree climbed over her oiled thighs.

“Signal?” Yrsa asked.

Nahari opened her dark eyes. “Forehead.”

Yrsa leaned close. When Nahari could hold no longer, she put her forehead against Yrsa’s scarred shoulder.

“Now,” I said.

Yrsa drove her fingers in and left them curled. Nahari came with a deep cry, thick thighs closing around Yrsa’s arm. Ember light poured across her stomach and into the silver tracery on my skin. She bit down on Yrsa’s shoulder without breaking skin and rode the last contractions against her hand.

Nahari gave the signal onward. She caught Yrsa by the back of the neck and whispered one word into her ear, too low for the rest of us and meant solely for the woman receiving it.

Yrsa’s eyes closed.

I worked my fingers inside her hard and fast. The restraint she had maintained for Nahari shattered. She came around my hand with a clipped gasp, scars blazing as her body folded toward Nahari. Nahari supported her upright through every pulse.

Maeva watched the three signals travel while I remained buried inside her. She had grown tight and slick from waiting. Court diction had deserted her entirely.

“Mine,” she said.

“Ask properly.”

“Please. I carried the first. Let me finish the relay.”

I caught the back of her neck and drew her forehead to mine.

“That is your signal,” I said. “Give it to me.”

Maeva met my gaze. She did not speak. She lowered her forehead against mine with the same care Nahari had given Yrsa’s shoulder.

I surged up hard.

Maeva came around me, her gold-lit pussy clamping in fierce pulses while candle-gold flooded her breasts and throat. I locked both arms around her waist and pinned her fully down around me, thrusting through each contraction until the relay reached me.

My release struck deep inside her. I came in heavy spurts, cock jerking while Maeva ground down and clamped around me. The bond traveled in sequence: fox-fire into gold, gold into Yrsa’s scar-light, scar-light into ember, then ember back through Maeva and into me. Chosen hands completed the circuit one touch at a time.

Cum slipped wetly around the base when Maeva settled. She kissed my brow, closing the signal she had begun.

Suzu lay panting among her tails. “Terrible relay discipline. No posted schedule. Completely uninsurable.”

Yrsa’s hand remained inside Nahari. Nahari kissed her knuckles before releasing it.

“You told me something,” Yrsa said.

“I did.”

“You’ll never repeat it.”

“I will not.”

Maeva stayed on my lap while the room softened around us. Beyond the shutters, the lamp-grid burned upright and steady.

We formed a warm pile beneath the kept lamps. Maeva assigned the watches from inside it, and four Crowned voices overruled her together.

The queens assigned themselves the watch, and I let the Warden sleep.

Above the empty cushion, the roof-beam gave one low creak. A bronze-gold claw had settled over it from outside.


Chapter 16: The Eve of Kingslight

On the last ordinary day, we left the set plan in the war-loft. I locked the door, put the key in Maeva’s hand, and went with the household to the harvest fair.

The harvest festival roared around us.

Drovers argued over harness. Wrestlers hit dirt. Children ran sticky-handed between stalls while ale spread beneath the benches. I bought a honey cake, lost half to Suzu, and ate the rest before anyone could turn the day into preparation.

Greta of Old Wintering Barn defended the wrestling ring by throwing four challengers before noon, drinking one mug of ale between each. The fourth was a crown soldier twice her reach. He came out of the ring upside down and laughing, then paid another copper to join the line forming for a second attempt. Greta waved the next soldier forward with a cooper’s forearm and the most contented smile on the fairground.

The seven flood-notch sticks were compared in one tent, a new tradition from last season, the ford-keepers of seven fords bringing their oilcloth-wrapped staves of sixty years of the water’s moods and laying them side by side and arguing, with enormous seriousness and no rancor, about whose ford ran truest and whose stick read deepest. Strangers walked past the tent. Locals filled every bench. Seven old people laid sixty years of river marks side by side and argued over a half-inch cut from the flood of ’89.

Ana Merrick spoke at length about the autumn currents to a rapt circle of ford-folk while Sidonie stood at the tent’s edge and listened, genuinely listened, to a sixty-year-old woman explain a stick, and asked a question about it, a good question, how the old woman told a real shift in the bottom from a mere trick of the light on the water, and Ana Merrick answered it at length, delighted to be asked, and the princess of the kingdom stood in a tent on the eve of her family’s holy night and learned to read a ford from a village woman, and the court had sent an auditor. Sidonie took off one glove and ran her thumb over the notch Ana indicated. When the princess proposed a reason for the shift, Ana told her she was wrong. Sidonie asked why.

The school knighted Lady Petra, and it was the warm heart of the day. The second cohort had adopted the lady who taught her wooden blade the count and convened a grave, complete child’s ceremony on their own initiative. Brenna presided, as Brenna presides over everything. She touched the carved practice sword to each of Petra’s shoulders and pronounced her “Dame Petra of the Wooden Blade,” first of her kind, defender of the count. Petra knelt in the school yard before a dozen children and wept openly, her happiness plain to the whole yard. Yrsa watched a marriage candidate get knighted with a stick and allowed it. Her fingers rebalanced the wooden blade across Petra’s shoulders after the ceremonial taps were already complete. The school she had built to certify children had knighted a joyful woman for loving the count, and no certificate in the world could outweigh one a child gave freely.

Pell’s provisioning convoy arrived a full day early, which unsettled everyone. Pell is reliably a day late and a barrel short and delighted about both. When Bram asked, Pell said only that the roads had felt like they wanted him off them by dark.

He unloaded his barrels, stayed for the fair, and refused three profitable return loads. Pell had survived too many roads to demand a reason from the hair rising on his arms.

The dice rematch expanded catastrophically. Suzu and Nahari’s traditional harvest game, fox luck against oracle sight, had always been an even and beloved contest. Then Vyrissa sat at the board and solemnly announced that she wished to learn a game of chance.

Before anyone finished explaining the rules, Vyrissa won the first three throws by pure appraisal. She read the dice in the cup by their weight and the thrower’s hand by its tension. Within four throws, the other two players banned her by joint decree. Suzu and Nahari agreed that anyone capable of appraising a die’s fall had turned chance into an audit.

Vyrissa accepted the ban with enormous dignity and a brief ember-flicker of amusement. The experience was novel and pleasant; under revised rules, she would repeat it.

The loser’s forfeit that year, by the fair’s tradition, was a true story, and the loser was Suzu. She lost to Nahari on the last honest throw, the oracle reading the fox cleanly. Suzu offered a small childhood story as the dice forfeit without invoice or protective joke. She left the shrine out of it and offered something smaller: a baker’s loaf.

She told about one of her earliest thefts and returns: a baker’s cooling loaf, lifted off a windowsill when she was seven and starving, carried three streets, then carried back and returned while still warm. The theft frightened her more than hunger. Carrying the stolen loaf felt worse than her empty stomach. She had stood in the alley afterward unable to understand why she felt better with the bread gone and her belly still hollow. Years passed before she recognized that the giving-back was the part she liked, that even at seven she had been a thief who stole to return, a keeper wearing a robber’s coat.

The table fell silent. Suzu folded the dice cup into both hands and stared at its rim.

Vyrissa said: “That loaf contains your whole nature, thief. Every theft of yours becomes a giving-back.

“It is why I trust you with a crown.” Suzu opened her mouth. No invoice came. She put the dice cup down and slid the dragon’s words into one of her coat pockets with an empty-handed gesture.

Under the table, Nahari squeezed her hand once.

Halvard came to the school yard at dawn, before any of it, before the fair woke.

In the grey light, the crown’s champion came to the Kaldwyn School yard with his helmet under his arm, cradled like a question he was afraid to ask, and he stood at the edge of the yard and watched the empty drill-ground where the cohort would come to drill, and he did not ask for anything. He did not yet have the words for what he wanted. I watched him from the warden-post, unseen, and the Measure opened on him before I chose the look, and the sub-loan under his skin read tight and strained now, drawn taut as a rope draws taut before it takes the full weight, and I knew that some part of him, the part that had said before at the Line, knew that its time was down to hours, and had brought him to the one place in the world where a man might learn to stand without it. He did not know that was why he had come.

He arrived before anyone could see him asking.

Yrsa was there, as she always is at the yard at dawn, and she looked at the champion standing at the edge of her school with his helmet carried like a question and spared him words he did not have.

She crossed the yard, took a practice blade off the rack, and handed it to him without ceremony, as she handed one to every levy who ever stood there. Halvard Crane accepted the wooden sword from the saint who had beaten him fair the day before and held it like a sacrament. The two of them stood in the grey yard until Yrsa tapped the point of his practice blade toward the dirt.

“Loose,” she said.

Halvard adjusted his grip by a fraction.

“Looser. If the hilt cannot move, the blow ends in your wrist.”

He obeyed. His knuckles stayed white until Yrsa tapped them with the flat. One finger loosened, then the next.

Yrsa struck his blade once. The force traveled through the hilt, turned cleanly across his palm, and grounded in his feet. Surprise crossed his face.

“Again,” he said.

She struck from the other side. His shoulder stayed level this time.

“That works without strength,” he said softly.

“It works with what your arm brought to the yard.”

His gaze dropped to his hands. For one dangerous heartbeat, I thought he might ask her what she knew. Then he set the practice blade again.

“Teach me the hinge after this.”

“Earn the second lesson by surviving the first.”

He almost smiled. They drilled until the fair’s first bell. When the cohort arrived, Halvard stayed. He took his place at the end of the adult line and answered the same count as farmers, drovers, and yesterday’s opponents. Yrsa granted him no special rank. His gratitude showed in how quickly he learned.

Sidonie made her private preparations, royal and human both. She dined with the march household that evening, in the hall, and protocol loosened with every course, as Maeva’s pins loosen in sequence, until each new dish shed another layer of court.

She entered as the King’s sister, formal and seated by rank, with the surveyor’s glass at her belt. By the soup, one of Bram’s stories had made her laugh. Over the fish she asked Osric to explain the tally-book, then listened through every entry. The meat found her arguing amiably with Suzu about whether a reeve who steals a signet and returns it notarized has committed theft or performed an audit.

By dessert Sidonie leaned on the table with her chin on her hand. She asked Merta mother-questions about Tam: whether he slept now, what he ate, whether the counting had eased, whether he had made friends among the lamp-runners. She wrote none of it down.

From Sidonie, who writes everything down, that amounted to a confession. A princess asking after a boy’s sleep with her surveyor’s glass forgotten at her belt had stopped auditing the march and started belonging to the evening.

Merta, flint-plain, answered as she answered everyone and gave rank no deference. One mother spoke to someone who was asking honestly. Widow and princess talked about a boy over the last dessert, the plainest and most remarkable exchange at the table.

Afterward, alone with Maeva at the cornerstone where the empress’s forward-letter sleeps, Sidonie asked the final question. It told me the apprenticeship had truly begun.

“Your first empire,” Sidonie said. “The one they took from you with hemlock and a man who couldn’t share. If you could go back, what would you have paid to have been warned?

“To have known, a season before, what was coming?”

Maeva, level and gold-lit at the cornerstone, gave her the hard truth she had earned. The empress had decided this girl was worth the truth.

“Everything,” she said. “I would have paid everything I owned to have been warned, and it would not have mattered. I would have paid too late. That is what no one tells you about warnings, girl: they arrive when belief costs more than you can bear. By the day you can bear it, the door has closed.

“So do not wait to be warned. You have been warned.

“The Warden warned you at dusk with a number. Do not do what I did and spend the warning disbelieving it until it is too late to spend at all.

“Warn yourself now. Tonight. Believe the count while there is still a night left to believe it in.”

Sidonie looked at the older empress a long time. “I believe it.”

“Then you have already paid less than I did and spent it in time,” Maeva said. “That is what I have to teach. You learned it in a season; I needed four hundred years.”

The apprenticeship neither woman would name became real there.

The Chandler gave his third and worst tell at dusk.

At dusk he walked one measured circuit of the rite-stand’s ring, the plain man whose features no witness could retain. I have tried since to describe him for the household record, and I cannot. No two witnesses agreed on his height, coloring, age, or any identifying mark. A province could watch a lamp-keeper light thirty-one lamps and fail to retain one human detail after he passed. And behind him, one by one, in the order he passed them, the thirty-one wickless lamps lit.

His empty hands carried neither taper nor coal. Each lamp kindled cold behind him as he passed with a light that gave no warmth; I felt the cold of it from thirty feet, the particular cold of a snuffed wick’s smell arriving before the man did, a lit lamp that chilled the air as it burned.

The light cast its shadows the wrong way, so that the shadow of the rite-stand’s post reached toward the flame, every shadow in the ring leaning inward toward the cold lights as if each lamp gathered the dark into itself, thirty-one small wrong lights burning cold in a ring and pulling the shadows in. The progress’s own chandlers stopped and stared. Actual craftsmen who had tended those wagons all season and mistaken the thirty-one for strange stock now made the old craft-signs against ill luck over their aprons. A chandler knows better than anyone alive when an object wears a lamp’s shape without being a lamp. They backed away from the ring and refused to approach again. Some slept outside the camp that night, in fields beyond the cold circle. Their craft-instinct was screaming, and I did not blame them for listening.

Nahari stood on the fairground wall with her eyes shut and named the danger flatly: “The rite has become a table being set.” Understanding sat in my stomach like cold water. A rite is performed; a table is prepared for a meal. The thirty-one cold lamps formed the place settings, the kingdom was the meal, and the next night’s moon marked the hour.

Maeva and Vyrissa made one last circuit of the fair before the storm claimed everyone’s attention. At a toy stall, they found a carved dragon with six legs and disputed whether the extra pair increased its price or constituted damage. The merchant declined to choose between them. They bought the toy jointly for Petra and left still arguing, their shoulders nearly touching above the little wooden mistake.

Vyrissa spent the deep of her eve against every expectation, on the ground, human-paced, learning names. She walked the town’s lamp-rounds with the census pair, the two who tend and count the kept lamps, and she learned the kept column by heart, lamp by lamp, because, she said, “if I am to guard light tomorrow, I will know the name of each one I guard, because naming transforms guarded inventory into a charge, and I am done with inventory.” She walked the full ring of the town’s honest flames, and at each one she asked who it was for and who tended it and how long it had burned. The census pair, awed, told her, and she filed each name in whatever vast patient place a dragon files things.

At the north culvert she learned the lamp belonged to Harl Bessin’s road crew and had burned through three flood seasons. At the tannery bend she made the pair explain why one horn pane had been replaced with greenish river glass; the practical answer, that the glazier had run short of clear panes, pleased her more than a legend would have. She asked who trimmed the school gate flame and remembered both children’s names on the second circuit. At the west wall she found old wax on a bracket meant for oil and asked why. The keeper admitted a child had sheltered a birthday taper there during rain. Vyrissa accepted celebration as a valid temporary fuel class and made him enter it in the margin. The keeper wrote BIRTHDAY, ONE TAPER, RAIN beneath sixty years of oil figures. Vyrissa read the new line twice and pronounced the account improved. Daily joy belonged in an accurate census.

One lamp burned a thumb lower than its neighbors. Vyrissa smelled the oil, lifted the reservoir, and found a bent feed tube pinching the flow. She braced the lamp while the census keeper straightened the brass with pliers, then watched until the wick drew clean again.

“Guarding means making room for another keeper to do her work truly,” she said.

At one lamp she stopped longest.

It was Esra’s sister-lamp, the flame kept for a lamplighter who had died months before at nineteen, the girl who had been three weeks dead when I opened her door, and Vyrissa stood before it a long time in the falling dark, longer than she had stood before any other, her gaze down on the small honest flame, and asked, “who was this one?” And they told her, a lamplighter, young, wiry, soot-smudged, proud of her lamp-pole, who had died at Cinderwell before the march was granted, whose lamp the town kept lit in her name because a girl who spent her short life lighting other people’s dark should not herself go dark, and who had, by summoned custom, missed her own dawn by three weeks and been thanked by name and gone gentle.

The keeper of the last dragon grave stood before the small honest flame of a girl dead for months and remained before it a long while. Her head inclined over the flame with the same reverent care she had given her own dead on the roof. She was adding one. Adding a nineteen-year-old lamplighter to a count that held an entire flight, the largest grief in the world making room for one of the smallest. Grief made room and recognized its own. A keeper of the dead knew another keeper’s charge on sight.

“Good,” she said, finally, in the grave voice she reserves for the largest things. “Yes. That one I will guard personally.

“She lit the dark for others freely.

“I know that grave. I have slept on one through the rise and fall of your kingdoms.” And she moved on down the lamp-rounds, learning the rest of the names, but she had marked Esra’s, and from that dusk the dead lamplighter’s little flame had Vyrissa standing watch over it.

Outside, the harvest moon rose nearly full and gold over the eastern hills. In the camp below, thirty-one cold lamps burned in a ring.

That night Nahari took me to her rooms and spent the eve as two hundred years had taught her.

Nahari stood at the window with both palms on the sill and her glass closed. Under the moon, she faced the hardest posting among us: chosen blindness. She would stand on a wall with her glass shut in the middle of the largest working of borrowed futures she had faced and read the battle entirely through its silences. Chosen blindness cost her more than any fight.

She spent its eve setting sight down in a room full of kept light, reminding her instrument how rest felt before asking it to close.

Eleven lamps burned, to her count, and incense, and the oil warmed over the nearest flame, and the fair’s noise had faded below to the low warm murmur of a province going to its rest, and she gave the night its shape in full sentences. “At the rite I will be blind on purpose,” she said, “in a crowd of borrowed light, with my glass shut, reading a battle by its silences.

“Here I want everything unhurried, seen, and mine at my own count, with one request saved.

“Two hundred years taught me what the eve of a long night is for, anchor. It belongs to this. Come here, and hurry nothing.”

Nahari unwrapped herself layer after layer. I watched from the center of the room while cloth pooled at her feet.

Eleven flames warmed her deep-brown skin. Silver hair fell to her waist. Oil waited in a bronze bowl beside the cushions.

“At the rite, I deny myself sight,” she said. “Here, I want to be seen. I ask for time.

“No haste, no matter what I say when I am close.”

“I decide the rhythm.”

Her dark eyes met mine. The ember strand warmed. “Yes.”

“If I choose slow, you take slow. If I choose stillness, you wait.”

“Yes, anchor.”

“Come here.”

She crossed the room naked. I turned her back to me and poured warm oil between her shoulder blades.

It ran in a shining path to the generous swell of her ass. I spread it with both palms, working it into the muscles beside her spine. Nahari lowered her head and breathed as I massaged every inch with the patience I controlled.

My hands traveled over her wide hips. The murals had carved those heavy curves twice life-size and still failed to catch how soft they felt over strength. I squeezed her ass, thumbs pressing inward until oil glistened in the crease.

“Turn.”

Nahari let the last wrap fall.

Her breasts were modest beside the magnificence of her hips, soft and dark-tipped, rising as my gaze moved down her. I let her feel herself watched. The oracle who could look anywhere fixed her eyes on my face and waited for me to touch.

I cupped one breast and brushed my thumb over the nipple. It tightened.

I bent and drew it into my mouth, sucking with lingering pulls while my other hand slid over her belly. Her fingers touched my shoulder.

“Hands on me,” I said.

She set both palms on my shoulders, placing the contact herself.

I drew her other nipple between my lips.

My tongue circled it, then flattened over the peak. I used teeth lightly and felt the response through the ember bond before her breath changed. Oil, incense, and clean skin mixed on my tongue.

I knelt. Nahari’s thighs opened at a look.

I poured oil over each one and rubbed upward, stopping short of her wet folds. She remained perfectly still, though moisture already shone between her folds.

“Tell me what you see,” I said.

Her voice stayed full and clear. “Your mouth on me. Two fingers after.

“The sill. Then the request I saved.”

“Too far. Stay here.”

Her lashes lowered. “I see you looking.”

“And?”

“I feel you making me wait.”

I licked her from bottom to top.

Nahari exhaled. Her palms flexed against my shoulders.

I spread her with my thumbs and licked again, drawing each pass out. Her taste deepened as I worked my tongue between her folds. My tongue circled just outside her clit, teasing until her thighs trembled around my shoulders.

“Anchor.”

“Stay here with me.”

I sealed my lips around Nahari’s clit and drew with steady suction. She swayed, and I steadied her by the waist.

The bond carried her pleasure as a banked ember, steady heat growing with every pull of my mouth. I slid one finger into her. Her foresight-starved body clenched and drew me deeper.

A second finger joined it. I curled both while my tongue stayed on her clit. Nahari’s calm sentences began to lose their shape.

“The next… you will…”

I stopped.

Her eyes opened.

“You were looking ahead,” I said.

“Habit.”

“Then I change the path.”

I left her trembling and went to the deep sill. I closed the shutters before Nahari could take her familiar place.

She stopped beside me. “The view was part of the path.”

“Then the path can lose it.”

I turned all eleven lamps low until the room held only ember glow from her skin. The oil stayed corked. The sill stayed cold and empty. Everything familiar from the nights she knew remained unused.

“Bring me the saved request,” I said.

Nahari looked at the dark glass, then at the chair among the cushions. Surprise receded from her dark eyes as desire took its place.

I sat and crooked one finger.

Her saved request came without disguise. Nahari brought me the oil, turned, and bent across my lap with her wide hips raised.

“Ask for it,” I said.

“Take my ass inch by inch. Make me wait through every inch.”

I poured warm oil into the crease of her ass and spread it over her anus. One fingertip circled the tight opening. Nahari breathed out and relaxed when I pressed inside.

“Stay with my hand,” I reminded her.

“Here,” she agreed.

I worked one finger into her ass to the knuckle, withdrew, and entered again.

The tight ring relaxed around my first finger on each slow pass. A second finger joined it, stretching her while my thumb reached beneath and rubbed her clit. She remained wet and swollen from my mouth, and each measured press against her clit made her tighten around my fingers.

“More,” she whispered.

“When I decide.”

I scissored my fingers gently and watched her learn the fullness. Only when the ember bond carried pleasure without strain did I remove them.

Nahari turned and came astride facing away. I braced my shaft upright between the heavy curves of her ass and coated the head with more oil.

“My count,” I said.

“Your count.”

I set the head against her anus. The tight muscle resisted, then yielded when I drew her down by the hips. I stopped with only the crown inside.

Nahari’s fingers gripped my knees. “Stay.”

“Good. Breathe.”

She relaxed around the thick intrusion. I lowered her another inch, paused again, and felt her ass stretch to take my shaft.

Silver hair spilled down her back. Her body clenched on nothing between her spread thighs.

“Tell me what exists.”

“Fullness. Heat. Your hands deciding how much.”

I fed her more. The pressure around my shaft stayed fierce and slick. By the time her round ass settled against my thighs, she had taken every inch.

I gathered her hair and pulled gently, lifting her face toward the lamps.

“You do not move until I say.”

Nahari sat impaled on me, breathing through the deep anal fullness. My free hand reached around her body and found her clit. I stroked in one languid circle.

Her ass tightened around me.

“Again,” she said.

“Please.”

“Please.”

I rubbed her clit while holding her motionless. Wetness ran from her pussy over my fingers. The divided sensations undid her: me locked deep in her ass, my fingers circling her clit until her hips begged to move, and my grip refusing permission.

“Do you see the end?” I asked.

“Pieces.”

“Let them go.”

I lifted her two inches and lowered her. Nahari moaned at the anal drag. I controlled each short stroke, never pulling far, the tight stretch unbroken, making her take the base again and wait.

“Ride on my count. One.”

She rose slowly, protecting the stretch.

“Two.”

She sank, ass gripping every inch.

I varied the pauses until prediction failed her. The ember strand deepened.

Her thick thighs shook beside mine. My thumb kept a patient rhythm on her clit while I moved her along my length.

“Dorian.”

“Wait.”

“I am.”

“Good oracle.”

Ember light rushed up her calf. I stretched the saved act until she trembled at the edge, then lifted her completely off me. Her anus tightened after the withdrawal, flushed and shining with oil.

“Cushions,” I said.

Nahari rose on unsteady legs.

I laid her on her back and spread her knees. Her oiled skin gleamed.

Her silver hair made a bright fan under her head. I pressed back into her wet pussy and folded her thighs toward her body.

“Now I set the finish,” I said.

“Yes.”

I thrust deep and measured, changing the depth and pause so she could not count ahead. Ember filigree climbed her ankle, calf, and hip. Nahari watched my face, leaving the future unfed.

“Tell me what exists,” I said.

“Your body over mine. Your cock filling me. Eleven flames.

“This breath.”

I withdrew almost completely.

“This one,” she whispered when I returned.

I pressed deeper.

“And this.”

Her pussy fluttered around me.

My own climax gathered, but I restrained it behind the measured rhythm. Sweat shone at Nahari’s temples. Incense curled above us.

“Close your eyes,” I said.

Nahari closed her eyes and let the last calculation leave her face.

“Close the glass and name only what touches you.”

I drew almost free.

“Your cock at my entrance. Your hand over my heart. The cushion under my shoulders.”

I pushed in a single inch.

“Fullness beginning.”

Another inch.

“Heat.”

I changed the angle without withdrawing and found the sensitive place along her front wall. Her next word dissolved.

“Name it,” I said.

“I can’t.”

“Good. Stay there.”

I stayed pressed against that spot and reached between us. My thumb touched her clit once, then lifted away.

Nahari waited for the second touch. I gave it to her nipple instead, pinching the dark peak while rolling my hips deep. Her mouth opened on a surprised breath.

I moved without pattern: three shallow strokes, a long stillness with every inch held inside her, my thumb grazing her clit only when her body stopped anticipating it. Each failed prediction shortened her lingering blink until at last she forgot to blink at all; open wonder replaced calculation.

“What touches you?” I asked.

“Everything,” she whispered.

I sank deep and remained there. My thumb pressed firmly over her clit.

Nahari surprised herself with the climax. Her body contracted around me in deep, powerful waves, thighs closing against my hips. Ember light remained a warm current beneath her deep-brown skin, banked, never flaring. Her eyes stayed shut through every pulse.

I did not follow her over. I continued thrusting after the contractions softened, making her feel the aftermath lengthen into new pleasure. Her wet body gave around me; each stroke drew a broken sound from her.

“Open your eyes,” I commanded.

She found me above her, dazed and fully present.

“Now watch mine.”

I took her hard, no countdown and no hidden timing, letting her read every sign in my face. Nahari wrapped both legs around me and met my gaze as my rhythm roughened.

“There,” she said softly, recognition replacing prophecy.

Release drove through me. I buried myself and filled her in heavy pulses while she felt each loss of control arrive without prediction or disguise. She stroked the back of my neck and made no attempt to count the spurts.

I stayed inside until her thighs loosened. When I finally withdrew, white warmth followed my shaft and streaked her oiled skin. Nahari looked down once, then back to me.

“The numbers fell away,” she said.

Warmth transformed her face. “Gladly.”

Nahari braided her hair for war while resting against my chest and taught my fingers one plait of it. She saved one sentence behind her teeth for morning, and I did not ask what it was.


Chapter 17: Two Keepers

The night before the theft, a grave-keeper and a vault-keeper sat together in the open vault and built an eleven-second working.

Vyrissa had to turn sideways through the vault door. Suzu could stand inside one of the empty coin alcoves without ducking. Vyrissa’s burnished hand covered half the rehearsal crown; Suzu tested its balance with two fingertips.

“Too high,” Suzu said.

Vyrissa lowered the stand four inches. They began.

Vyrissa reached for the vault door. Suzu put the ledger under it before the scaled hand touched iron.

“Open,” she said. “A runner who has to knock has already cost me a second.”

The vault stayed open to the stair, coin-boxes glinting in the lamplight and Malchor’s ruined chain-focus standing on its shelf as the rehearsal crown. Runners treated the open lock as empty air.

Suzu put two fingertips beneath the rehearsal crown and looked around the open vault. “Who tells me when?”

“I do,” Nahari said from beyond the doorway, glass shut.

“Who tells me whether I’ve stolen grave-gold or a pretty lie?”

Vyrissa’s inner-lit eyes narrowed on the chain-focus. “I do.”

Suzu pointed at me. “You find where the weight grips. Colm gives me dark. Maeva keeps four hundred people from trampling the only route I have. Good. Show me the window.”

“Cold, the crown is only gold,” I said. “Taking it now leaves the debt alive and drives the leash into Ruthelm’s living line. At the draw’s peak, every current runs through the crown. For one interval it bears the full debt and grips nothing. Take it there and the ground comes away under the current. Early gives us a useless relic. Late gives us an empty one.”

“Eleven seconds,” Suzu said.

She had been counting the rite-order’s music for a week, humming it under her breath at the vault and the fair and in her sleep, and she knew the draw’s shape now as intimately as she knows a lock’s tumblers, by ear, by feel, by repeated exposure until her body carried the music. “The rite has a music. The herald cries it, the stewards rehearse it, and the stewards say it has been unchanged since Ruthelm. It builds through the gathering, the singing, the unveiling, and the draw comes at the third verse’s turn. The peak lasts eleven seconds.

“From the moment the crown fills to the moment it disburses. Eleven seconds.

“That’s my window. That’s how long I have from Nahari’s ‘now’ to being clear with the crown in my hands, and it’s plenty, it’s an age, I’ve done eleven-second work in a crowded room a hundred times, the only new thing is the room may be on fire and the rite may put a dead king in it.” Her sober voice made the fire and the king real. We accepted her knowledge of the music. She had earned it as she earns everything, by paying attention when no one thought she was.

“And the crown itself,” Vyrissa added, from the shadows where her forge-light banked low, “I will read from the sky the instant it is in her hands, and tell the anchor through the bond whether it is true or a decoy, because a rite this old may keep a false crown for exactly a night like this, and only I can tell the grave-gold true across a battlefield. If it is false, Suzu drops it, preserving both our position and our secrecy.

“If it is true, Suzu runs, and I burn the sky, and the anchor finds what’s left holding the leash. That is the fork, and I govern it, and you will trust my eye.” And we said we would trust her eye, because a dragon’s appraisal of grave-gold is the one reading in the world that cannot be fooled, and the one creature the rite could not deceive was the right guardian for that fork.

We rehearsed nine complete runs in the vault with the chain-focus trophy standing in for the crown. The first eight exposed a different failure.

Suzu ran it with everything the real night would have. Her native shade-step carried Suzu through shadow unremarked, the full legend’s art that had granted me my own innate Shade-Step facet, and the grid’s strobing kept-light framed it. We mimicked the grid in the vault with Colm working a shuttered lantern on the rite-order’s count, the flicker-game she had perfected against Malchor’s dark, now adapted for a battlefield: in the strobe, between the flickers, the eye cannot track, and a fox who has learned to move only in the dark half of a flicker moves through a lit room unseen. Nahari stood outside the vault door, glass shut, and gave the “now” by the silence, because she would not be in the current the next night either.

Vyrissa provided the sky’s distraction in miniature, a flare of forge-light thrown up the stair at the moment Suzu needed the room’s attention elsewhere. And Suzu crossed the vault, up the improvised mercy-way, the workers’ route, the mason’s back-stair that every built structure has because the people who raise a structure leave themselves a way through it, Maeva’s lesson from the siege, inherited, and took the trophy off its shelf mid-count and was clear.

The first run was fourteen seconds and she was seen twice, and she came back to the start furious, and diagnosed her own failure aloud with an expert’s refusal of excuses: “I moved on the lit half of the flicker twice, I got greedy, the strobe’s slower than the festival grid and I anticipated it.

“Reset.” The second run she fixed the strobe-timing and lost a second on the mercy-way, taking the back-stair too cautiously. The third she took the mercy-way clean and fumbled the lift; the trophy sat differently than a crown would sit, and she over-reached for it.

“If the rite puts the crown on a head,” she said, “the head may move. I have to drill the up-and-back lift. Pulling straight out will catch.

“Do it again.” The fourth was twelve and she was seen once, at the very end, clearing the last four feet of open ground where the strobe supplied her sole cover. She cursed that one longest because the last four feet were the killing four feet, open light between the mercy-way and the stand, crossed under the flicker’s brief concealment.

The fifth and sixth she drilled just those four feet, over and over, learning to cross them within the dark halves of the strobe, three steps in three flickers, and Colm worked the shuttered lantern until his arm ached while maintaining the strobe.

The fifth failed when Colm’s sore arm dragged the shutter and cut the second dark-half short. Suzu’s front foot landed in light. She made him repeat the bad pulse twice and waved away his apology; a battlefield would not preserve perfect time merely because we had practiced it. On the third attempt she changed the crossing to one long step, one checked half-step, then a low slide with her head below the stand’s rim.

The sixth failed after the lift. I moved the chain-focus while her hands rose, imitating a head turning beneath a crown. Suzu caught one branch, but its weight swung against the shelf and rang bronze on stone. She froze, reset her grip by touch and found the balance point with her thumb. We hung two copper cups from the trophy after that. A rough removal chimed them. She drilled until both cups stayed silent while I jerked the stand in either direction. Before the final lift I secretly smeared lamp oil across one branch. Her first grip slipped; her second caught beneath the rim. She finished the turn one-handed, wiped her palm on my coat as she passed, and left both cups silent. Yrsa marked that variation clean. The oil joined the rehearsal file.

We added retreating bodies. Yrsa crossed her route at the wrong moment with a shield. Maeva threw a cloak through the killing ground. Vyrissa sent heat up the stair until the air shifted against Suzu’s face. Suzu stopped expecting an orderly battlefield and built each interruption into the count.

The seventh was flawless but slow, twelve again. Excess caution had cost the second. On the eighth run, Nahari’s “now” landed half a beat early. Suzu crossed on the wrong flicker just as Vyrissa’s forge-flare changed the air. Her foot slipped from the mercy-way.

Vyrissa caught her against one forearm before her head struck the stair. Suzu’s fingers still closed around the chain-focus. Two copper cups rang wildly from its branches.

For one breath, everyone froze.

“I’m fine,” Suzu said.

Vyrissa set her down but left one hand around the back of her neck. Vyrissa’s thumb covered both fox ears. “You are alive. Fine comes after the ankle is checked.”

Yrsa knelt and examined it. I discovered I had bitten the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

The ankle was sound. The trigger did not. Nahari reset outside the door, pale and furious with herself, and they drilled the necessary quality of the silence until her word landed clean.

Each failure earned one curse. She named the exact mistake and reset before anyone could reassure her. Tireless, the festival celebrity and crowned reeve spent midnight on hands and knees in her own vault, repeating the eleven-second cross until her body knew every count.

Yrsa monitored the sand-glass. Nahari called the “now” from beyond the door while Vyrissa flared the stair and Colm worked the strobe. On the ninth run, Suzu crossed the vault unseen in the flicker. She ran clean up the mercy-way, passed the killing four feet in three dark-halves of the strobe, took the trophy at the count’s still point with the up-and-back lift, and cleared the trap.

Yrsa turned the glass, read it, and said, “Eleven,” without triumph. The vault fell still. Eleven seconds rehearsed nine times did not want applause.

“Again,” Suzu said.

Yrsa covered the sand-glass with her hand. “No. You had it. Do it again and you’ll teach your body the tenth run, and the tenth run was going to be tired.

“Stop on the one that worked.” And Suzu, who knows the right instruction when she hears one, stopped on the one that worked. Brenna’s runners would carry the “now” the next night from Nahari on the wall to Suzu at the stand. The signal traveled through shuttered posts cut into the inner wall; from each station, a runner could see only the next protected lamp.

After the ninth rehearsal, the two keepers spoke alone.

Vyrissa turned her appraisal from the familiar crown to the plan. She had already recognized the grave-gold from the road. Now she walked the plan as she walked a hoard’s rows, patient and thorough, her gaze moving over each part: the survey, the trigger, the crowd, the strobe, the eleven seconds. At the end she delivered her verdict in her own terms, and it was one of the finest things I had heard her say to Suzu.

“Only two beings,” Vyrissa said, “have stood before my vault-gallery unafraid.

“Do you understand what that means, thief. My gallery is the thing your kind writes songs about, the dragon’s hoard, the mountain of gold, the thing every hero and every king and every fool has died trying to reach. And nearly everything that has ever come to it has come afraid, afraid of the fire, afraid of the fall, afraid of the size of the thing between them and the gold, and I have watched a thousand brave men go grey at the sight of it.

“Only two have stood in my gallery without fear. One was Halden, the hunted living Anchor with arithmetic, who reached my mountain in his final year and walked my rows while he still breathed.

“He read the true worth and debt in every piece, and understanding stripped the hoard of its power to frighten him. And the other steals crowns.”

She looked at Suzu, four-foot-eleven of fox in a vault, and inclined her copper-crowned head, the deep courtesy of a mountain. “You would meet my gallery with clear eyes, thief. I have watched you a season and I know it.

“You would walk my rows and see a great many stories within the mountain of gold, and you would want to know each one, and you would steal solely the story, and you would give the gold back.

“I have watched your plan as I watch a hoard, row by row, and it is sound, every row of it, and I will tell you the verdict a dragon does not give twice in an age: I am Sworn to a good house. A house that plans a theft like a wedding and leaves the door open and carries the trigger on a child’s relay behind the walls and values rightful return above possession. My choice was sound.

“Witness it.”

Suzu pressed two fingers to the inside of Vyrissa’s wrist. “Some principal you just carry,” she said under her breath.

Vyrissa inclined her head. Suzu copied the gesture with perfect solemnity, which somehow made neither of them laugh.

Suzu convened the heat as an invoice, because of course she did.

“Joint audit of the anchor,” she announced, when the plan was set and the others had gone upstairs to their own rests, leaving the three of us among the emptied shelves and coin-light. “Vyrissa and I have a serious dispute over the man’s valuation. She says he’s the heaviest true weight she’s read in an age.

“I say he’s underpriced and I’d insure him at no premium.

“There’s only one way to settle a valuation dispute, Warden, and it’s a joint audit, hands-on, tonight. The reeve requires it. For the books.”

I looked at fox and dragon in coin-light and forge-glow.

“Then the audit is mine to run, and you both submit to the auditor.” Vyrissa’s eyes lit with the particular pleasure of a mountain that has been told, delightedly, that it will submit to something, a creature that had made submission sound like a dead language finding, at the bottom of a season, that she wants a trusted hand to set her boundaries, and Suzu grinned like a fox about to lose the audit she wanted. The household’s largest and smallest women waited in the cool draft for my command.

Vyrissa gave her consent first in the formal language of appraisal, as she gives everything. “I have appraised the proposal and I accept it.

“Suzu is a fine co-signer and the man is a finer auditor.

“I enter only what I have weighed, and this weighs good.” Suzu waited until the formal answer ended. “Beautiful, mountain. Now say the direct one.”

Vyrissa looked at her for a long moment, then set each word down without appraisal or grandeur. “I want this.

“Him. You, thief.

“Tonight.

“Directly said.” Her mouth softened around the admission. “I did not expect to like saying it that way, and I do.”

Suzu’s grin gentled before she answered. “Yes. Both of them, the mountain and the man, tonight. No invoice. And I’m keeping the mountain warm after. That’s a fixed term.”

I set one rule for the extremes of scale and speed: I would be the sole caller. “Scale belongs to her,” I said. “Speed belongs to her. Stop-words stand for both. Everything else is mine.”

“Yes,” Vyrissa said.

“Yes,” Suzu answered.

Both waited for me to begin.

I undressed Suzu first. Every removed layer exposed more of her to Vyrissa’s steady appraisal. Suzu stood four-foot-eleven, compact and quick, small breasts lifted by her breathing and a round ass half hidden when nine amber tails came free behind her.

“Turn,” I said.

She made a slow turn in the coin-light. Fox-fire freckles stood out across her nose, shoulders, and the upper curves of her breasts.

“Favorable valuation?” she asked Vyrissa.

Vyrissa looked from Suzu’s feet to the tips of her ears. “Severely underinsured.”

Suzu’s grin flickered. Praise without a joke behind it always reached deeper.

Vyrissa set aside her heat-shimmer wrappings in ceremonial drapes.

Forge-glow rose from burnished skin. At six-foot-three, broad-shouldered and powerful, she towered over Suzu. The formidable weight of her bust hung above a strong waist and hips made on a dragon’s scale.

I stood between mountain and spark.

“Vyrissa, lift her to the counting-shelf.”

Vyrissa put both hands around Suzu’s waist. Her long fingers nearly met. She raised Suzu as easily as a lamp and set her among the coin-boxes.

Suzu laughed at the effortless display, then lost the laugh when Vyrissa kept one forge-warm arm around her hips.

“Hold her there,” I said. “Fox, open your legs. Reach behind you with the other hand. Vyrissa does not wait untouched while you receive.”

Suzu found the underside of Vyrissa’s breast by feel. Her small hand could not contain even half the heated weight. She spread her fingers, lifted, and rolled the nipple under her thumb. Forge-light moved once beneath Vyrissa’s ribs.

“Both of you stay in this,” I said. “If either hand stops, I stop.”

Vyrissa’s arm tightened around Suzu. The fox’s thumb resumed its lazy circle.

Suzu spread her thighs at the shelf’s edge. Her tails flared behind the boxes.

I stepped between her knees and stroked one thumb down her pussy. She was already wet.

“Opening inventory,” she said. “One fox, excellent condition, anticipated depreciation severe.”

I entered her with one finger first, let her squeeze, then added the second and crooked both toward the front.

Her words broke into a high breath. Her pussy gripped tightly around my hand.

I curled toward the front while my thumb rubbed her clit. Vyrissa steadied her despite the quick movements of her hips. Suzu’s arm moved behind her in a broken rhythm, squeezing Vyrissa’s breast whenever my fingers stole her concentration. Each time her hand faltered, the dragon guided it back with two long fingers over the wrist.

“The man reads truer up close,” Vyrissa observed. “Suzu becomes louder under examination.”

“Objection,” Suzu managed.

I pressed my fingers deeper.

“Withdrawn.”

“She undervalues herself by a wide margin,” Vyrissa continued. “Look at her, thief.

“You priced yourself cheaply because you believed a treasure returned was worth less than one kept. Wrong appraisal. What comes back freely is rare gold.

“Your correct price is priceless, insured at the family’s full faith, held forever.”

Suzu’s invoice voice failed around my hand. Her amber eyes shone.

“Continue, auditor,” Vyrissa said.

I knelt between Suzu’s thighs and tasted her.

Her tails exploded into a fan. I licked through slick folds and sucked her clit while pumping two fingers inside her.

Vyrissa’s arm prevented Suzu from squirming off the shelf. Suzu had nowhere to take the sensation except through, then back into Vyrissa, her thumb dragging over the thick nipple as my tongue worked her.

“The tails go first,” Vyrissa said. “They flare before she knows she is close.”

Suzu’s thighs tightened beside my face. Her taste filled my mouth. I sucked harder, felt Suzu’s strand blaze, and stopped at the edge.

“Audit interrupted,” she panted.

“The auditor sets the schedule.”

I stood, freed my cock, and rubbed its head over her swollen clit. Suzu looked down between us. Her pupils narrowed to vertical slits.

“And there are the eyes,” Vyrissa said.

I pressed into Suzu. Her pussy stretched around the head and took me with a tight wet glide. She cried out toward the open vault door.

“Door remains open,” she gasped. “Excellent exposure, perfectly private, very strong risk profile.”

I braced one hand at her nape and pushed deeper. Her sentence vanished. Vyrissa anchored Suzu until the fox settled against the shelf edge and took every inch.

I withdrew in a long drag, then thrust hard.

Coin stacks chimed in their boxes. Suzu’s small breasts bounced with each impact. Her tails whipped behind her, throwing fox-fire shadows up the vault walls.

“The invoice voice is failing,” Vyrissa noted.

“Temporarily… repriced.”

I set a quick rhythm suited to her. One hand gripped her neck, the other circled her clit while my cock drove into her. Her fox-hot pussy gripped harder. Behind her, Suzu pinched Vyrissa’s nipple on every third thrust until the dragon’s slow heartbeat began striking faster through the bond.

Every short cry returned through the bond as a bright pulse.

“Tell me what it costs,” I said.

“Can’t.”

“Try.”

“No price. God, Dorian, don’t stop.”

“Suzu, who prices everything, cannot price this,” Vyrissa said.

“Silence, both of you.”

Both women obeyed and fell silent. The silence sharpened Suzu’s every moan and the wet slap of my hips against her. I pinned her at the edge for three strokes, then pinched her clit.

“Come.”

Suzu came with me buried deep inside her.

Her pussy contracted in quick, hard pulses. Fox-fire burst across her freckles and tails. She went rigid in Vyrissa’s arm, then shook, mouth open on a cry with no invoice attached.

I fucked her through the orgasm and restrained my own release. When she softened, I withdrew and watched her pussy flutter around emptiness.

“Dragon, put her down.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu from the shelf and set her on a cushion. Suzu’s knees failed. She sat among her tails, laughing weakly.

“Mountain’s turn continues,” she said, her voice wrecked but her hand still reaching back for Vyrissa.

“You speak when I ask.”

Suzu mimed locking her mouth and pocketing the key.

I turned to Vyrissa. “Counting steps. Sit.”

The vault’s lower counting dais ran three broad stone steps along the north wall, built for clerks to open boxes at knee height. Vyrissa crossed to it with the deliberate stride of a dragon accepting a throne too small for her. She sat on the middle step, one foot on the floor and the other planted wide, powerful thighs opening around the space I claimed.

Suzu remained on the cushion where Vyrissa had set her, weak-kneed and glowing. I pointed at her.

“Bring the fox.”

Vyrissa reached down, caught Suzu around the waist, and lifted her one-handed. She carried the smaller woman tucked against one hip, nine tails streaming over her forearm, and settled her sideways across her lap.

The contrast struck like a visual blow. Suzu could curl from Vyrissa’s shoulder to hip without filling the dragon’s embrace. She looked down at the arm beneath her and flexed both feet in the air.

“Transport tariff,” Suzu said.

“Waived. You’re part of the audit. Vyrissa, secure her there until I move her.”

The dragon’s arm tightened across Suzu’s middle. “The asset is secured.”

“Then keep both hands useful. Fox, one breast. I take the other.”

Suzu gathered Vyrissa’s left breast in both hands. Even together, her palms covered only part of the heated weight. I stood between Vyrissa’s spread knees and lifted the right breast, feeling dense softness over the deep strength of her chest.

“Compare notes,” I said.

Suzu rolled the dark nipple under both thumbs. “Excessively warm. Excellent condition. Requires specialist handling.”

I bent and took the other nipple into my mouth.

Vyrissa’s low response moved through Suzu where she sat. The fox felt it under her legs and grinned until my harder pull turned the dragon’s sound into a deeper vibration.

“The mountain reacts before the face admits anything,” Suzu said.

“Then watch her face.”

I lifted Vyrissa’s breast higher and worked the nipple with tongue and teeth. Suzu copied the pressure on the other side, quick hands learning the dragon’s slower register under my direction. Forge-light gathered beneath Vyrissa’s collarbones.

Her free hand came toward my shoulder.

“Behind you.”

Vyrissa put that hand on the upper step. The strength stood out along her arm and shoulder, a support that could carry Suzu and brace her own enormous body without strain.

I kissed downward over the scale-shimmer of her stomach. Suzu remained in her lap, trapped pleasantly by one forge-warm arm and made to feel every flex beneath her.

“Fox, open her thighs farther.”

Suzu slid one foot between Vyrissa’s knees and pushed. The dragon granted the pressure, widening until the position displayed the wet heat between her legs.

I knelt on the floor below the dais.

Vyrissa looked down at me, furnace eyes lit. “You put a dragon above you and retain the command.”

“Position isn’t command. Secure the fox.”

I opened Vyrissa with both thumbs and drew my tongue over her clit.

The dragon’s arm contracted around Suzu. The fox squeaked as the effortless grip drew her closer.

“That,” Suzu said, “was a favorable appraisal.”

I licked again, slower. Vyrissa’s inner heat gathered against my mouth. Her powerful thigh shifted toward my shoulder.

“Keep it open.”

She stopped the motion before it could close around me.

I worked two fingers into her while my tongue stayed on her clit. Draconic heat enclosed my hand. Each curl of my fingers brightened the scale-shimmer along her thighs from bronze to coal-orange.

“Suzu, give me five. Make each number last.”

“Borrowed with interest from the oracle,” the fox said. “Five. The mountain is carrying one fox and a dangerous quantity of fire.”

I sucked Vyrissa’s clit and drove my fingers deep.

“Four. Auditor’s hand fully invested. Three.”

Vyrissa’s heel ground against the vault floor. Stone complained softly beneath it.

“Two.”

I stopped.

The dragon looked down in blazing disbelief. Suzu, still secured across her lap, craned around to admire it.

“The count is incomplete,” Vyrissa said.

“I know. Fox, upper step.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu again before the fox could climb. She raised the petite body past her shoulder and placed her on the step above, where Suzu sat behind Vyrissa’s right side with both legs draped over one broad shoulder.

“Keep your feet there,” I told Suzu. “Hands in her hair. Vyrissa, both palms behind you.”

The dragon braced on the step. Her arms flexed, taking some of her weight. She was seated and open, breasts rising, thighs spread around me, every line of her strength displayed through a position that left the movement to my command.

I stripped and stepped between her legs. My cock rested against her heated slit. Vyrissa’s hips rolled forward by instinct.

I drew away.

“Ask.”

“Put your cock inside me, Dorian. Ration me until the thief forgets the count she borrowed.”

Suzu protested from above. “My accounting remains exemplary.”

“Quiet, fox. Hold her hair.”

Suzu threaded both hands through the molten copper-bronze fall and kept it clear of Vyrissa’s shoulders.

I pressed the head into the dragon’s pussy. Her body yielded by fiery degrees. I fed in half my length and stopped.

Vyrissa’s arms tightened. She lifted her hips an inch off the step, trying to take the rest through pure strength.

I pulled completely free.

Her furnace eyes widened.

“You moved without permission.”

“Correct me.”

I slapped the inside of one muscular thigh. The sound cracked through the open vault, followed by Suzu’s delighted intake of breath. A pale handprint bloomed on bronze-gold skin and faded before her next breath.

“Sit.”

Vyrissa lowered herself to the stone.

“Again. This time you receive what I give.”

I entered her inch by inch, pausing twice. She held still under the strain, arms locked, Suzu’s small hands wound in her heavy hair. When the last inch seated, Vyrissa’s body clenched around me in testing pulses.

“Good.”

The praise made her grip the step until her knuckles whitened.

I withdrew over a slow count and drove back deep. Vyrissa could have moved through a hundred such strokes without tiring, which made her restraint more vivid. The huge body waited through each departure, each pause at her entrance, each inexorable return.

“The small anchor has found a longer second than a dragon,” she said.

“Suzu, reach over her shoulder. Find her clit. Follow my hips.”

The fox leaned against Vyrissa’s powerful back and reached down the scale-shimmered stomach. Her small hand disappeared between the dragon’s thighs. She found the swollen bud and matched each circle to my thrust.

Denied motion sent one tremor through Vyrissa’s arms. She had the strength to suspend herself over my cock and the discipline to stay seated because I had put her there.

“Faster,” she requested.

“Denied.”

“Deeper.”

I answered by driving fully home and holding. “Granted.”

Her laugh broke into a groan when Suzu circled her clit.

“Fox, stop.”

Suzu lifted her hand. Vyrissa’s hips jerked at the loss, but her palms stayed planted where I had put them.

“Now show me the strength you’ve been holding. Raise yourself.”

Vyrissa pressed through both arms and one planted heel. Her entire body rose clear of the step with my cock still buried inside her. She held herself suspended, thighs spread, stomach taut, the muscles beneath her heavy breasts and along her shoulders standing in sculpted lines.

Suzu stared from above. “That is deeply unreasonable.”

“Hold,” I said.

Vyrissa held. The heat around my shaft increased. Her body wanted motion, wanted to use strength to turn the hover into a tireless ride, and every second I denied it wound her tighter.

I wrapped one hand in her copper-bronze hair and kissed her. She had to keep herself suspended to meet my mouth. The kiss tasted of furnace air and restraint.

“Down by inches.”

She lowered under full control. My cock slid deeper as her hips descended, one heated inch at a time, until she sat at the base again.

The exchange sent a molten rush through the bond. Strength offered, authority yielded.

“Again,” I said. “Three lifts. I decide where each ends.”

Vyrissa raised herself. I caught her hip and stopped her halfway, holding my shaft at the tight ring of her entrance. Her arms and thigh carried her enormous body without a tremor.

“One.”

I brought her down hard. Her breasts jolted. Suzu’s feet bounced on her shoulder.

The second lift ended with only the head inside. I made her wait there while Suzu stroked the long copper-bronze hair away from her neck.

“Two.”

Vyrissa lowered at my command, taking me to the root. Forge-light spread under her ribs.

On the third, I let her rise completely off me. My cock came free shining with her wetness. She remained suspended over the step, open and empty, furnace eyes fixed on mine.

“Three. Sit.”

She sat without taking me back.

“The auditor is cruel,” she said.

“The appraisal?”

“Favorable.”

“Fox, down beside her.”

Suzu slid from the upper step. Vyrissa caught her in mid-drop and set her neatly at her left side, showing effortless care even while her own need tightened every line of her body.

I drew the long vault runner from the dais and spread its padded length across the steps.

“Lie on your side, Vyrissa. Face the fox.”

The dragon stretched along the broad dais, copper-bronze hair spilling over the upper step, one huge breast resting heavy against the runner. Suzu curled in front of her, small enough to fit inside the arc of Vyrissa’s body. Their forge-gold strand brightened where Suzu put one hand over Vyrissa’s deep heart.

I knelt behind the dragon. Her heavy ass pressed back against my thighs. I raised her top leg, settled it over my forearm, and opened her from the side.

“Fox, touch yourself where she can see. You finish only when I allow it.”

Suzu put two fingers between her thighs. Vyrissa watched the first slow circle, eyes following the small hand.

I guided my cock into Vyrissa from behind. Her channel took me in a furnace-tight glide. Side-lying changed the depth, drawing me along a wall of inner heat until her heated ass settled against my pelvis.

Vyrissa pushed back once.

I caught her hip. “Wait.”

She went still around me. The great engine of her body banked, tireless and ready, while I chose when to draw out.

I began with long strokes. My hand controlled her hip; my forearm kept her thigh raised. Each thrust made her breasts move against the runner and sent a low pulse through the forge-gold strand beneath Suzu’s palm.

“The mountain has a heartbeat in two places,” Suzu murmured.

“Three,” Vyrissa said, eyes on the fox’s moving fingers.

“Count them,” I told her.

“Chest,” Suzu said. “Bond. And him inside you.”

I drove deep on the third. Vyrissa’s eyes flared.

Suzu’s fingers sped up.

“Slow your hand.”

She dragged the next circle out until her thighs quivered.

I rationed Vyrissa in the same measure. Three drawn strokes, then stillness buried at the base. Two short thrusts that rubbed the head through the hottest grip inside her, then a full withdrawal that left her waiting. The dragon could have sustained the motion until dawn. Instead, she took what I assigned and held every reserve under my hand.

“More,” Vyrissa said.

“Depth or speed?”

“Both.”

“Choose one.”

Her gaze remained on Suzu. “Depth.”

I lowered her thigh another fraction and drove to the root. The new angle brought a resonant cry from her, so deep that Suzu felt it through the hand on her chest.

“Good choice,” I said.

Vyrissa clenched at the praise.

I gave her the same depth again and again, each impact rolling her massive body toward Suzu. The fox met her face-to-face, one hand working between her own legs and the other gathering Vyrissa’s breast from below.

“Squeeze her nipple when I fill her,” I said.

Suzu pinched. I thrust. Vyrissa’s breath broke hot across the fox’s mouth.

“Again.”

Suzu followed my timing and ignored the dragon’s hungry glance. Vyrissa’s strength showed now in stillness: she kept the top leg lifted against my forearm, held the forge-light beneath her skin, and refused every instinct to take over.

“The fire starts,” she said.

“Contain it in your body. Fox, hand away from yourself.”

Suzu planted both hands on the runner with visible suffering.

I released Vyrissa’s thigh only to slide my palm down her stomach. My thumb found her clit. I left her side-lying and entered her with hard, complete strokes while circling the swollen bud.

Heat rolled from her skin until sweat broke over my shoulders. The vault coins stayed dull, and every lamp kept its steady height. Each degree remained concentrated around my cock, along the deep grip of her pussy, and beneath Suzu’s palm over her heart.

Vyrissa’s eyes blazed. “Dorian.”

“Hold.”

Her whole body tightened, a mountain gathering without moving the room.

I slowed at the brink. The dragon made a sound that pushed Suzu’s tails flat against the runner.

“You have more,” I said. “Keep carrying it.”

“I can carry it past sunrise.”

“You’ll carry it until I say otherwise.”

Her laugh came rough and aroused. “Gladly.”

I held her there through five more deep strokes. Suzu watched each one enter Vyrissa through the forge-gold strand, mouth open, fingers digging into the runner, denying herself touch.

Then I put my thumb firmly over Vyrissa’s clit and gave the command.

“Now.”

The orgasm arrived as a deep seizure. Vyrissa’s channel clamped along my shaft. Her top leg locked against mine; her arm closed around Suzu and drew the fox into the heat of her chest. Forge-light burned white beneath her ribs without escaping into the vault.

“Stay with it,” I said.

She did, accepting every contraction while wing-shadow and flame remained banked. All that dragon fire remained contained under burnished skin and around the cock she gripped in rhythmic waves.

“Good.”

Praise broke her last reserve. A seismic laugh shook through Suzu’s smaller body while another contraction caught me.

I restrained my own release and waited until Vyrissa softened, still buried deep. Suzu lay enclosed in the dragon’s arm with both hands clenched on the runner.

“Now the keeper opens the vault,” I said. “Vyrissa, stand and bring me the fox.”

I withdrew from the dragon’s heat. She rose from the runner in one fluid motion, taking Suzu with her. The fox left the dais cradled against Vyrissa’s front, one arm beneath her thighs and the other across her back.

I lay along the padded lower step and spread my shoulders against the runner.

“Over my face. Hold her there.”

Vyrissa stepped astride my hips and raised Suzu. Nine tails spilled over the dragon’s forearms. Suzu’s wet pussy hovered above my mouth while Vyrissa stood carrying her, knees softly bent, immense body steady under the small woman’s weight.

“Lower.”

Vyrissa lowered Suzu in careful increments until my tongue met the fox’s clit.

Suzu gasped and grabbed one of Vyrissa’s horns before remembering there were none in human form. Her hand closed in copper-bronze hair instead.

I licked her in lingering passes. Vyrissa held the compact body steady, one forearm under Suzu’s thighs, adjusting her height whenever I directed with a touch against Vyrissa’s ankle. Carrying the fox cost her less than remaining still under my command; her strength wanted work, and I made the work precise.

“Higher.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu until only the point of my tongue reached her.

The fox whined.

“Hold.”

The dragon held her in that cruel near-contact, arms unmoving, furnace gaze on my face.

“Down.”

Suzu descended against my mouth. I opened her with my tongue, tasting the wetness the long shared teasing had drawn from her. Her legs trembled against Vyrissa’s support.

“No invoice,” I warned.

Suzu pressed her knuckles to her mouth. Her commentary escaped in bright fragments anyway. “Open access. Terrible security. Extremely…”

I sucked her clit and ended the audit.

She came against my mouth, fox-fire racing through all nine tails. Vyrissa held her through every convulsion, eyes fixed on Suzu’s face, the surrounding gold forgotten. The small body shook in her arms while my tongue worked the swollen bud through quick aftershocks.

Only after those contractions faded did I tap Vyrissa’s ankle.

“Set her beside me. Then lie down where you were.”

Vyrissa carried Suzu to the upper step and settled her against the runner with all nine tails tucked safely clear. Then the dragon returned to her side, back presented to my chest, top leg lifting before I touched it.

“Hold that leg yourself.”

She hooked one hand beneath her knee and drew it toward her shoulder, opening the heated length of her body. The demanding angle displayed both strength and flexibility without giving her control of the act.

I entered her again from behind.

Her pussy was softer after the orgasm and hotter than before. She took my full length with a low satisfied sound. I gripped her hip and began the harder rhythm I had made her earn.

Vyrissa held her own leg high. Each stroke drove through her and shifted her huge breasts over the runner. Suzu lay face-to-face with her on the step above, one small palm pressed over the dragon’s deep heart.

“More?” I asked.

“Spend what you rationed.”

I drove into her harder. The sound carried through the vault, flesh striking heated flesh beneath the closed coin-boxes. Vyrissa’s tireless body met the force without stealing it, accepting every deep thrust on my timing while the strength in her raised arm kept her open.

Suzu felt the dragon’s pulse quicken beneath her hand. “Two temperatures,” she whispered.

“Count the hotter one,” I said.

The fox counted heartbeats. I changed the rhythm between her numbers, sometimes giving Vyrissa two full strokes before the next beat, sometimes lingering so deep that the count stretched around the thickness inside her.

Release rose hard. I pressed my mouth to Vyrissa’s shoulder, took her hip in both hands, and held myself as deep as the side angle allowed.

“Keep me there.”

Vyrissa lowered her raised leg over mine and locked it behind my calf. Her body enclosed me without taking command, a living furnace closed around my cock.

I came inside her. The force of the first spurt pulled a growl from me. Vyrissa’s pussy gripped in answer, milking the shaft while I pumped a hot load into her. She watched my face over her shoulder through every pulse. Suzu kept her palm on the dragon’s heart and counted the new rhythm beneath it until the final contraction eased.

The coins remained dull, untouched by spectacle. The only radiance in the open vault lived beneath Vyrissa’s burnished skin and in the fox-fire still traveling through Suzu’s tails. Three bodies breathed at different speeds, Suzu’s quick aftershocks beside us and Vyrissa’s banked warmth enclosing us both.

My seed eased out along the shaft when I withdrew, gleaming against heated skin. Vyrissa turned, drew Suzu down with one arm, and fitted the fox along her side from shoulder to hip. Nine tails spilled over powerful thighs.

Suzu put one small palm over Vyrissa’s patient heart and the other against my chest.

“Two temperatures,” she said again, still breathless. “One policy.”

“Name the policy,” I told her.

Her amber eyes moved between us. “Keep both.”

Vyrissa’s arm tightened around her. “Correct appraisal.”

A cool thread of air slipped down the stair and into the vault.

It crossed Suzu’s tails, reached Vyrissa’s heat, and vanished. Coins ticked softly in their boxes as forge-warm metal cooled. Both women left the door open.

I gave them water by turns. Suzu drank quickly and passed the cup up.

Vyrissa emptied it in one swallow, then refilled it for Suzu on her own. Their two bond-strands settled against mine at different depths, spark and banked furnace, distinct and compatible.

Suzu glanced twice toward the open door. On the third look, she relaxed into Vyrissa’s arm and stopped checking whether anyone meant to close it.

She traced the eleven-count against Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat. Vyrissa repeated it back, tapping each number with one claw against Suzu’s wrist.

I lay beside the two keepers in coin-light and fading forge-glow. On the visible landing, one lamp breathed in the stair draft.

Suzu studied Vyrissa from under half-lowered lashes. “Are you frightened, mountain?”

Naked feeling filled the pause. “Yes.”

That brought Suzu fully awake. Vyrissa did not look away.

“I am frightened of arriving one breath late,” she said. “I have arrived late to graves before.”

Suzu reached up and laid one small hand against the scale-shimmer over Vyrissa’s heart. She tapped eleven beats against the ponderous pulse.

Vyrissa closed her hand over Suzu’s fingers and repeated the count back.


Chapter 18: The Night of Kingslight

At dusk the herald raised his hand. Seven hidden stations moved on the same old song, each counting toward Suzu’s eleven seconds.

It began in falling light, as it had every harvest since the founding.

The thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand as the sun went down, a perfect circle of flame on the fairground where two nights before the champions had dueled, and both camps came to it and half the province besides, the drovers and the ford-folk and the wrestlers and the souvenir-sellers and the warm living press of the people, gathered in the dusk around a ring of light to watch their kingdom sing its founding story. The First Crown was carried out under its glass and set on its stand at the ring’s heart, and Sidonie stood beside it, at the rite-stand, between the crown and her people, exactly where she had sworn to stand, in the court whites of the King’s sister, her ash-pale braid severe, her ice-grey attention fixed ahead, a Ruthelm standing in her family’s holy place on her family’s holy night.

Saskia Roehn stood at the princess’s shoulder with her plain blade. No contract ribbon marked her wrist. When Sidonie noticed, she looked at the duelist once. Saskia checked the sword’s draw and said nothing.

The founding story was sung through the night, three verses turning again and again, and I heard every lie in it. I knew now what the crown was and where the gold had slept. The first verse sang of a brave adventurer named Ruthelm who crossed the mountains and held the dark at bay with a single light.

The second verse named the crown as a gift and never named the mountain where its gold had slept. Vyrissa listened from the dark above the fairground. On the word gift, one wingbeat disturbed the smoke.

The third verse rose from every side. Drovers, children, crown soldiers, and ford-keepers sang the yearly relighting at full voice. I joined only on the lines about roads held and harvest brought home.

The harvest moon crossed the sky while the three verses turned. One hour and eleven minutes before first grey, with the full moon hanging low in the west, the rite reached its final draw. Then the draw inverted.

A great sung note went up from the province at the deep-night bell, the third verse swelling for the last repetition, belief pouring in, and the crown drank. I felt it through the Measure like a hole opening in the world, the seam I had read going live, the crown pulling the belief inward down its wick, and for one heartbeat it was only the rite the kingdom knew, repeated across three hundred harvests, the crown drinking a night’s belief and preparing to shine. If it had stopped there, we would have let it.

The draw deepened. It drank and continued drinking, and I felt the change the instant it came, the draw going from a sip to a swallow without a bottom, and I heard Nahari’s voice through the bond, low and sightless, from the wall: “it’s turned.

“It’s collecting. Now it begins.”

The thirty-one wickless lamps erupted from cold pinpricks into blinding cold-gold mouths. They fed the crown what they had hoarded all season: a year of the progress’s roads, stolen light, drained lamps, and unnoticed collection poured down the wicks into gold. All thirty-one disgorged their year’s take together.

The crown swallowed a year of hoarded light in a breath. Still unsated, it reached past the interest and the night’s belief to call the founding principal itself. The wholesale blessing made at the kingdom’s birth came due on the one night the Anchor was meant to be beyond reach, the circle set, and the debtor confident.

[THE NOTE: CALLED]

Dragon’s Measure and my naked sight both showed the royal sub-loans called in as a cascade. Halvard Crane collapsed mid-honor-guard.

He was standing at the rite-stand in his champion’s place, tall and unblessed-looking and honest, and the sheen ripped out of him; I saw the sub-loan I had read straining all week finally called, the borrowed shine tearing out of him and streaming toward the crown like water down a drain, and Halvard folded, went down onto the fairground stubble with a sound I will not forget, a strong man emptied in a heartbeat of the strength he had thought was his. Twelve crown officers guttered with him where they stood, the Blessed of the progress, the sworn champions who carried sub-loans off the great wholesale loan, all of them called within the same six heartbeats, the shine tearing out of them and streaming to the crown. Halvard and the twelve dropped, thirteen of the finest soldiers in the kingdom folding into the stubble in six heartbeats, and the crowd’s festival warmth curdled to dread in exactly those six heartbeats, a province going from song to terror between one breath and the next as the light of their holy night turned and began to eat the men who served it.

Every lamp on the fairground leaned east. Every one, the progress’s lamps, the camp’s lamps, the thousand in the ring, leaned toward the crown, toward the draw, pulled by the calling. Every lamp except one grid.

The march’s grid, Suzu’s two hundred and thirteen poles of honestly kept festival light, leaned home. It leaned inward, toward the fairground’s heart where the household stood, against the draw’s pull. Colm gripped the nearest windlass and laughed once in disbelief. On the wall, Nahari nodded with her eyes shut. The crews maintained their count.

Out of the crown’s blaze on the rite-stand, the Gilt King rose.

The gold assembled over grave-dust. That remains the cleanest description: the crown poured its blaze downward and gold gathered under it, wrapping around a shape of dust and old bone, building a man out of light and grave-goods, and Ruthelm the First stood up out of his own relit crown at myth scale, larger than a man, wearing the dynasty’s sung founding story as armor, literal armor, plate made of belief, gold that cast no warmth, every scale of it a verse of the hymn the province had just sung, and the First Crown burning on his brow as the ground of his leash.

The king’s face remained serene. Its composure made him worse.

His first movement revealed what the gold contained. He took a step and it was a swordsman’s opening, textbook, perfect, the crown’s own high forms Halvard had shown at the Field two nights past, but flawless, without the old flaw Yrsa had found in Halvard’s recovery and beaten, generations of collected martial craft with every flaw drilled out by death itself.

He turned and it was a general’s positioning, taking the crowd, the school, and the household in a commander’s sweep and placing himself where a commander places himself, at the point that threatened the most. And then he moved his feet, and Yrsa’s teeth showed across the field. It was saint’s footwork, her footwork, Ilsabet’s footwork, the loose-grip low-balanced craft the school taught and the household loved, collected from some dead master a century ago and folded into the leashed king along with everything else.

Dragon’s Measure split his motion into stolen lines: a dead swordsman’s hand, a general’s eye, Ilsabet’s low step, and more names than I could separate. Every collected craft moved inside one gold body. He said nothing. The Chandler walked at his shoulder, the plain lamp-keeper whose features would not stay in any witness’s memory, unhurried even now, trimming the air with two fingers as if trimming a wick, conducting the collection with a lamp-keeper’s tending precision, and the Gilt King moved out from the rite-stand at the province like a dynasty’s borrowed excellence given one gold body and pointed at the people whose final sung note had called it into being moments before.

And the march held.

Brenna’s shutter flashed my first call from behind the wall before a shout could have crossed half the field.

Maeva climbed onto a wagon-bed at the fairground’s edge and the Standard went out through every kept lamp, the midsummer siege trick, staged now as festival warmth at province scale, and the flames of the march’s grid straightened and steadied and the crowd steadied with them, and a rout became an evacuation with pride. Four hundred frightened mouths and half a province followed the golden empress’s order from her wagon-bed with the gold light under her skin turning terror into order, calling them out by the kept light lane by lane, back in good order toward the safe dark, and the crowd’s dread found a shape to move in and never became a mob, and the rite could feed solely on its own hoarded light, as she had promised. A calm crowd gave the hungry rite nothing to drink.

Brenna saw the battle through a shutter slit no wider than two fingers. Stone filled the rest of her view. She chalked each call on the wall beside her, flashed it to the next protected post, and the lamp-runners passed my count, Nahari’s readings, and the one word that mattered beyond sight of the gilt weapons.

Yrsa planted herself between the rite-stand and the school. The gilt-guttered husk-knights came off the collapse, the draw raised the dozen emptied officers, gold laid over their guttered forms, lesser collection-knights fielded to clear the ground as a portfolio fields its lesser holdings, and they came toward the school where the children ran their relays, gold and empty and quick, and Yrsa stood between. “The gate is wherever the children aren’t,” she had said, and she made the words real.

Children ran relays behind her wall, so she spent every edge available: saint-speed, bond-light, all of it.

Storm-grey burst along every scar on Yrsa’s body.

She held the open ground between the gilt husks and the school wall as Ilsabet had held a gate for nine days, storm-grey light banking along her scars, folding and reforming her own body across the gap, taking a husk-knight off its feet and turning to the next before the first had fallen, and where they pushed hardest she stood, always, the low balanced center that held its ground, the gate made of one woman. And behind her the school wall stayed clear, and the children ran their relays behind it, safe, carrying the word that mattered, and not one gilt thing got past the saint in the gap. She had built her life and death alike around the one truth that a gate held to the end is a gate held, and she held this one to the end.

Sidonie stepped over Halvard’s collapsed body and put herself in the Gilt King’s path. Her court whites shone against the stubble; one end of her ash-pale braid had come loose and dragged across her shoulder.

Saskia drew a plain blade behind her. Sidonie had nothing except her name and her refusal to move aside. She fixed her eyes on the founding king. Not once did they flick toward the mercy-way.

Vyrissa fell out of the harvest moon like the end of an age.

She had been weather, high and patient and invited. Now her first sustained defensive flight built walls, screens, and roofs of fire. She came out of the face of the risen moon, enormous, bronze-gold, wings spread across the sky, and she took the sky’s entire attention, the crowd’s terror and the enemy’s regard and the night itself turning to the vast shape descending. She mastered three centuries of destructive hunger and bent the fire toward the people below.

Walls of flame. She laid a wall of fire across the fairground between the crowd’s evacuation lane and the gilt husks, herding the people safe, arched a roof over the school wall to shield the children’s relays from the sky, and drew a curtain that blinded the rite-stand’s sightlines at the instant Suzu needed them blind. Her fire herded, shielded, and screened. Every mortal on that field passed untouched through her fire.

The dragon answered her power to burn the rite with screens, walls, and roofs of flame. Every barrier trembled with her restraint, and she sustained them until dawn. And at Esra’s sister-lamp, on its pole at the fairground’s edge, Vyrissa set one wing between the little flame and the draw, and the dead lamplighter’s light never so much as guttered, guarded personally, as she had said.

The Gilt King reached Sidonie before the Chandler made his offer.

He crossed the rite-stand in three steps.

The first was Halvard’s measured advance. The second carried Yrsa’s low balance. On the third he borrowed a dead spearman’s reach, extending the gold blade farther than its steel allowed, and cut for the princess through a distance that should have been safe.

Saskia read it. Her plain sword met the gold edge a foot before Sidonie’s throat.

The impact threw Saskia sideways across the stand. Her blade spun out of her hand, struck the glass case, and cracked it from corner to corner.

She landed on one knee. The hand that had once cut my line closed on empty air.

Sidonie caught Saskia by the back of her coat and dragged her clear of the return stroke. Court grace and royal distance vanished. She hauled the duelist as I had once hauled wounded people through bad doors, using both hands and every inch of leverage she owned.

Nahari’s warning touched the bond.

“Left. Half. Down.”

The Glimpse answered in my body. I crossed the stubble under the gold blade as it came around, Saint’s Footwork placing my boots where my mind would have put them too late.

The king’s backswing sheared hair from above my ear. I drove an echoed bar between the plates at his knee.

The bar lasted nine seconds against mortal force. It lasted less than one.

Gold closed over it. My echo burst into pale splinters that had never been wood. The king’s stride shortened by half a hand, giving Sidonie room to pull Saskia behind the crown stand.

The king turned toward me.

Dragon’s Measure laid his true construction across my sight. Crown on the brow, myth around the body.

Between them ran the draw from thirty-one mouths into the gold and down through centuries of belief, beyond the reach of any broken joint or severed hand.

A man buried inside the arithmetic, still present, still trapped.

Reaching the man required another second, and support work bought it.

I echoed a lantern and threw it at his face.

A perfect swordsman would ignore light. The portfolio did not.

Somewhere inside its collected excellence sat a duelist trained to answer a thrown object, a general trained to preserve his vision, and a saint trained never to let an unknown thing cross her line. Three dead instincts argued for one fraction of a breath. The king cut the lantern.

Pale oil that had never been oil flashed into harmless white light along his blade.

“Again,” Nahari said through the bond.

I threw a second lantern low.

He cut that too. On the third, I threw an echoed coil of rope behind the lantern. His blade parted the light while the rope looped the crown stand and snapped taut across his shin.

He stepped through it. Of course he did. But the gold foot came down four inches right of where the general’s craft wanted it.

I spent the error immediately. An echoed survey stake struck the ground beside his left heel.

Another appeared six feet away, then a third behind him, a porter’s line laid across a battlefield. The king read them as fortification markers because a dead engineer lived somewhere in his portfolio. His shoulders turned to assess the fortifications that existed only in his dead engineer’s expectations.

Nahari gave me half a breath of warning before his collected general overruled the engineer.

“Right stake,” she said through the bond.

I dismissed it.

The pale wood vanished just as the gold blade cut down. Its force buried the sword a handspan in the earth. Sidonie kicked the fallen scabbard toward me.

I echoed its shape while it slid and sent the copy spinning the other way. One king, two identical pieces of regalia, and three dead crafts inside him disagreed over which object belonged in his measure.

He chose the real one, naturally. The choosing still cost a heartbeat.

Behind the crown stand, Sidonie spent that heartbeat retrieving Saskia’s sword from beside the cracked glass. She had to lean around the stand’s broad corner to reach it, one hand still gripping the rim while the king turned toward me. Glass grit sprayed beneath her boot as she hooked it under the guard, kicked the blade hilt-first across the stubble, and called the duelist’s name. Saskia caught it in her empty hand while rising, plain steel lifting under the burst of false light. I used the same heartbeat to drag an emptied crown officer clear of the king’s planted blade.

The man’s borrowed sheen streamed over my wrists toward the crown, a cold ache driven through bone.

He weighed less than his armor should have allowed. I left him behind Sidonie, alive, and threw the false scabbard at the Gilt King’s knee. He cut it.

Pale fragments burst across his sight.

His next step landed four inches right again.

Saskia stepped into those four inches and abandoned any challenge to the king’s strength. She used the back-cut, the one she had taught the school as a line-cutter’s sin, against the gold strap that connected his scabbard to the myth-plate. Plain steel cut the shape belief had chosen. The strap parted. The scabbard dropped between his feet.

The Gilt King stumbled over his own regalia.

Saskia looked at me across the falling gold. Once, in the Sunken Crown, she had cut my guide-line and laughed.

Now she had cut a leash-knight’s line to save the woman behind her. Neither of us named the arithmetic.

The king recovered with an inhuman motion. One hand struck the ground. His whole gold shape pivoted around it, feet scything waist-high.

I dropped. Saskia vaulted. Sidonie could do neither.

Maeva’s Standard hit us through the kept lamps.

My fear settled into a usable line. I caught Sidonie around the waist and carried her down under the sweep.

Her shoulder hit my chest. A gold heel passed above us so close it tore the clasp from her severe braid. Ash-pale hair came loose across both our faces.

“You count well from the ground,” she said, frightened and precise even then.

“Practice.”

We rolled apart before the descending blade split the stubble where our heads had been.

Across the fairground, Maeva saw the king turn his back on the evacuation lane. She left the wagon-bed for four heartbeats, no more. The Standard remained threaded through the kept lamps while she crossed the open ground in gold light, caught a fallen trial spear, and drove its blunted head into the king’s sword arm with an empress’s whole strength.

The trial spear folded into a hook.

His arm moved anyway, laboring beneath a dynasty’s weight of myth dragging bent iron with it. Yrsa used the delay. She broke from the school gap, leaving two adult levies in the count for six counted seconds, crossed behind Maeva, and struck the king’s elbow from below with both palms.

Storm-grey met dead gold. The impact rang every blunted trial blade still racked beside the field.

The king’s sword rose, its killing descent broken. Maeva pulled Sidonie through the opening. Yrsa was back at the school gap before the first levy had to give ground.

We changed one cut into another, moved Sidonie six feet, and bought Suzu three steps toward the mercy-way without drawing the king’s blood.

The king changed crafts. His sword sank into his own gold palm and emerged as a hooked polearm, the weapon-choice of some dead bridge fighter collected generations ago. He swept it low across the mercy-way’s mouth. The hook caught the lowest mason’s rail and ripped two steps free, exposing Suzu’s route without revealing the fox upon it.

I echoed the missing steps before the broken timber hit the ground. Pale boards fitted themselves into the gaps, each with nine seconds of life. The king saw the repair and drove the polearm down through the first. My echo burst. The second held long enough to draw the king’s eye while one invisible footfall slipped behind the broken rail and into cover.

Nahari counted the attack’s next silence through the bond. “High after low. He remembers the bridge.”

I put an echoed handrail where no rail had been. The hook rose, caught it, and dragged against a support that did not exist. For half a breath the Gilt King committed a dead master’s perfect leverage to false wood. The pale rail snapped upward in a shower of light and carried the weapon point above the mercy-way.

Sidonie understood what I was buying without seeing Suzu. She stepped back into the king’s sight and raised both empty hands, court-white sleeves bright in the wrong gold. Saskia moved with her, near enough to guard, plain blade low so it stole no attention. The king turned from the hidden stair toward the visible Ruthelm.

One more fox-fire pulse crossed the bond. Suzu had reached a covered staging point a short run from the mercy-way’s foot.

The Gilt King tore the bent spear off his arm and cast it toward Maeva.

Vyrissa dropped one wing between them. The spear struck bronze scale, broke into six glittering pieces, and fell hot into the dirt. Her wing opened again without one tear in it.

Suzu’s pulse flickered at the edge of the link, quick and disciplined. She crouched below the stand, one dark crossing from the mercy-way.

The lamp-grid crews waited with hands on their windlasses. Brenna waited behind the wall with her shutter raised. Nahari stood blind and listened for the draw’s sudden silence.

The Chandler felt the field settling into its stations. For the first time, his perfect flames drew thin at their tips.

The forgettable lamp-keeper crossed to Sidonie through the chaos. At one gesture, the Gilt King paused. The Chandler murmured his only words of the night, courteous as a laid knife.

The rite could complete cleanly, he told her in a low, reasonable, kindly voice. The principal collected, the kingdom’s shine renewed at fresh and favorable terms, the champions restored, everything gilt again by dawn, the province lit, safe, and golden, with everyone spared, and all she had to do, all the King’s sister need do, was stand aside and let the crown finish drinking. It was the easiest thing in the world.

It was safety and gold and the end of the terror, offered gently, for the price of one step to the side.

Sidonie Ruthelm gave her answer, for the stones, for the listening stones, in the cold court voice she gives to irrevocable facts: “House Ruthelm will glow with what it earns,” she said, “or not at all. Witnessed.”

Every witness-shard in earshot took it. The relay flashed toward the border stone.

The Chandler looked at Sidonie. His features slipped from my memory even as I watched. Then he turned away and resumed the collection.

Nahari stood blind on the wall, glass shut and outside every current. The theft began on her word. She heard the instant when the crown pulled everything in and gripped nothing.

One.

She gave the word. Brenna’s protected relay flashed it behind the school wall from shutter to shutter. The signal reached Suzu as Colm’s crews threw the lamp-grid into its first dark pulse.

Two. Shade-Step carried the fox out of cover toward the mercy-way’s foot. She vanished from my Measure.

Three. She crossed between two husk-knights in the black half of the strobe. Both faced away.

Four. Suzu passed within arm’s reach of the Chandler while his conducting hand fell. The dark concealed her passage from him.

Five. She reached the mercy-way, the mason’s back-stair Maeva had taught her to seek in every built structure.

Six. Two steps upward in one dark pulse.

Seven. Two more. Suzu reached the stand’s upper edge.

Eight. She crossed the first two feet of killing ground, exposed except for the flicker she had practiced through nine complete rehearsals and focused resets. Her left foot landed beside the crack Saskia’s sword had made in the glass. She used its raised lip as a step, keeping her body below the stand’s rim while the Gilt King’s turning shoulder passed above her. The first light pulse caught one tail-tip. Suzu flattened it against her calf before any eye could separate fox-red from the gold glare. Colm’s shutter fell again. Darkness gave her the remaining yard.

Nine. Three steps in three dark halves carried her behind the Gilt King. First step beside his trailing heel. Second inside the sweep of the myth-plate. Third onto the stand’s narrow rear brace, where the crown sat within both hands’ reach and the king’s moving shoulders could no longer strike without turning away from Sidonie. Her hands rose.

Ten. Suzu lifted up and back.

The First Crown came off the king’s brow mid-swing, bare-handed, while the rite held everything and gripped nothing. The draw died in her hands.

Vyrissa’s certainty struck through the bond. True.

Grave-gold. Run.

I sent my own call through the link. The crown was free. One anchor remained.

Eleven. Suzu jumped from the stand, landed in a roll, and came up clear beyond the killing ground with the First Crown over her head.

Across the field, the guttered Blessed slumped free. Halvard and ten officers drew ragged breaths. Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett did not.

A young lieutenant put two fingers to Garran’s throat, shifted them, and tried again. His fingers slipped from Garran’s throat and missed the pulse point on the second attempt. No cry came; the rite had stolen even the space for grief. He closed his captain’s eyes and crawled toward the next fallen man.

“Collateral!” Suzu called to the stones and terrified province. “Held in trust!”

The theft took all eleven seconds. Since the Gilt King’s first step, the harvest moon had dropped until its lower rim touched the rite-stand’s highest fork, and the leashed weapon still moved.

The crown came free, but Dragon’s Measure still showed one anchor. In the fox’s hands, the crown had become plain gold. The leash now grounded through the myth itself. The dynasty’s whole inheritance of sung belief, the founding story the province had poured its heart into an hour before, the heaviest debt I have ever read, heavier than the crown, heavier than anything, generations of a people’s belief in a golden origin, and the Gilt King stood leashed to that, to the story itself, and to unbind him I would have to cut a debt made of a kingdom’s inherited faith, and the Measure showed me the price of it and the price was beyond any clean weight, beyond anything I had ever spent, a cut that would cost me down to the hands.

The price rose through Dragon’s Measure and turned my hands cold before I paid it.

In Bram’s lockbox, four signatures already waited. Through the bond, each woman confirmed hers aloud:

Maeva: “Approved, with interest. Spend, summoner. I signed it days ago and I sign it again now, go.”

Yrsa: “Signed. Hold yours.” Her oldest lesson, the doctrine she teaches, given back to me at the one moment I would need it most.

Nahari: “I have already signed it, anchor.

“Two nights ago. I saw this coming and I signed it before it came. Go.”

Suzu, crowned in her own hands, wrecked and bright: “Co-signed. And the insurance is void if you die, so DON’T; that’s the clause, read the clause, don’t you dare void my policy.”

Vyrissa added no speech. Heat pressed against the back of my neck from the sky: the broad print of a dragon’s thumb.

I paid.

The burn crossed both hands and reached my fingertips. For one blind instant I could not feel the stubble under my palms. Panic broke through the arithmetic: hands had carried people, opened doors, embraced every woman I loved. I saw them ruined before I saw what the silver had actually done.

Maeva’s gold struck the bond. Yrsa’s grey locked around it. Nahari breathed my name. Suzu shouted the insurance clause again, her fury dragging a laugh out of me through clenched teeth. Vyrissa’s heat stayed at my nape.

My fingers moved when I ordered them to. I knelt and cut.

I knelt in the fairground stubble and cut the myth.

The silver map of every prior spend crossed the backs of my hands and ran down each finger, cold tracery blooming over my knuckles to the tips. I cut the accumulated belief off the founding king strand by strand, still working when pain went past anything I could name. The harvest moon hung low in the west while I cut, sinking by a margin I could measure against the rite-stand.

Through the link, five distinct pulses bound me to the task and called me back from it.

At the last strand, the moon’s lower rim slipped behind the rite-stand’s fork, and Ruthelm the First was freed.

Gold sloughed from him in plates. Each one struck the stubble as light and broke apart, releasing a movement that no longer belonged there: a swordsman’s wrist turning free, a general’s squared shoulders relaxing, Ilsabet’s low step separating from the king’s legs. The stolen crafts rose as pale figures too brief to name. Some saluted. Some merely looked surprised. Then they went gentle.

Where the Gilt King had stood, a middling-tall adventurer blinked in the dark. His first act was to rub both bare arms against the cold. First grey stood one freed hour away. His hour spent itself in three beats, as the freed ones spend their hour. I remained on my knees, burned.

He asked who held his crown. He looked around the wrecked rite, at the province and the fallen champions and the dragon in the sky, and he found the small red-haired woman standing in the strobe-light with the First Crown in her two hands, and he asked, in the founder’s own weathered voice, who she was and whether she held his crown. And Suzu walked up to the tired freed man and handed it back.

She put the First Crown into the founding king’s hands and opened her empty palms between them.

Ruthelm tested its weight. His knees bent under something heavier than gold. He looked at the collapsed champions, then at the young lieutenant still kneeling beside Garran and Ivo.

“Why are my oath-men on the ground?” he asked. His founding-era vowels made oath sound like a word cut into green timber. “I asked the bright thing to hold Dun Barrow through one winter. I did not give it those men.”

Vyrissa came down from the sky in human form and stood at the rite-stand’s edge. “You gave it a road into your line,” she said. “It laid that road through my dead.”

He stared at her scale-shimmer, at the crown, and at the two bodies that did not breathe. Confusion outlasted dignity. “Your dead,” he repeated. “That gold was said to have no keeper.”

“It had me.”

His fingers loosened around the band. He set the crown down with both hands, missed the stand’s center on the first attempt, and had to turn it flat before it would stay.

“Then hear Ruthelm, who was a fool in winter,” he said while every stone in the province drank the rough old cadence. “I asked for a lamp at Dun Barrow. This thing put a sun in my hands and taught me to call the burning mine. Let no child of my line lift strength another soul must pay for. Let them carry what their own arms can carry. My bargain ends here. Witness me.”

He looked at Vyrissa. “I did not know your dead were under my hands. No word could contain that. I have only the small one. I am sorry.”

The words cut into the witness-stones while he still spoke. The cold pressure vanished from Dragon’s Measure.

[THE NOTE: VOID]

The answer ran across the province, stone to stone, faster than any horse, before the founder’s hour was out.

And then he asked, as Esra, Halden, and Quenby had asked, for the dawn he missed. He had died in the kingdom’s first month, collected the night he died, forced to burn ever since and never allowed to rest, and he asked softly whether he might see the morning before he went. And I held the door.

I held the door with both silver hands flat in the stubble. Ruthelm watched the harvest moon sink in the west. When grey light reached the broken glass around his crown, he closed his eyes and breathed as if morning had warmth.

At last his weight left the doorway.

The Chandler ended with his lamps.

The thirty-one cold lamps guttered toward natural dark. The unremarkable keeper whose features nobody could retain turned to withdraw as he had come and found Vyrissa between him and the road: nine hundred years of patience, human-formed now, watching the thief of her flight’s fire.

She breathed across the wicks in order. What the progress roads had lost rose from the glass like Esra’s freed flames, lifted above the ring, and settled into rest. With each release, the Chandler’s outline weakened. At the final wick there was no substance left to sustain his form. He unraveled like smoke from a snuffed lamp and was gone.

Suzu found me beside the guttering ring. My silver fingers would not close, so she tucked my sharpened pencil into the inner pocket of my coat.

“Luck spent,” she said. “Returned after. Tradition intact.”

Dawn’s first bell rang out over the fairground.

The etch began before the bell had finished ringing.


Chapter 19: The Kingdom That Earns

The etch began before dawn’s bell had finished ringing and rolled beyond the fairground. Stone to stone, faster than any horse, out across the province and past it, the largest etch-cascade I had ever felt, and I stood in the fairground stubble with my hands silver to the fingertips and watched a kingdom rewrite its own founding story in a morning.

THE NIGHT OF KINGSLIGHT: THE NOTE VOID. THE CROWN EARNS.

The border stone cut the words under Saskia’s witness and Sidonie’s oath. A breath later the ford-stone answered from beyond the meadow. Then the school cornerstone. Then another farther south, its carving too distant to hear but sharp; I felt it through the ground.

By midday, riders arrived with rubbings from three villages. Each showed the same fresh lines. Sidonie laid them side by side on the wagon-board, black chalk still shedding from the paper, and read them until her thumb stained dark.

At East Ford, beneath the formal cascade and beside the old etch that four bards had failed to make rhyme, Hanne Voll had cut a new line in her own stubborn hand, without oath or request, under the record of a blessing called in: HE CONCEDED FIRST, THIS ONE. IT COUNTED. Hanne Voll keeps the true record of what a borrowed blessing costs, and this time the record had a different ending, and she cut it herself, unasked, and it is on the stone at East Ford to this day, the answer to the old grief finally etched under it.

Two officers did not survive the guttering: Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett. Ten men woke unblessed and alive. Garran and Ivo stayed still.

At midmorning we dug two graves in the water-meadow ground. The soil was so wet it clung to every spade. March hands and crown hands traded places without discussion when a digger tired.

Halvard tried to work before his legs had recovered. On his third stumble, Yrsa took the spade from him. He gripped the handle between both hands and refused to release it until she said, “You can stand for them or fall into the hole. Choose.”

He stood.

We set a kept lamp at each head. The founding hymn remained unsung.

Sidonie stood between the graves in dirt-streaked court whites, her ash-pale braid loose and unrebound. She had asked Halvard for one memory of each man before speaking.

“Garran cheated at cards by coughing when he had kings,” she began. A broken laugh moved through his company. “Ivo wrote to all three daughters every seventh day, even on campaign.”

She named what they weighed.

She said their names: Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett. Then she said what they had actually been, two soldiers who had held gates before they ever borrowed a shine, who had accepted the crown’s sub-loan without anyone telling them the price, and who had died of a debt that was never theirs, called in by the creditor that had used their kingdom since its founding. “They were owed better than the light we lent them,” she said, with a soldier’s severity, over the graves.

“Every man I lead was. The Crown borrowed in their names and never told them the terms, and two of them paid the full price this morning, and I will not stand over their graves and call that glory.

“I will call it what it was. A debt they did not make, collected from their lives, and I am sorry, and the house that let it happen was mine, and it will not happen again.” Her voice broke on the final word. She looked down, recovered, and did not apologize for it.

Three men removed their gilt insignia. Halvard pressed his bare hand to each wet mound, leaving a full palm print, then took his place at Sidonie’s right shoulder. The rest of the formation closed around them.

The ten surviving Blessed woke to bodies they no longer recognized. One reached for a water cup and crushed nothing; his fingers closed with natural force, and he stared at them as if they had betrayed him. Another continued touching his chest, searching for a hum that had stopped.

None of them had words for the quiet. A Blessed man carries that low constant hum of borrowed strength for so many years that he stops noticing it, and they woke to the silence of their own unaided bodies and did not know how to stand in it, strong men suddenly only as strong as they were, frightened by a stillness long forgotten.

Sidonie addressed them from a wagon-bed with the same challenge she had used at the Trial. The unblessed crown ranks gathered below her, frightened and subdued, and she challenged them, offering no comfort.

“You held gates before you ever borrowed,” she said, carrying, stripped of court softness, the surveyor’s voice.

“Every one of you. Before the crown lent you a shine, you were soldiers, and you held.

“You have forgotten it, because the loan taught you to forget it, taught you to mistake the gold for your strength. Your strength was always the arm. The gold is gone and the arm remains, wholly yours and free of debt, and I will tell you the new terms of the house you serve, once, plainly: the Crown pays solely in true weight now.

“Sub-loans and borrowed shine end today.

“You will be paid in coin and land and earned rank for proven deeds, and you will be as strong as you are and no stronger, and you will hold your gates on your own arms as you did before any of us borrowed, or you will go home unblessed and unashamed, and regardless no creditor will ever again collect your life for a debt you did not make. Those are the terms. Decide.”

Some deserted. Most stayed. The soldiers who remained stripped the gilt cords from their sleeves before they returned to formation.

Halvard’s dawn came, and it was the morning’s clearest image.

At the Field, Halvard had called his steel borrowed as poetry while half-suspecting the literal truth. This dawn he knew.

He had felt the shine tear out of him at the draw, felt the borrowed strength leave the arm he had thought wholly his, and woken to the quiet, and understood at last, completely, what he had half-known two nights before; that his undefeated life had been fought on a loan, and the loan was gone, and everything he was now belonged wholly to him.

Halvard woke in the stubble, vomited from the sudden weakness, and tried to stand twice before his knees obeyed. After the burial, he went to the school yard and asked for a practice blade.

He had asked once already, at the Field, for one honest fight; now he asked for the rest of his life, and he asked it as he had held the wooden blade two mornings before, like a sacrament, the crown’s undefeated champion, emptied of the shine that had made him undefeated, standing in the Kaldwyn School yard at dawn with a child’s practice sword, asking to be taught to hold a gate the honest way, from the start, loose grip first, like a levy, like a beginner. A beginner was what he now was, and he knew it and wanted it.

Yrsa drilled him with the second cohort under the same rules as everyone else.

She made him start at the beginning without ceremony or special regard for a crown’s champion entering her school. “Drop the high guard,” she told him, the lesson she’d given him at the Field and promised again two dawns back. “Loose grip.

“You’re carrying the sword like it owes you something.

“It doesn’t. Again.”

Halvard dropped his high guard and loosened his grip. The first strike rattled the practice blade out of his newly unblessed hand.

He stared at the sword in the dirt. Anger crossed his face before shame tried to cover it.

Yrsa kicked the hilt back to his boot. “Again or leave. Both are allowed.”

He bent with stiff care, picked it up, and reset. Brenna corrected his rear foot. When the second cohort called the count, Halvard’s voice joined theirs last and roughest.

Vyrissa received payment, the first return of the stolen grave-gold in a nine-hundred-year debt.

Sidonie carried the dead First Crown to Vyrissa at the border stone and named it stolen grave-gold being returned to Vyrissa’s flight: “Stolen goods,” she said, over the crown lying dead and voided on the rite-stand, “returned to the estate of the flight they were stolen from.

“House Ruthelm holds no claim to this gold and never rightfully did. It is the grave-goods of Vyrissa’s people, looted, and it goes home to the last of them, before these stones.” And the stones took it, and the gold that had been a dead flight’s grave and then a monster’s hoard and then a kingdom’s crown was returned before the stones to the last keeper of the dead it had been robbed from.

The two empresses presided over its unmaking at the town forge. Maeva and Vyrissa, side by side at the forge where the household mends its tools, the golden empress and the last dragon, the two who had each lost an empire and each chosen to keep a grave while sparing the world, standing over the crucible where a kingdom’s founding relic would be unmade.

The crowd that gathered to watch, the province does not miss the unmaking of the relic it had praised for generations, was silent for it, with the silence of a people facing something beyond words, watching its own founding story go into a fire.

The relic was unmade honestly: melted by dragon-fire, Vyrissa’s own breath brought down from the sky’s great flame to a single forge’s heat and contained there with the control learned from guarding fire beside fragile graves, so that Vyrissa stood at a town forge breathing the narrow band of heat required to melt one crown, and the golden crown that had lit a country and eaten a grave and emptied a line of champions ran molten in the crucible, its shape going, its story going, the wick-channel Quenby had forged closing forever in the melt. The molten gold was poured into blank ingots, featureless bars stamped with nothing, stripped of every shape that could be worn, worshiped, or lent. The grave-gold became anonymous and unclaimed. A merchant could have spent it; Vyrissa’s custody kept the shapeless bars out of commerce. At last it was allowed to be only gold. Vyrissa limited her verdict to one line over the cooling ingots: “The kingdom has taken my dead’s gold from its head,” she said.

“One morning cannot pay nine hundred years. The greater debt remains with the creditor beyond this kingdom, and I remember its size.

“My dead’s grave-gold has left a mortal’s head and returned to my keeping, blank and unmarked, for burial as I choose. I accept this beginning.” She lifted one cooling ingot with forge tongs, wrapped it in undyed wool, and laid it apart from the others.

“And I accept beginnings.”

Bram set the wager book on the bar before the first platter landed and shouted for Suzu to collect.

He had refused all season to book odds on royalty. “No book on crowns. They cheat by existing.”

Now he paid the only bet he had honestly booked: Suzu’s wager on herself. The night before the rite, the fox had backed her own theft at eleven seconds or under. She wagered on her hands and her rehearsed count, with the odds sealed beneath the reeve’s mark. Bram booked it grumbling and delighted. That night’s one honest wager set a fox against a crown, and a fox he could book.

Suzu collected before the feast, directly in front of the ballad-singer. She raised the sealed wager book and cited her eleven-seconds-flat rehearsal, witnessed by a saint with a sand-glass. Bram paid her with his remaining arm and a laugh audible in the next valley.

She tipped the singer half her winnings on the spot to ensure the fox verse remained wrong. He took it gladly. In one transaction, the household saw the royal night’s only honest bet paid to the woman who had earned it against herself.

Sidonie tried to hire her.

The princess, who had watched Suzu rob a myth and hand it back, offered her a crown post at whatever salary she named.

Suzu named eleven thousand, three hundred, and one silver pieces per week, plus plum expenses.

Sidonie did not blink. “Invoice the crown. We pay our appraisers.”

“Payment in advance.”

“Naturally.”

They shook hands on an employment neither expected to begin. The ballad had gained a ninth verse overnight, the verse of the theft, and the province had immediately and universally mis-sung it, “the fox who crowned a king” in place of “the fox who stole the crown,” after half of them had seen a small red-haired woman handing the founding king his crown, and the crowd let the giving-back eclipse the taking, and sang it as a crowning. Suzu let the crowning version stand and paid coin to preserve the mistake.

“Both true,” she said, when I asked her why. “I stole it and I gave it back and the giving-back is the one they remember, and the one they remember is the truer one, so let the ballad be wrong toward the truth.

“Compounding.” And the fox verse and the theft verse both run wrong in the ballad to this day, two lies toward the truth, paid for by the woman they’re about, and the province can tell you which parts are wrong and a stranger cannot, and the distinction was the point.

Dame Petra was granted a real certificate, over Yrsa’s dead body, and handed over by Yrsa herself. The second cohort made Dame Petra complete the count under their grave supervision. When Petra finished without error, Yrsa handed her a real school certificate. “For mastering the count. The sword’s still wood.”

Petra wept and pressed it to her chest. Yrsa turned away to correct a student who was not doing anything wrong.

Tam sat between Merta and Vyrissa and counted lamps, loaves, guests, and heartbeats aloud. When Suzu stole a roll from his plate and cost him the count, he threw a pea at her and resumed from the number he remembered, not one.

Between courses, Vyrissa lowered her head so he could count her deep heart. Merta watched her son’s hand rest on the bronze scale. She gripped my silver forearm once, hard. I covered her work-worn hand with mine until Tam reached his final number.

My burn-state was honored through the feast, played as comedy and kept as covenant. I sat. I could not have stood long; the burn to my fingertips had taken more than any prior spend.

I was rationed, watched, restricted to one cup, and made to eat. When Pell’s provisioning receipt came round, my right hand would not grip the pencil. I tried twice. On the second attempt it rolled from my silver fingertips and struck the plate.

The small sound silenced my end of the table.

I signed left-handed. The result looked like a child’s first effort at my name. Suzu stamped it VALID DESPITE PENMANSHIP. Maeva added her decree-hand beneath, Yrsa her clipped mark, Nahari a full flowing witness, and Vyrissa one claw-stroke confined inside the signature line.

After the laughter, Yrsa took my useless right hand into her lap. She warmed each finger between both palms without bending it. None of us spoke about whether the grip would return. Maeva fed me the next bite herself while pretending the gesture was an efficient use of table time.

That night, above the feast and beneath the march banner, all five queens came together. The room still retained the warmth of celebration through the floorboards. Beyond the open roof door, dawn-etches rolled from stone to stone across the waking province, each distant answer laying a pale gold wash over the tiles.

The shutters remained closed.

Suzu opened the narrow door onto the private roof walk instead and set one of the Field’s polished signal shields at an angle beside it. The shield reflected empty sky, the high parapet, and a bright slice of the room. From the yard below, the overhanging roof hid the doorway completely. Inside, anyone who looked into the burnished face saw herself framed by earned morning.

“New venue,” Suzu announced. “No repeat tariff.”

“No tariff of any sort,” Maeva said.

“Victory waiver. Already filed.”

Vyrissa stood at the cushion nest’s center and watched the household arrange itself around her. This time no one moved a place to make room. The empty place had been hers for days. She lowered herself into it, long legs folding amid the cushions, and the room found a new shape around her weight.

Maeva poured five cups of good wine and one of water. She handed the water to me first.

“Drink, summoner. Then hear the treasury’s consent. You may have this night, and you will conduct it from the strength you actually possess. What you have spent is gone. I want all five of us under your command. Witnessed.”

Yrsa drove the bolt, tested it once, and left the roof door open to the private sky. “Word’s set. Your hands are injured. Mine aren’t. Use my body and my hands where you need them. I want the family and I want your orders. Witnessed.”

Nahari lit the eleven lamps in a loose crescent around the cushions, breaking their usual line. “The longest night has passed. I stood blind inside it and heard the right instant. Now I want to remain beside you, present in every sensation, telling you only what is happening and never what comes next. I want all of us. Witnessed.”

Suzu tapped the inner pocket where she had returned my pencil, sharpened and warm from carrying. “The reeve consents, forgives every outstanding fee, claims reflected-light rights in perpetuity, and wants to be watched by everyone she trusts while nobody else knows where to look. Plain version: yes. You, them, tonight. Witnessed.”

Vyrissa accepted Maeva’s fifth cup and weighed the women, the room, and me in one long regard. “I was told beginnings are loud in this house. The kingdom has begun an earned morning, and this family begins with five queens. I have appraised the distinction. I want the entire beginning: your voice, their hands, my strength placed in your service, and no part of me stranded at the edge. Witnessed.”

She drank.

I answered them separately. Maeva received my plain yes to her gift. Yrsa got hers in the same clipped cadence she had used. Nahari heard a full sentence: I wanted her beside me, present and surprised. Suzu got no invoice, only her name and my yes until her grin softened. Vyrissa heard me say that I wanted her at the center, fully present as family by her own choice and mine.

My voice was wrecked. The answers remained unmistakable.

Silver covered both hands to the fingertips. Closing either fist drove pain toward my elbows; pushing against the floor was impossible. I laid my forearms on my thighs and looked at the five women.

“Maeva, undress me. Suzu, take off my boots and leave your tails clear of my fingers. Yrsa, bring the long bolster. Nahari, beside my right shoulder. Vyrissa, you’re my back and every bit of strength my hands can’t supply.”

They moved.

Maeva opened my coat and shirt with courtly composure that did not hide how often her eyes checked my face. Suzu unlaced my boots, pulled them free, and set them under the open roof door as if even footwear required a good view. Yrsa laid the bolster across Vyrissa’s lap.

Vyrissa opened one arm. I settled back against her.

Her body made a living chair broader and warmer than anything a carpenter could build. One thigh supported each of mine. Her arm crossed my chest below the shoulders, taking my weight. She spread a folded length of silk over the bolster and laid my damaged wrists on it, palms up, every silver finger clear of pressure. Her breasts rested hot and heavy against my back. Her deep heartbeat moved through both our bodies.

“If I reach,” I said, “stop me.”

“Your hands will remain where you placed them,” Vyrissa replied. “Command the rest.”

Nahari lay on my right, propped on one elbow, silver hair spilling over the cushion between us. She put two fingers against my ribs, nowhere near the burns.

“Conduct from there,” I told her. “Present tense only.”

Her dark eyes warmed. “Your breathing is shallow because the dragon’s breasts are against your back and the empress has reached your belt.”

Maeva freed my cock. It rose against my stomach despite exhaustion.

“Accurate,” I said. “Continue when I ask. Maeva, kneel between my legs. Suzu, door. Use the shield.”

Suzu shed her buttoned coat on the way across the room. She made each stolen instant of privacy look public by choice: silks dropped from one narrow shoulder, then the other; her short fox-red hair caught the morning; nine tails opened behind her until their reflection filled the shield. She stood just inside the roof door, naked except for a slim ribbon at one ankle, able to see all of us in polished metal and the empty sky beyond us.

“Angle?” she asked.

“Turn the shield toward Maeva. I want you to watch what she’s doing through your own view.”

Suzu shifted it. The reflection caught Maeva between my knees, heavy breasts loosened from her bodice, gold braid still pinned.

“Excellent composition,” the fox whispered.

“Hands on your breasts. Show the room how the author of the view touches herself.”

Suzu cupped her small breasts, thumbs grazing both nipples. She watched the movement in the shield, never looking down.

“Maeva. Mouth.”

The empress bent. Her lips closed around the head of my cock. She took the first inches with her gaze raised to mine, tongue broad beneath the shaft. I could not put a hand into her hair. I did not need to.

“Hold the braid yourself. Keep it off me.”

Maeva reached behind her head and gripped the thick gold length at its base. The posture thrust her chest forward. Her free hand lifted one breast and pressed its warm weight against the underside of my shaft while her mouth worked over the crown.

“More breast. Less hand.”

Maeva pressed inward. Both heavy curves closed around me. She drove my cock through the soft channel she made, catching the head with her lips at the top of every stroke. Gold light stirred beneath her throat.

“Suzu,” I said. “Left hand lower.”

In the shield, Suzu’s left hand slid over her flat stomach and between her thighs. She spread herself for the reflected room, two fingers drawing through wet folds.

“Touch your clit once.”

She did. Every tail rose.

“Stop.”

Her fingers froze. “Adverse terms.”

“Accepted terms. Maeva, take me deep.”

Maeva released her breasts and lowered her mouth. The head reached the back of her throat. Her eyes watered; her braid remained gripped in her own hand.

Nahari’s fingertips moved with my breathing. “Your body wants to thrust. You are holding it for your command instead. Suzu is trying to decide whether a fraction of movement counts as fraud.”

“It does,” I said.

“Hostile audit,” Suzu breathed from the doorway.

“Fox, put both hands behind your head. Leave yourself open.”

She laced her fingers behind her short hair. The pose lifted her breasts and presented the slick seam between her legs to the mirror. She watched Maeva swallow me while her own hands remained exiled.

I gave Maeva three commands—deeper, pause, tongue—and she followed each. Her authority did not diminish in obedience. She bestowed it, the Golden Empress turning compliance into a gift only she could grant.

When pressure gathered too fast in my exhausted body, I said, “Enough.”

Maeva drew off and sat back on her heels. A bright line connected her lower lip to the head before it broke.

“The treasury notes substantial remaining assets,” she said, breath uneven.

“The treasury waits. Suzu, away from the door. Bring the shield.”

She carried it over, still naked, and propped it against a floor chest beside the cushions. Its reflection now held the open door beyond us: sky, parapet, a road of light with no witness on it. Suzu knelt beside Maeva, the two of them framed together.

“Nahari,” I said. “Your turn. Stay beside me.”

She did not rise. She rolled onto her left side at my right, back toward me, soft belly and generous hips aligned along the cushions. Oil already shone over her deep-brown skin. Her silver hair spread below my chin.

“Vyrissa, lower my right side. Keep my wrists level.”

The dragon shifted behind me. One arm supported my shoulders while the other slid beneath my right thigh, rolling my body toward Nahari as easily as a porter turns a parcel. My hands stayed on the silk bolster, pain untouched.

Nahari reached behind herself and guided my cock between her thighs. She rubbed the head through her wetness, then waited.

“Tell me now,” I said.

“You are at my entrance. I want the stretch. I do not know how long you will make me wait.”

“Take me.”

She pushed back.

Nahari received the head, then another inch, her slick muscles closing around each advance. The side-lying angle made every part of the entry visible in the shield: my body supported by Vyrissa’s strength, Nahari receiving me beside us, no sill, no ritual distance, only her back against my chest and the present filling both.

“Stop there.”

Nahari stopped with half my length inside. Her hips trembled.

“What is happening?”

“I am full enough to ache and empty enough to want the rest. Yrsa is watching my face, the joining ignored. Suzu is watching both through the shield. Maeva is trying to decide whether to unpin her braid before you order it.”

“Maeva, unpin it. Yrsa, come to Nahari.”

Maeva’s braid fell in a gold cascade. Yrsa knelt in front of Nahari and met the oracle’s eyes.

“Touch her clit,” I ordered. “One finger. Hold pressure.”

Yrsa reached between Nahari’s thick thighs. Soldier-callused fingers found the swollen bud and settled there.

“Now take the rest of me,” I told Nahari.

She pushed back until she held every inch.

Her ass settled against my pelvis. Wet heat closed around my shaft. Through the bond I felt the full depth from both sides: my cock buried inside her, her nerves opening around it, the surprised satisfaction she had refused to forecast.

“Present,” I said.

Nahari’s full sentence broke at its center. “You are all the way inside me, and Yrsa’s finger is still, and I—anchor, I want movement.”

“Yrsa moves when I do. Vyrissa, give me the stroke.”

Vyrissa drew my hips back through the cradle of her arm, then brought me forward. I slid nearly free of Nahari and filled her again. Yrsa made one firm circle over her clit at the deepest point.

Nahari’s cry ran low through the cushions.

I commanded the tempo. Vyrissa supplied every ounce of motion my hands and trunk could not safely give, lifting and returning my hips under my voice. Yrsa matched her finger to each arrival. Nahari remained pressed beside me and reported the present into my mouth.

“Deep. Her fingertip drags left when you enter. The dragon’s arm tightens under your thigh. Suzu has put her hand between Maeva’s legs.”

“Did I order that?”

Suzu’s hand stopped against Maeva’s open thighs. “Market initiative.”

“Leave it there. No motion.”

Maeva settled over Suzu’s still fingers with an imperial breath.

“Continue,” I told Nahari.

“Your cock is dragging out of me. Now it returns. Yrsa is smiling because she found the pressure. I did not know she smiled like that.”

“I don’t,” Yrsa said.

“You are now.”

I changed the count in my voice, short withdrawal, full return, pause. Vyrissa translated it through strength. Nahari’s body began tightening around me in warning pulses.

“No forecast,” I said.

“None. Only now. Now. Now—”

“Yrsa, faster.”

Yrsa’s finger circled. Vyrissa seated me hard. Nahari came between us, body bowing forward while her pussy closed in deep waves along my shaft. Ember script spread from her ankle over her thigh, then went no farther; her release needed no map beyond the body shaking beside mine.

I remained still at the base. Yrsa maintained the pressure through every contraction.

Nahari’s hand found my forearm and stopped short of the silver. She clasped the leather near my elbow instead.

“Present,” I reminded her softly.

She laughed into the cushion. “Present. Entirely.”

“Vyrissa, lift me free.”

The dragon rolled me back into her support. My cock slipped from Nahari, wet and hard. Yrsa gathered the oracle close and kissed her forehead. Nahari remained at my side as promised, one hand resting over my ribs while aftershocks moved through her.

“Suzu,” I said. “Bring me the reflected morning.”

The fox brightened. She set the polished shield upright at the foot of the cushion nest. The open roof door appeared over her reflected shoulder. She could see the empty walk, the dawn beyond it, Vyrissa holding me at center, and all four women watching.

“Vyrissa, lift her onto me. Facing the shield.”

The dragon reached past my side, caught Suzu under her thighs, and raised her. Suzu’s compact body floated over mine, nine tails streaming around Vyrissa’s arm. The strength display made the fox’s pupils narrow into delighted slits.

Vyrissa lowered her until my cock rested between Suzu’s slick folds.

“Hands on Vyrissa’s forearm,” I told Suzu. “She is your rail.”

Suzu gripped the vast burnished arm braced across her waist. In the shield, she saw herself suspended by a dragon over the anchor’s cock, the roof door open behind the family, morning on her breasts.

“Down three inches.”

Vyrissa lowered her. Suzu took the head, then more, tight wetness enclosing me.

“Stop.”

She chirped in frustration.

“Look at the shield. Tell me what you authored.”

Suzu stared at the frame she had built. “Empty sky. Five women who know the angle. One man being sensible only because his hands mutinied. A fox suspended over him by the largest accomplice in history.”

“And no audience outside this room.”

“None. The view belongs to us.”

“Take me all the way down.”

Vyrissa lowered her. Suzu swallowed every inch in a single smooth descent. Her reflection watched her own body open and settle, small breasts lifting, tails spilling over my thighs and Vyrissa’s knees.

“Maeva, stand behind the shield. Let Suzu see you, not touch you.”

Maeva rose. Her heavy breasts and loose gold hair entered the reflection behind Suzu like court regalia made flesh.

“Praise her view,” I said.

Maeva understood the difference between praise for spectacle and praise for its author. “You chose every line. The door shows risk and grants none to strangers. The mirror gives you back to yourself before it gives you to us. Magnificent work, reeve.”

Suzu clenched around me.

“Vyrissa, up.”

The dragon lifted. Suzu’s pussy dragged along my shaft until only the head remained.

“Down.”

She sank again. My voice set each stroke; Vyrissa’s arm supplied the movement. Suzu had all the thrill of being displayed and none of the control she loved surrendering. Her hands stayed on the dragon’s forearm. Her eyes stayed on the reflected family.

Maeva praised the fox’s nerve. Nahari, from beside me, reported each present reaction. Yrsa knelt at Suzu’s left and pinched one nipple on my order.

“Quiet voice,” I told Suzu.

That command always cost her. Her quick breaths hissed softly through her teeth while Vyrissa lifted and lowered her faster. Tails whipped over the cushions. Fox-fire freckles spread across her shoulders.

“Ask for it straight,” I said.

The invoice vanished. “Make me come where they can see me. Please.”

“Yrsa, clit. Maeva, keep praising. Vyrissa, three strokes.”

Yrsa’s fingers found Suzu between descents. Maeva told her she was brave enough to own the view and loved enough to fill it. Vyrissa drove her down once, twice.

On the third I said, “Now.”

Suzu came around me in rapid, fluttering contractions. She kept the cry behind her teeth as ordered, but the mirror betrayed every pulse: eyes going wide, breasts trembling, small body folding against Vyrissa’s arm while nine tails filled the reflected doorway with fire-colored motion.

Vyrissa pinned her seated until the spasms eased, then lifted her free and laid her across Maeva’s waiting arms.

“The view,” Suzu panted, “remains extremely well designed.”

“Yrsa,” I said.

The saint stood. She stripped in front of the cushion nest; no table or rack received her gear. Trial bruises darkened one hip and shoulder. She opened her shirt, removed it, and reached for the edge of her combat wrap.

We all waited.

Yrsa unwound the linen herself. Each pass bared more winter-pale skin and the small high breasts beneath. She folded the wrap over her own knee, placed it beside my boot, and came forward naked.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Your mouth is less spent than your hands. Use it. And use theirs.”

“Kneel across my left thigh. Face Maeva.”

Vyrissa shifted her leg to support the position. Yrsa settled sideways over my thigh, one knee between mine, the other braced outside Vyrissa’s. Her pussy hovered near my mouth, but I did not bend for it yet.

“Maeva, behind her. Cup both breasts. Suzu, between Yrsa’s legs. Mouth only.”

Maeva knelt at Yrsa’s back and cupped her small breasts from behind, thumbs drawing over the nipples. Suzu slipped down the cushions, tails fanning around Yrsa’s thigh, and put her mouth to the saint.

Yrsa’s first breath broke.

“Hands on your own thighs,” I told her.

She planted them there and sustained the posture under command with her own disciplined strength.

“Suzu, slow. Maeva, harder.”

The fox licked Yrsa from entrance to clit in one long path. Maeva pinched both nipples. Yrsa’s hips moved toward Suzu’s mouth.

“Hold the stance,” I said.

She stopped herself.

I leaned and caught the shear-claw scar at her side with my lips. Vyrissa’s support took the strain from my torso. I kissed the old wound while Suzu worked below and Maeva controlled the breasts above.

“Dorian,” Yrsa said.

“You’re held.”

“Yes.”

“By all of us.”

Her eyes closed for one beat. “Yes.”

“Open them. Look at Maeva.”

She did. The empress kept Yrsa’s gaze while praising no rank, only the body that had held the school gap and the woman who had taught a champion to begin again. Suzu sucked Yrsa’s clit. I bit lightly along the scar.

Grey light banked once under old wounds and then gave way to the visible: her stomach tightening, her palms pressing into her thighs, her mouth losing its clipped answers.

“Suzu, two fingers. Curl.”

Suzu entered her. Yrsa bowed, but Maeva’s body at her back and Vyrissa’s thigh beneath her maintained the posture.

“Who holds the gate?” I asked.

“I do.”

“Who holds you?”

She looked around the room, breath gone ragged. “You do. All of you.”

“Then let them.”

Suzu curled her fingers and sucked hard. Maeva pulled both nipples. I put my mouth over the pale scar at Yrsa’s ribs and said her name against it.

She came across my thigh, every muscle locking before the tremor broke through. One hand lifted from her own leg by reflex. She caught herself and put it back, choosing the order even while Suzu’s mouth dragged the release through her. Her other hand covered Maeva’s over one breast.

“Witnessed,” she said when speech returned.

“At an excellent angle,” Suzu replied from below.

Vyrissa eased Yrsa onto the cushions beside Nahari.

“Outranked a kingdom,” Yrsa murmured, eyes still closed. “Still took a porter.”

The scoreline made Maeva laugh. Even Vyrissa’s chest moved against my back with a stone-deep chuckle.

“Maeva,” I said. “You received first. Now be received. Lie across the dragon’s right thigh.”

Maeva arranged herself with the gravity of an empress taking a throne, although the throne was one immense warm leg and her bodice hung open to her waist. Vyrissa supported her shoulders. Maeva’s gold hair poured over bronze-scaled skin. Her heavy breasts settled against her own ribs.

“Nahari, between her thighs. Yrsa, one hand inside. Suzu, breasts.”

The family changed stations around the center. Nahari knelt at Maeva’s open legs, dark hands spreading pale-gold thighs. Yrsa slid two fingers into the empress’s wet pussy and waited for my next word. Suzu climbed beside Maeva’s chest and gathered one heavy breast in both small hands.

“Maeva,” I said. “No decrees. Ask each woman plainly for what you want.”

She looked first to Nahari. “Your tongue on my clit.”

Nahari bent and put her tongue to Maeva.

Maeva gasped. She looked to Yrsa next. “Curl your fingers. Hold them against the front.”

Yrsa did. Candle-gold moved beneath Maeva’s stomach.

Suzu waited with the nipple poised before her mouth.

“Suck it,” Maeva told her. “Teeth when he says.”

Suzu closed her lips over the peak.

“Vyrissa,” I said, “put one hand over her heart.”

A forge-warm palm covered Maeva from collarbone to breastbone. The gesture did not restrain. It gave the empress the scale of what held her.

“And me?” Maeva asked, green gaze finding mine across the room’s center.

“You attend my voice.”

Her expression softened. “Yes, Dorian.”

I conducted the three women around her. Nahari changed pressure on command. Yrsa held, withdrew, and returned her fingers when I named it. Suzu used teeth at the exact instant I chose. Vyrissa monitored Maeva’s heartbeat under her palm and told me when it raced.

The empress lost court diction in a visible sequence: first her pointed toes flexed, then her knees opened farther, then her head turned into Vyrissa’s shoulder and my name replaced every title.

“Ask for the finish,” I said.

“All of you. Please. Don’t stop.”

“Now.”

Nahari sucked her clit. Yrsa drove in and held the curl. Suzu bit the wet nipple. Vyrissa pressed her broad palm over the racing heart.

Maeva came under all four women, gold flooding her skin in warm bands. Her pussy pulsed around Yrsa’s fingers. Suzu kept the nipple between her lips. Nahari maintained the rhythm through the final shudder, then kissed the inside of Maeva’s thigh.

Maeva opened her eyes and looked at me from Vyrissa’s lap.

“Received,” I said.

“Entirely,” she answered.

Vyrissa had supported everyone and asked for nothing. Her heat had risen behind me through each woman’s release. The scale-shimmer at her thighs glowed low, tinting the cushions.

“Center,” I said.

Every woman stilled.

Vyrissa lowered her mouth beside my ear. “I am already here.”

“Then make the room understand it. Carry me to the ramp.”

A broad wedge of firm cushions waited at the middle of the nest, built to support my back without asking anything of my wrists. Vyrissa slid one arm beneath my knees and one across my shoulders. She rose with me cradled against her chest, carried me three strides, and lowered me onto the incline so carefully that the silk bolster beneath my hands never shifted.

The act displayed exactly what she was: strength capable of moving me as gently as a sleeping child, offered to my direction without contest.

“Stand over me.”

Vyrissa planted one foot on each side of my hips. She towered above the cushion ramp, naked burnished skin lit from its own inner bank, heavy breasts hanging over me, powerful legs set wide. Her copper-bronze hair fell forward around a face intent on mine.

I could not grip her waist or guide her with my hands. My voice sufficed.

“Women around her. She receives from the whole house.”

Maeva came to Vyrissa’s left, body still warm from release. Yrsa took the right and crouched near the dragon’s thigh. Nahari knelt between my spread knees where she could reach Vyrissa from below. Suzu climbed onto a counting stool beside the ramp until both vast breasts met her hands.

“Suzu, oil her. Maeva, tell her what this place sees in her. Yrsa, keep her knees aligned. Nahari, mouth on her clit until I say otherwise.”

Four women moved on my command.

Suzu warmed oil between her palms and spread it over breasts larger than her head, fingers gliding over dark nipples and heated skin. Maeva praised Vyrissa in an empress’s low register as keeper, equal, chosen wall, and cherished woman of their growing house. Yrsa laid one hand against the outside of each immense thigh, ready to keep the dragon’s stance open and sound. Nahari bent under her and put her mouth to the swollen clit.

Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat traveled down the forge-gold strand.

“Your fire stays inside,” I said.

“Until you release it.”

“Your strength lowers you. My word decides when and how far.”

“Yes.”

“Squat until I touch you.”

Vyrissa bent her knees. Her huge body descended over mine without bracing herself against the room. Muscles moved under the burnished skin of her thighs. Oiled breasts swung closer. Nahari stayed beneath her, tongue working as the dragon lowered by slow degrees.

My cock, still hard from the room and slick from two women, found the furnace heat between her folds.

“Stop.”

Vyrissa maintained the deep squat with the head resting at her entrance. Her thighs remained steady. Tireless strength had become stillness because I required it.

Suzu rolled both nipples. Maeva told Vyrissa she had made herself the wall around a living family and honored every grave by choosing life. Yrsa’s hands kept the knees tracking wide while Nahari licked below.

“What are you?” I asked.

“Chosen.”

“Where are you?”

“At the center of my house.”

“Take the head.”

Vyrissa lowered one measured inch. My cock entered her, dragon heat closing around the crown in a molten grip.

“Hold.”

Her body stopped. The deep squat demanded strength from every line of her legs and abdomen, yet her breathing changed only because Nahari sucked her clit.

“Another third.”

She descended. Her pussy swallowed more of me, hot enough to make my breath catch. The ramp supported my body at the angle I needed. Vyrissa did the work of joining us, but every inch belonged to my command.

“Hold again.”

The five bond-strands brightened around us: candle warmth, scar-grey steel, ember, fox-spark, and deep forge-gold. Then color ceased to matter. Five women breathed at distinct rhythms around me, each recognizable by hand, voice, body, and desire.

“Tell them what you feel,” I said.

Vyrissa looked around the circle. “His cock is one-third inside me. Nahari’s tongue. Suzu’s hands on my breasts. Yrsa guarding my stance. Maeva naming my place.”

“And what do you want?”

Her furnace eyes returned to mine. “Every remaining inch, given slowly, so I remember who governs the fire.”

“Then earn the rest. Rise to the head.”

Vyrissa straightened her legs only as far as I allowed. My shaft dragged through her tight inner heat until the head remained caught inside. Her enormous body hovered there, balanced above me without placing so much as a fingertip on the cushions.

“Down halfway.”

She sank and took me deeper. Oiled breasts swung into Suzu’s waiting palms. Yrsa adjusted one knee outward. Nahari followed the movement from below, mouth never losing the swollen clit.

“Up.”

Vyrissa rose.

“Down another inch.”

She gave me exactly one.

“You could do this until noon,” Suzu whispered, awed despite herself.

“Until tomorrow,” Vyrissa answered.

“You will do it until I finish deciding,” I said.

The dragon’s smile glowed ember-bright. “Better.”

“All the way down.”

Vyrissa sank until my cock sat fully buried in her furnace heat. Her thighs folded into a deep squat on either side of me. Heavy breasts hovered over my chest, oiled and cupped by Suzu’s small hands. The dragon’s body surrounded me without resting its weight on my damaged arms or the bolster that protected them.

“Hold.”

She stayed at the base.

Her pussy flexed around my shaft in slow, powerful contractions. Nahari licked her clit from below. Suzu kneaded the slick breasts. Maeva’s praise lowered into Vyrissa’s dead language, one phrase the dragon had taught her at the forge. Yrsa’s fingers pressed against the immense thighs whenever their angle narrowed.

“Rise halfway.”

Vyrissa drove through her heels. Her hips lifted, drawing the tight inner heat along my cock until half my length remained inside.

“Stop there.”

She stopped in open air. Her legs carried her in a motionless half-squat while Nahari stretched upward to keep her tongue in contact.

I let the wait deepen. Vyrissa’s furnace eyes stayed on mine. Forge-light gathered beneath her ribs. Her breath heated my face.

“Down.”

She descended and seated me deep.

The strength that could carry a wagon served one slow stroke at a time. I rationed her, separating each order with the full weight of waiting.

“Up to the head.”

Vyrissa rose until only the crown remained caught inside her.

“Pause.”

She paused, huge thighs rigid and gleaming. Suzu had to rise on her toes atop the stool to keep both hands on the dragon’s breasts.

“Take half.”

Vyrissa lowered.

“Hold. Now the rest.”

She sank onto me and closed in heated waves.

“A dynasty is not a crown,” she said. “It is what chooses to carry the fire after us. I choose this one.”

“Then show them how you carry it. Five full strokes. My count.”

“Gladly.”

I counted the first. Vyrissa rose from the deepest squat until my cock nearly left her, then lowered her enormous body and took me to the root. The motion belonged entirely to her strength and entirely to my command.

On two, her breasts swung through Suzu’s oiled palms. Nahari followed from below, tongue pressed flat over the clit throughout the descent.

Three brought forge-light along Vyrissa’s stomach. Maeva said her name in the dragon’s dead language, shaping the ancient syllables with reverent care.

On four, Yrsa let Vyrissa’s knees draw inward once. The immense thighs closed around my hips. Pressure drove me deeper and nearly broke the last of my restraint.

“Open her.”

Yrsa pushed the stance wide again with a soldier’s steady strength. Vyrissa granted the correction and remained at the base.

“Five,” I said.

She rose and descended with perfect control.

My hands lay open on the silk bolster, incapable of closing around her hips, yet the scene never drifted beyond my command. I named every rise, every pause, every depth. Five women followed.

“All four,” I said. “Bring her to me.”

The women intensified together. Nahari’s mouth worked beneath our joining. Suzu pulled both nipples. Maeva poured praise into Vyrissa’s ear. Yrsa braced the dragon’s stance open to receive.

“Faster now. Six strokes.”

Vyrissa began the hardest set. Her legs powered her up and down over me, tireless strength driving each descent while she waited for every number before taking the next. The cushion ramp stayed firm beneath my back. The room moved around her, but the dragon remained the controlled center.

Heat climbed and stayed banked beneath her skin. The mortal lamps burned at their same calm height while forge-light coursed through Vyrissa alone, mastery made visible by containment.

“One. Deep.”

She took me to the root.

“Two. Slower on the rise.”

My cock dragged through her tight channel.

“Three. Hold halfway.”

Her thighs worked under the strain. The dragon smiled down at me.

“Four.”

Suzu used her teeth. Vyrissa’s smile broke into a rough cry.

“Five. Nahari, harder.”

The oracle sucked the clit as Vyrissa descended. Her pussy clenched violently around me.

“Six. Stay down.”

Vyrissa drove fully down and pinned me there.

My body reached its limit. Exhaustion, pleasure, and the burn joined into one shaking line.

“Vyrissa.”

“I have you.”

“Take everything I have left.”

Her furnace eyes widened.

“Now.”

She ground down once and clamped me at the root.

I came inside the dragon at the center of the family. Release emptied me in long, draining pulses. Vyrissa’s hot body clenched around each spurt, milking my cock while her unsupported squat kept our bodies joined and my ruined hands safe beneath us.

The sensation traveled through all five bonds as warmth. Maeva said my name. Yrsa held Vyrissa’s thigh. Nahari left her mouth where I had ordered. Suzu pressed her cheek to one vast breast and laughed through sudden tears.

“Vyrissa,” I said through the last pulse. “Let it burn.”

Her orgasm came from the center outward. Deep inner muscles seized around me. The ponderous heartbeat missed one stroke, then thundered back. Forge-light rolled under her skin in great contained waves while her cry became the stone-deep laugh that shook dust from the banner beam.

The four women held their places around her. Yrsa braced the locking thighs. Maeva supported her at the waist without taking the burden. Suzu clung across her breasts. Nahari remained beneath her until the last contraction eased.

Vyrissa maintained the squat through every shudder. Only when I told her to rest did she lower her knees onto the cushions and shift beside me. She gathered my shoulders against her chest, leveled my wrists on their bolster, and drew the family close around us.

The room settled in layers. Maeva cleaned the release from Vyrissa’s thigh with warm linen. Yrsa rewrapped her own chest, then tucked the end under with fingers gone soft from fatigue. Nahari returned to my right side and laid her head close, our breath sharing the same patch of pillow. Suzu moved the polished shield aside but left the roof door open to the empty morning.

Vyrissa curled around the family, her patient warmth sheltering every body she could reach.


Chapter 20: The Road to Spring

A week after Kingslight, the fairground had folded back into pasture. The last royal wagons had gone south. We walked our own ground and counted what remained.

We began the survey at the warden-post, then followed the road through every new mark the week had left.

My hands remained silver to the fingertips and healed at the speed of winter sap. I could close them, but not hard. A pencil lasted six lines before my right hand shook.

Maeva had written a riding limit into the morning as if issuing terms to weather. Yrsa checked both wraps over my palms.

Nahari carried the survey slate. Suzu confiscated my saddlebags after discovering three emergency stakes and a hammer in them. Vyrissa watched the dispute from the roof.

“I might need the stakes,” I said.

“You might encounter ground,” Suzu agreed. “Ground is notorious.”

“One stake,” Yrsa said.

“None,” Maeva ruled.

I looked to Nahari.

“In one future you carry all three,” she said. “In every pleasant future, the fox has already stolen them.”

Vyrissa dropped from the roof in human form, landed beside my horse, and took the remaining stake from my coat. “The mountain votes with the empress.”

Suzu tucked the stakes behind her saddle. I let them go and made no move to reclaim them.

We rode first to the water-meadow. The fairground had taken four days to dismantle.

Colm stacked the painted trial rails beside the school yard, the drovers rolled the last pavilion ropes into tarred coils, and Merta claimed six sound trestle tables before the progress quartermaster could load them south. Shepherds had already turned thirty ewes onto the trampled lanes. Their hooves broke the packed surface while two farm boys followed with sacks of clover seed and argued over which one had seen Suzu steal the crown.

The rite circle showed only as shorter grass. Every peg had come out. Osric found two royal brass pins under the crown stand and entered them in the salvage book before Suzu could discover them independently.

At the old candidate row, Dame Petra and three students collected dropped buckles in a flour sieve. Petra wore her wooden blade for the work.

Crown wagon ruts still cut the soft ground in parallel lines. Colm’s crews had filled the deepest with gravel, and Maeva’s drainage channels carried the week’s rain cleanly toward the river. We found three broken lamp-poles, one scorched rope, and a patch of glass-fused soil where the Gilt King had stood.

I dismounted to read it. Yrsa’s hand closed around my elbow before my knees had decided whether they needed help.

The Measure read the glassy patch as clean: sand melted by borrowed heat and cooling into useless beauty.

“Clean,” I said.

Suzu crouched and pried loose a thumb-sized piece.

“Souvenir market. Limited edition. Authenticated by the Warden.”

“Put it back.”

She turned it over in her fingers. “Counterproposal: vault shelf, permanently priceless.”

Vyrissa appraised the fragment. “Worth nothing. Keep it.”

Suzu pocketed it with satisfaction.

At the site of the cold lamp ring, the progress’s chandlers had dismantled thirty sockets and left the thirty-first for us. Its metal cup was black inside.

The wick was gone, but its snuffed smell clung to the cup after rain. I laid two fingers on the rim. The Measure found an appetite burned out and unable to remember its meal, leaving clean emptiness behind.

Vyrissa breathed across it. The black metal cracked into four pieces.

“Now it is hardware,” she said.

Colm used the pieces as washers in the new drill-hall hinges. Suzu approved the return on assets.

We followed the former evacuation lane. Dragon-fire had scorched two perfect borders through the grass and spared the strip between.

Children had already begun using the long black lines as a racing course. Vyrissa watched them sprint where her walls of fire had stood.

“They are stepping on my architecture,” she observed.

“High traffic is praise,” Maeva said.

A girl reached the end, turned, and shouted to the dragon, “Again?”

Vyrissa considered the request with terrible solemnity. Then she drew one claw through the air. A line of harmless ember-light raced along the old scorch mark, and six children chased it laughing.

We reached Esra’s sister-lamp near noon. It had survived without a cracked pane or singed bracket.

Vyrissa touched the pole once. Her claw followed the repaired bracket and stopped at Esra’s name.

At the two officers’ new lamps, Sidonie’s soldiers had left unadorned nameplates. The march census pair had filled the reservoirs and entered both flames into the kept round. Maeva read the names aloud: “Ser Garran Pellor.

“Captain Ivo Sennett.” Yrsa stood at attention. The lights burned no more oil than they drank.

By the time we turned uphill, my fingers had begun to ache under the wraps. I tried to hide it by adjusting the reins.

Pain answered along all five bond-strands.

“Home,” I said before any queen could order it.

Behind me, a horse snorted into the startled silence.

Suzu rode up beside my horse. “He learns. Mark the date.”

“Already marked,” Nahari said.

My signature had improved from a child’s scrawl to a drunk’s. The queens celebrated this with grave mockery. I turned my horse uphill while I could still manage the reins.

The rite-stand’s timbers had gone to the school. Adult carpenters raised the frame of a new drill-hall while the second cohort passed pegs and planks up the line. Yrsa tested one salvaged beam with her knuckles and said, “Good wood.”

By winter, children would learn the count beneath it.

The frame measured forty-eight feet by twenty-six, accommodating two shield files and a clear instructor’s lane.

Yrsa walked its length twice, moved the east wall chalk-mark eighteen inches, and made the carpenters reset a post before its footing cured. The black pieces from the last cold lamp cup had become washers in the double doors. When Colm swung one door on its new hinge, it moved without a scrape.

“Again,” Yrsa said.

He swung it again. She listened at the hinge, then marked the post approved with the butt of her chalk.

Osric had hung a new drawing on the war-loft wall, ruled and careful, showing the march from the rim road with every roof and lamp-pole set down in his tallyman’s hand. At the bottom he had written: THE MARCH, FROM THE RIM ROAD. 251 LIGHTS.

ALL OURS.

After Kingslight, the census pair had changed one rule in the open: the separate memorial page now joined the kept round, bringing Esra’s flame inside the official count. Osric had accounted for every addition to the old two hundred and forty-three: Esra’s flame, the two crown officers’ new grave-lamps, one new light at the warden-post, and four of the seven cracked progress lamps, repaired, rehung along the drove road, and entered only after they burned clean. The other three still waited on Colm’s bench and counted as hardware.

He had used pinpricks of yellow size for the lamps.

Fenwick Ford made a cluster along the water. South River followed the causeway in a bent row. The school windows stood in two ruler-straight ranks, with the future drill-hall left in bare charcoal, its lamps not yet hung.

Osric had written 249 first, scraped it clean, and fitted the two officers’ flames into the corrected number. I stood before the drawing until my wrapped fingers began to ache.



Earlier that week, three requests reached the warden-post ahead of any cart, each folded by an adult who had practiced the wording before risking good ink. Three families asked whether the march sheltered children whose skills would not settle under a certifier’s hand. Each letter carried the same careful postscript in different words: we will work; we will pay what we can; please give the child a door that opens from the inside.

The roads between here and the western vineyards would turn mean before winter, and two of the families still had property to sell or abandon. They needed spring passage, names of safe inns, and a written promise that arrival would not become examination.

Maeva set the three letters beside one another on the war-loft table. Suzu checked the wax, folds, road grit, and courier marks. Nahari read solely what the paper carried, leaving every future beyond it alone.

The vineyard carter who delivered the first letter lingered below the post until I invited him up. It came from Runa, a cooper’s widow whose son Kelm was ten. Fear made latches move beyond his reach. Windows shut too.

“She ties the cottage door open at night now,” the carter said. Road dust whitened the seams of his coat, and he turned his cap between both hands. “Boy can’t sleep if he believes he’s trapped them both. Runa wants to know whether you can fit his school room with a plain wedge he can test himself. Asked me to hear the answer spoken as well as carry it back.”

Yrsa read that sentence in Runa’s letter twice. Then she walked downstairs, cut three oak wedges from a scrap beam, and set them before the carter.

“One for his room,” she said. “One for the school. One spare.”

The carter tested the first wedge against the war-loft door. Kelm’s practical answer left wrapped in his saddlebag.

Suzu turned another wedge over. “Hardware prepared before client acquisition. Excellent business.”

“Shelter,” I said.

“Same overhead. Better dividends.”

The second letter came from Dalla, whose nine-year-old daughter Orla had acquired a shuttered lantern that spoke unfamiliar names in darkness. They had thrown it into a pond. It returned to the table. They buried it beyond the orchard. It appeared beneath Orla’s bed before dawn.

Dalla underlined one sentence and scored the page beneath: the lantern does not belong to my daughter, though every certifier says attached means owned.

“Ownership requires consent,” Suzu said, without a trace of mischief now.

Vyrissa touched the scored line with one bronze-gold fingertip. “The mother has appraised the distinction correctly.”

Suzu went to the vault and returned with two cash-boxes, one fitted inside the other, both opening from within by a cord threaded through their lids. She placed them beside Orla’s letter.

“Prepared for a sensible client,” she said.

Merta looked at the nested boxes and then at the line about the lantern returning beneath a child’s bed. “Did Orla ask for another box?”

Suzu’s fingers stopped on the inner cord.

“No,” she said.

“Then ask before you build her one.”

The boxes went back to the vault. Only a coil of cord and an uncut plank remained beside the letter, materials without a decision.

Two wick clippings slid from the third fold when Suzu opened it. One came from a family kitchen lamp; the other had bent almost horizontal in a temple when fourteen-year-old Jorin entered. I read both through Dragon’s Measure. The kitchen wick contained a household’s honest use. The temple wick carried a faint line of debt.

Jorin’s father had written for his son and two younger daughters. Every borrowed lamp leaned away from the boy. Crowded inns accused him whenever a flame failed, driving the family to sleep in hedges between market towns.

“Borrowed light dislikes whatever the boy is,” Nahari said, eyes closed. “The letter asks the wrong question.”

“Which question is right?” I asked.

“Whether honest light moves.”

We could not answer from paper. We could prepare the test: a clean census lamp, its oil logged from pressing to wick, waiting at the gate when Jorin eventually arrived.

I wrote each reply myself, left-handed when my right fingers began to shake. I promised a bed behind a bolt the child could open from within and no examination waiting on the other side. For Orla, I asked what she wanted done with the lantern before we built any container. At the bottom of every reply I added one road promise: send word before you move, and we will meet you halfway.

Maeva read the three replies and signed beneath my name as witness. Yrsa added the school mark. Suzu drew a tiny fox beside the sentence about inside bolts, an unauthorized guarantee that every lock would work. Nahari gave the couriers three weather dates. Vyrissa heated sealing wax in her palm and pressed no crest into it, leaving the promises under the banner’s lamp alone.

The riders left by separate roads at dawn. One carried Runa’s answer west with an iron tire voucher for the cart her letter described. One took Orla’s reply north with Suzu’s question and no box at all. The third rode south with a census lamp shielded under canvas so Jorin’s family could test honest light before deciding whether to uproot their lives.

Merta made six beds before the riders cleared the outer wall.

She divided the long room above the school kitchen with three canvas screens. Each bed had a straw mattress, two blankets, a water cup, and a peg within a child’s reach. The shutters opened from inside. So did every door bolt.

On the landing she hung a blue-glazed night lamp with oil for eight hours and set a sand bucket beneath it. An empty chest waited at every bed’s foot. The three nearest the stairs received name cards, written lightly in chalk: KELM. ORLA. JORIN. Chalk could be changed if the children preferred another place.

The remaining beds stayed unnamed.

I found Merta smoothing the sixth blanket while Tam counted cups onto the bedside stools.

“Three petitions,” I said.

“Three children named in them,” she answered. “Jorin has sisters. Mothers and fathers need somewhere to sleep. Roads produce surprises.”

Tam set the sixth cup down. “Make the bed before the child.”

Merta checked its distance from the edge. “Correct.”

Tam was the only child to cross our gate that week. Upstairs, six fresh mattresses smelled of straw and canvas; their bolts waited on the inside, untouched.

Tam’s second lesson began the next afternoon on the warden-post step. His door stayed unopened. I set three lamps on the rail between us: a clean census lamp, a road lantern with a crooked wick, and an old shuttered lamp from the school store.

“Read the hardware first,” I said.

Tam leaned toward the road lantern and stopped a handspan short.

“Bad cut. The char is longer on this side. It pulls the flame.”

“Fix it.”

He trimmed the wick level and pinched away the loose black thread. When I relit it, the flame rose straight.

I turned the census lamp a quarter turn. The afternoon breeze pushed its flame toward Tam. It steadied when he cupped both hands around the glass.

“Wind,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“The smoke goes with it. And the oil doesn’t change color.”

I opened the shutter on the third lamp. Its flame leaned toward him while its smoke climbed straight.

Tam counted six under his breath. “That one’s me.”

“Yes. Leave it alone.”

His hands stayed in his lap. “I could make it straight.”

“I know. Today you read. You don’t reach.”

A cart came up the south road while he copied the three observations onto his slate.

The wagoner drove a pair of dun horses and carried eight lamps from hooks under the cart roof. Seven moved with the ruts. The eighth, a small brass road-light behind the driver’s shoulder, burned lower than the others though its wick stood clean.

“Practice subject,” I said. “The cart is passing.

“We won’t stop it. Tell me what you can see.”

Tam set down his chalk. He watched the cart from the time it crossed the south culvert until the horses drew level with the post.

“The axle lamp is thirsty,” he said.

It gave a wet spit as if agreeing.

“Filed.”

“The one by the oats has a cracked chimney. The left horse doesn’t like it.”

The mare kept turning one ear toward the rattle.

“Filed.”

Tam’s attention settled on the small brass light. The flame held low and steady, blue along the wick and yellow only at the narrow tip.

“That one belongs to him,” Tam said.

“Why?”

“The others answer the cart. That one leans when he leans.”

The wagoner shifted to ease his back. The brass flame tilted the same degree, then returned.

Tam counted again, spacing each number farther apart. “He lost somebody.”

I kept my eyes on the cart. “Observation or answer?”

“Answer.”

He frowned at the distinction. “The observation is that the lamp has adequate oil, the wick is clean, and it burns low when he looks at the empty place beside him. There’s a second seat under the blanket.

“The leather there is worn. His side isn’t.”

The wagon reached the north bend.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Spring,” Tam said. “Maybe. The blanket has new stitching and old rain marks.”

The cart vanished behind the smithy. I took his slate and drew a line beneath the entry.

“Good read. No reaching.”

“Was I right?”

“We don’t know.”

He accepted that after three more counts. Then he relit the shuttered lamp himself and repeated the hardware check from the beginning.

I asked Osric that evening to make a discreet inquiry along the drove road. He returned after supper with mud on his boots and a name in his tally-book.

The wagoner was Pate Rellis.

His wife, Annis, had died earlier that year. The road-keeper knew she had ridden beside him for many seasons but could not say whether the blanket’s stitching marked spring, grief, or a workmanlike repair. A freight contract still carried both signatures.

Yrsa read Osric’s line once and laid the book beside my left hand. Nahari touched the closed cover with one fingertip. Merta stood in the doorway, flour to both elbows.

“Does he know?” she asked.

“He knows what he observed.”

“Good.”

I entered only what the inquiry proved on the adults’ lesson slate (wife dead, date uncertain, empty seat observed) and locked it in the war-loft drawer. Tam’s slate contained only his three lamp diagrams and the line I had drawn beneath them: READ.

HOLD. ASK BEFORE YOU REACH.



Six days earlier, the progress had come down by hand. Crown soldiers pulled pegs beside march carpenters. Drovers rolled wet canvas.

The kitchen crews had combined their remaining flour for one final breakfast. Men who had faced one another across the Line passed benches, barrels, and harness while every hand stayed with its owner’s reins.

Sidonie shed her riding coat and worked until a quartermaster tried to take the mallet from her.

She handed him the peg and retained the mallet. Her ash-pale braid gathered damp along one shoulder as she moved down the pavilion line. By breakfast she had struck twelve royal pegs, split one, and learned from Colm how to twist a canvas pin free while preserving the wet ground around it.

Colm addressed her as “Highness” each time and corrected her grip twice.

The progress’s chandlers brought us the progress lamps one at a time. Most went back onto southbound wagons.

Seven had been cracked in the draw and could not travel safely. Their keepers asked whether the march wanted them.

“Want has nothing to do with a broken lamp,” Brenna said. “Can they be mended?”

“Yes, Lamp-Captain.”

“Then leave them.”

The old chandler saluted a twelve-year-old with perfect seriousness. The lamps joined Colm’s repair bench.

At the officers’ burial ground, two squads stopped before departure. They trimmed the new flames, pressed their fists to their chests, and left without songs. One sergeant handed Yrsa a whetstone that had belonged to his dead friend.

“He’d want a fighter using it,” the man said.

Yrsa looked at the stone, then at the school yard. “A student will learn on it.”

The sergeant swallowed and nodded. It went into the adult training rack as a tool, useful to the next pair of hands.

Saskia’s hired tent vanished before sunrise. I found one clean rectangle in the grass and no message. By the time the first wagons moved, she was already mounted at Sidonie’s rear guard with the progress’s pay in her saddlebag.

At the border stone, Sidonie dismounted. The fresh etch sat beneath her fingertips, still pale against older cuts.

“Your banner stands on its own ground,” she said. “Mine will stand beside it when asked.”

The first wagon crossed. Then the second.

Families from the candidate train waved to Petra, who stood on the school wall holding her wooden sword over her head. Crown soldiers sang the fox verse badly until Suzu climbed the gate and conducted them through the wrong final line.

Four hundred travelers turned south. The road carried them south and stayed true.

Sidonie waited while the regalia wagon crossed and the last team cleared the stone. Then she took off one glove and pressed her bare palm to the etch.

“The capital will not believe a word of these lines,” she said. “It will have to see the march as I did.”

She worked the glove over each finger, ending with the thumb.

Sidonie’s parting request looked south toward the disbelief awaiting her.

“Come in spring,” she said at the border stone.

“Bring the fox, the saint, the oracle, and both empresses. Bring your Measure. Come as yourselves. I want your true weight set against everything my house calls priceless. I want the court to watch its oldest certainties measured.”

Her ice-grey gaze met mine. I promised we would come.

Her last private exchange was with Maeva at the cornerstone. I was meant to miss it.

Their voices carried. They stood at the cornerstone where the forward-letter sleeps, the golden empress and the ash-pale princess, and Sidonie said, “You let me discover what you are.” And Maeva said, “You discovered it inside a week.

“Telling you would have insulted us both. Your breeding left the knowledge politely unnamed; my caution left it unconfirmed, and we have played that game all season, and I enjoyed it more than I expected to enjoy any court game again.” Sidonie smiled once, her winter-cool gaze warming a fraction. “Teach me the rest when I ask.”

Maeva answered, “Run every decision on what can be proved. Be wholly what you are. Make anyone who reaches to own you meet his own measure.

“You know the heart of it. The rest is practice.”

Neither named the apprenticeship, but both knew it would continue.

Her last act on march soil was to buy eleven Sidonie dolls from the souvenir stall. Eleven little carved princesses, purchased deadpan, “for the palace’s education.” She rode south with them and offered no explanation. A princess taking wooden likenesses to a court that taught her to be a portrait had made a joke and a small revenge. I did not ask. A princess’s dolls were her own.

Dame Petra of the Wooden Blade would stay through winter, the school’s first noble boarder, certificate in hand, drilling her stick in the yard and telling the cohort stories of a lady who wanted nothing from a dragon but a story and got it. Her happiness shone across the yard: a marriage candidate who had found a school, a wooden knighthood, and a cohort of students who thought her a very fine addition to their lives, which she was. She had come to meet a dragon and stayed for the count. I think she got the better bargain, and she knew it.

Halvard stayed. While the progress struck its canvas city and turned south, he continued drilling in the school yard with a practice blade. Sidonie rode past and watched Yrsa correct his high guard.

Halvard met the princess’s eyes, then returned to the count. Sidonie did not call him back.

Vyrissa prepared the grave-gold herself.

She laid the blank ingots on a square of undyed wool in the school yard and washed each bar with water from the north-running stream. The forge had erased every stamp, crown-shape, wick-channel, and royal mark.

Tam watched from the kitchen step. “How many?”

“Thirty-one bars,” she said.

“How many dead?”

Chalk stopped on slate. The nearest practice shield lowered.

Vyrissa did not rebuke him. “More than the bars.”

Tam counted the ingots twice, understood that some numbers did not balance, and brought her a second length of cord. He offered it on his own. She tied the bundle with both cords.

Maeva offered a simple travelling cloth from her old campaign stores. Yrsa checked the weather north. Nahari closed her glass and refused to tell the mountain what waited on its own summit.

Suzu approached the bundle with empty hands.

“A receipt would lie,” the fox said.

“This transfers nothing and incurs nothing. You are taking home what was always yours.”

Vyrissa looked at her for a long moment. “Correctly priced.”

At dawn we walked with her to the fork where the rim road bent away from the sheep track. Ewart’s farm lay beyond the next rise, its chimney already smoking. Yrsa had put two clear-weather marks on the north map and left the rest blank in accordance with Vyrissa’s terms.

“The sheep-man farms thirteen acres below the bend,” I said. “He’ll see you.”

“He has seen me before. He blamed the wine.”

“Wave this time.”

Vyrissa considered the farm smoke. “I will grant the shepherd a better story.”

She crossed the wall in human form before taking the field alone. At the first pale edge of sun, the dragon took full form beyond the outer wall. Bronze-gold wings opened over frosted grass.

She secured the wool bundle beneath one foreleg, where no claw could pierce it.

“I will return by dark,” she said.

“If the mountain keeps you longer, stay longer,” I answered.

Her furnace eyes lowered to me. “That is the correct thing to say and an irritating thing to hear.”

“I learned from five experts.”

A breath of heat rolled over the road.

She launched. The downstroke flattened dead grass in a circle and lifted her above the rim. We honored her decision to go alone.

The Cindermaw remained hers.

All day, the sixth heartbeat moved faintly at the northern edge of the bond. I did not count its distance.

Dragon’s Measure tugged north. I closed it.

The sun had touched the western ridge when a bronze shape crossed it. She passed once above Ewart’s farm before turning south.

A small figure beside the sheep pens waved both arms. Vyrissa lowered one wing in answer and continued flying.

She landed outside the wall without the bundle. Grey mountain dust streaked her scales. Old soot from a place where dragon-fire had burned stone generations ago made a dark smear on one foreclaw.

Every mark on her belonged to stone and ancient fire.

Her vast outline folded inward through wing, scale, and ember until her human shape stood in the grass. Copper-bronze hair fell loose around her shoulders. At the yard pump she washed both hands until the water ran clear, then washed them again.

The household let the burial remain private.

At supper Vyrissa ate little. Tam pushed his bowl of counting stones across the table.

She chose one, cupped it in her palm, and returned it to the bowl. Afterward she came to the hall fire and folded herself close to its warmth.

We left the chairs nearest her empty. I sat on the floor within reach, my shoulder against the same warm stone. The flames reflected in her round-pupiled eyes.

At last, she said:

“One of my dead is lighter than I left it.”

The fire popped. The unanswered question stayed with it.

Two nights later, Suzu found an unsigned ledger page under the open vault door. Its arrival had escaped every eye on the stair. A dry wick had been pressed into the fold, flattened until its weave showed through the paper.

Suzu brought it to the hall with both hands visible. “Empty pockets. Honest delivery.”

That warned us before the words did.

Odette’s ruled hand carried two lines:

The palace keeps a lamp older than the palace.

It is not on any count.

I lifted the pressed wick with tweezers.

It looked plain: braided flax, smoke-dark at one end, cut cleanly at the other. The Measure read the fragment as clean of debt. When Maeva brought a candle near it, however, the candle flame bent down as though bowing toward something below the floor.

Nahari left her eyes shut. “Do not burn it.”

“I had no intention of burning unknown evidence in my hall,” I said.

Suzu looked at the scorch mark above the old map-table. “A strong new policy.”

Vyrissa lowered her nose a finger’s width above the wick and breathed in.

A copper shimmer crossed her shoulders. “Old smoke. Older stone.

“The smoke carries no trace of grave-gold.”

“Can you price the age?” Maeva asked.

“Older than my memory of this kingdom. Younger than the mountain. That is all.”

Odette had risked obtaining a piece of its dead wick. Dragon’s Measure found no debt in it, yet a living candle bowed when the flax came near.

I wrapped the wick in clean linen and carried it with Odette’s unsigned page to Bram’s lockbox. Both went beside Halden’s testament and the Kingslight rite-order.



On the evening of our survey, Esra’s lamp burned on one side of the warden-post door and the march’s flame on the other. Between them hung a new empty bracket, sized for a lamp no one had lit.

Beside it, the new petition board was already full. Seven folded requests sat under wooden clips, road-dust in their creases, and a second empty board leaned ready against the wall.

“Who made the bracket?” I asked.

Brenna gave me a twelve-year-old’s patient look. “The cohort.”

“What is it for?”

“Whoever needs the light next.”

Through the open door, Tam finished supper beneath Merta’s slate: A BED BUYS NO DEMONSTRATION. He had set one empty bowl at the table with two counting stones beside it, available but not assigned.

Upstairs, Merta had turned down one blanket on the bed nearest the landing. The other doors stayed open, their chalk cards blank.

At supper, Tam recited the lesson without prompting. “Read. Hold. Ask before you reach.”

Vyrissa occupied the corner nearest his chair, pretending to study one of his counting stones while listening to every sound in the room. The dragon had already learned the names in the petitions. She sounded Kelm twice, then Orla, then Jorin, committing each to whatever vast place held the count of her flight and Esra’s lamp.

“They have not arrived,” I reminded her.

“Names often arrive before bodies,” Vyrissa said. “A keeper begins when the name is entrusted.”

Maeva passed behind me carrying clean cups. “Your empty wing appears crowded.”

“Merta made six beds.”

“A prudent opening figure.”

From the kitchen, Merta said, “I heard that.”

The Golden Empress set down the cups. “Then hear the next item too. The west room needs another screen before spring. Privacy is cheaper before the wagon reaches the gate.”

“Canvas is already cut.”

Maeva looked delighted and handed Merta the key to the linen store.

Bram came through the inner door carrying the stew pot one-handed and complaining that six empty beds consumed onions at cavalry rates through anticipation alone. Yrsa followed with wooden bowls balanced against one forearm. Nahari moved the blue night lamp away from the steam. Suzu stole a heel of bread from beside Merta’s knife, lost it to Tam, and accepted the theft with invoice-serious dignity.

Dame Petra stowed her wooden sword under the bench so nobody tripped over it. Halvard arrived late from drilling and took the place nearest the door, the place Kelm might want in spring. When he saw the chalk name card on the stair, he shifted one chair aside to leave the exit lane clear. He never mentioned doing it.

Merta added water to the pot, tasted it, and added onions anyway. Above us, six aired beds waited. Around the table, bowls passed from hand to hand until every place was filled.

I paid my copper into the road-shrine cup, the porter’s toll I had offered since long before there was a march or a school.

Two coins already lay inside. One was fox-polished bright, Suzu’s particular mark for luck. The other was scale-glinting bronze-gold, four centuries out of date, from a mint older than the province’s name.

I laughed alone at the shrine and left all three coins together. I counted six heartbeats, five near and one deep, and went in to dinner.



Elsewhere, a hall of hanging lamps existed beyond weather. Its roof stayed dry, and still air filled its aisles. Chains descended from darkness too high to measure, each carrying a lamp and a narrow tag.

Some flames burned bright, casting rings across the floor. Others had diminished to red threads. Thousands burned with the unwavering low steadiness of a debt not yet due.

The royal row hung at the center, dark from end to end.

Each vessel bore the same small tag: VOID. The founder’s lamp, larger than a man’s head, showed bare glass around an empty socket.

Halvard’s smaller vessel hung dark. The surviving officers’ lamps hung cold beside two cracked globes whose black interiors reflected nothing. Every branch running outward from the royal row ended in darkness.

The whole age of the oldest account in the kingdom had gone out together.

A pale hand passed along the row. One fingertip touched the founder’s glass, and a white rim of frost formed beneath it. The dead vessel swung once on its chain.

Its neighbors remained still.

The hand moved to Halvard’s lamp.

A thumb turned the VOID tag so the word faced outward. The hand left the settled tag in place and the lamp dark. At the last dark vessel, the hand paused, then lowered.

A worktable waited beneath the rows. Tools lay arranged on it by size: wick shears, narrow probes, glass cutters, silver needles, spools of thread, and a small knife sharpened on both edges. Beside them stood an inkstone and a shallow dish holding soot from extinguished lamps.

A ledger lay open beside a map.

The map had begun at the capital’s outer wall. Thin black streets passed through drawn gates and divided into alleys. Wells appeared as compass-drawn circles.

Bridges crossed an inked river.

Every public lamp had been marked with a small flame-shaped stroke. Each private light received a dot. The pattern advanced inward, block by block, counting every street.

At the center waited a blank space where the palace stood.

The pale hand dipped its pen into soot-dark ink. It added the next street, then the next.

A market square took shape. Covered drains entered beneath it. Lamp-lines converged on the palace foundations from six directions.

Two lines had been written beneath the half-drawn city:

TERMS ARE ENDING.

MARKETS REMAIN.

Far above the worktable, one untagged lamp opened to a thin, colorless flame.

The pale hand set down its pen. The small knife remained beside the inkstone, already sharp. Two fingers settled on the blank heart of the map, and the hand began to draw the palace.


Thanks for reading.
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