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Chapter 1: The Porter’s Share

The deed-stone in Marrowford’s market square stood taller than a man and older than the kingdom, and I had spent five years standing behind it.

That was the trick nobody noticed. When the party swore their deeds and the stone weighed the words and the names lit up for the crowd, somebody had to be the one holding the spare cloaks, the warding salt, the second water skin, the rope. Somebody had to count the crowd for cutpurses and mark the exits and remember which of us had skipped breakfast. That was me. Dorian Marsh, twenty-six, certified [Summon Echo], the weakest summoner ever entered on a guild roll. The man at the back.

The man at the back sees everything. I will give the position that.

The square had filled since dawn. Marrowford was a ferry town that pretended to be a city on fair days, and a deed-fair drew the whole province down the guild road: hedge-knights who wanted their wayside kills weighed, hill-shepherds with sworn testimony about a lamed bridge they’d mended, a cheese-monger trying to get her late husband’s name etched before the year turned. Witness-bards drifted through the press with their little portable shards on cords around their necks, the shards that fed everything they saw back to the mother-stones, while fried dough, wet wool, and horse sweat mixed in the crush around the stone.

The little deeds went first, the way they always did, the warm-up acts before the headliner. The cheese-monger got her dead husband’s name etched for a bridge-toll he’d forgiven the whole village for a winter, and the stone took it and gave the dead man a small steady glow, and the widow wept and the village cheered, and that was Renown doing its proper work: a man’s weight outliving him, kept on the rock where a song couldn’t lie about it. A hill-shepherd swore he’d carried a broken-legged drover six miles to a healer, and two other shepherds put their hands on the stone after him and swore they’d witnessed it, and the stone weighed all three truths together and the drover’s rescuer caught a glow he could eat free on in any taproom between here and the coast. That was the thing the bards never explained to the children who came to watch the magic: the stone didn’t care who was famous. It cared what was true and what it weighed. A shepherd and a Hero stood on the same rock and the rock judged them the same.

I’d watched a thousand of these and I never tired of the honest ones. The stone was the one thing in the province that couldn’t be bought, and a man who’d spent five years watching his own work get folded into another man’s glow took a particular comfort in a rock that couldn’t be lied to, even if it had never once weighed me at more than an ember.

A hedge-knight tried to swear eleven bandit-kills and the stone gave him four, because four was the truth, and the crowd laughed, and he went red and took his four and slunk off, and that was the other thing about the stone: it scarred you, in front of everyone, if you swore bigger than you’d earned. A grey mark on a man’s entry, the brand of a sworn lie, and grey didn’t wash off. Men had killed over a grey mark. Men had died honest rather than take one.

I’d counted four ways out of the square before Cylas finished adjusting his collar.

He was good at that, the adjusting. Cylas Aurent had a face minted for coins and a body built by never once carrying anything heavier than his own reputation, and he stood at the foot of the stone as if the moment had been waiting for him and not the other way around. Golden hair, artfully disordered. Summer-blue eyes. The blessing on him caught the morning light and gave it back warmer, a sheen you could almost mistake for the sun if you didn’t know better.

I knew better. I’d watched that sheen for years. It brightened when a crowd loved him and it thinned when one didn’t, and that told you more about the man than anything he said with that lovely voice.

“Hollow Pass,” Cylas said, and laid his palm flat on the stone.

The square hushed on trained instinct.

“The Hollow Pass wyrm-nest, cleared. Eleven kills. The pass open again for the salt trade, the herders home for winter.” He said it like he was doing the stone a favor by touching it. “Sworn by Cylas Aurent.”

The stone took the words. I felt the small pressure of it even from the back, the way the air bent toward truth being weighed, and then the etch caught and his name flared gold up the grey face of it, big, the letters as long as my forearm. The crowd made the sound crowds make. Somewhere a child shrieked with delight.

Here is what was true about Hollow Pass.

There were nine wyrms in that nest, not eleven; the other two were the same juvenile counted twice from different angles by a man who didn’t want to climb down and check. The pass had been blocked by a rockfall as much as by the nest, and I’d spent two days with the herders and a borrowed mule re-cutting the switchback so the salt carts could pass at all, which was the actual reason the trade reopened. I’d mapped the nest. I’d timed the brood-mother’s hunting circuit so Cylas could walk in during the one hour she was gone. I’d packed the warding powder that kept the juveniles drowsy and patched Saskia’s bracer when a hatchling got through anyway.

None of that lit up gold. None of that had a name on it. My work went into the deed the way salt goes into bread: you can’t see it after, but the loaf doesn’t rise without it.

Cylas stepped back. Saskia put her palm on the stone next, copper hair shaved close at the sides, and swore her four kills with a duelist’s economy and a smile that had something wrong with it, all bright edge and no warmth in it. Odette went after, precise, ash-grey robes, eyes flat as slate, and swore the warding she’d “maintained through the engagement,” which was a generous accounting of standing forty feet back and writing in her ledger. The stone took it. More gold.

Then there was the gap. There’s always a gap, the little awkward pause where the party realizes they’ve forgotten there’s one more of them.

“And our support,” Cylas said, finding me in the crowd with that warmth he kept polished for a watching crowd. “Dorian. Come weigh your share.”

I went. The crowd parted for me as it parts for a man carrying things: absently, without malice and without attention, and I put my hand on the stone where four golden names already towered.

“Logistics and camp for the Hollow Pass deed,” I said. “Sworn by Dorian Marsh.”

The stone weighed it. It is an honest thing, the stone; it took my words exactly as true as they were, which was completely. And it etched my name down at the base, in the under-shadow of theirs, in letters you’d have to kneel to read. A faint ember of a glow. The deed had already been claimed entire by the man above me; what was left for the stone to give me was the leavings, the porter’s share, a weight so small the stone barely warmed under my palm.

I’d seen it a hundred times. It still did the small specific thing to the inside of my chest that I’d long since stopped naming.

Liria didn’t swear. The priestess stood off to Cylas’s left in her temple veil, small, her hands folded, and when the gap in the swearing came around to her she shook her head, once, and looked at the cobbles. She did that sometimes. She’d done it more lately. Nobody asked her why. The crowd took it for piety and the bards took it for nothing at all, but I was the one watching from the back, and I’d started keeping a private count of how often the priestess found something to study on the cobbles.

“Magic!” A child’s voice, high and certain, cutting through the murmur. “Make the magic, mister!”

She was maybe six, gap-toothed, planted in front of me with her fists on her hips and her mother three steps behind looking mortified. She’d decided I was a summoner, because someone had told her the men at the deed-stone were summoners, and she did not care in the slightest that my name was the dim one.

I crouched down to her height. My knees told me about it. “What do you want summoned?”

“A SWORD.”

“Can’t do swords.” I held out my hand, palm up, and reached for the thread of the skill the guild had certified when I was nineteen. [Summon Echo]. The weakest grade on record. It found, somewhere in the worn map of everything I’d ever hauled, the shape of a tent pole, and pulled a copy of it into the world: a faint, translucent length of grey, humming softly, just solid enough to lean a tent on if you didn’t lean hard.

The child’s eyes went enormous.

“It’s a pole,” I said.

“It’s GHOST,” she breathed, which was a better word for it than the guild ever found.

I held it nine seconds. That was about my limit for something that size without spending more than I wanted to on a fair morning. Then it thinned and was gone, and her mouth made an O, and her mother laughed despite herself, and a few people nearby laughed too, the warm kind. I’d take the warm kind.

“Do the bucket,” Saskia said.

She’d come up behind the child, copper head cocked, the smile she saved for me already showing its edge. The bucket trick was a joke that had calcified into a ritual. Two years ago, drunk, I’d summoned an echo-bucket to win a bar bet and it had promptly faded and dropped the real water it was holding all over Cylas’s boots, and Saskia had laughed until she couldn’t breathe, and now whenever she wanted to remind a crowd what I was for, she asked for the bucket.

I could refuse. I’d refused exactly once, years back, and the cost of the sulk that followed had been higher than the cost of the bucket. I’d already weighed it. The man at the back is always doing the arithmetic.

So I summoned the bucket. Held it. Let it fade. The grey copy thinned and the morning light went through it and it was gone, and Saskia’s laugh did its ugly little work, and a couple of hedge-knights chuckled because a duelist with a famous sword had given them permission to. The child looked confused about why the funny man was being laughed at. I winked at her so she’d stop worrying about me.

Owning the joke hurts less than being the joke. I’d learned that early, on the docks, before the guild, before any of them. You take the laugh in your own hand and you point it where you want it. It’s the closest a man in my position gets to control.

“Charming,” Saskia said, and was already turning away.

The pay split happened in the inn’s back room an hour later, because Cylas liked to do it somewhere with a door so the crowd never saw the numbers.

Odette ran it. She always ran it. She had a ledger with a clasp and a way of reading figures aloud that made every coin sound already spent. The Hollow Pass commission had come in heavy: the salt guild paid for open roads. I knew the gross to within a few silver because I’d negotiated half of it standing behind Cylas while he nodded at things.

“Party shares as standard,” Odette said. “Hero’s portion to the lead.” Cylas. “Equal thirds of the remainder to the line.” Saskia, Odette herself, and Liria, who didn’t fight but channeled, and whose share Cylas had decided counted as line because it looked better in the songs to have a priestess. “Support stipend to Marsh.”

The support stipend was a flat figure that had not moved in three years. It was enough to keep my boots resoled and my notebook stocked and to put a copper at every shrine on the road, and not one bent coin more. Odette counted it out, neat little stacks, and I counted it again as she did because I’d caught her short twice in five years and both times she’d corrected it with the same flat face, no apology, a clerk fixing a clerk’s error.

“You’re two crates light on the inventory,” I said, while she was clasping the ledger.

Her hand stopped on the clasp.

“The Hollow Pass haul. You listed thirty-one crates of scale and gland to the assayer.” I didn’t have the ledger in front of me. I didn’t need it. I’d loaded those crates. I’d loaded every crate the party had moved in five years, and the count lived in my head the way a tune lives in a singer’s. “There were thirty-three off the mule line. Two went somewhere between the pass and the assay shed. They were the small heavy ones, gland, the valuable grade. If you file thirty-one and thirty-three come out of bond when the assayer reconciles, that’s your seal on a short count, not mine.”

The room got quiet in a different way than the square had.

Odette looked at me for a moment with those slate eyes, and I will say this for her, she didn’t bluster. She unclasped the ledger, found the line, and made a small correction with a steady hand. “Thirty-three,” she said. “Noted.” No thanks. I hadn’t expected thanks. I’d expected exactly what I got, which was the math being right, which was the only thing I’d actually wanted.

Cylas, by the window, had watched the whole exchange with lazy ownerly indulgence. “See, this is why we keep him,” he said, to no one, to the room. “Eyes like a counting-house.”

Keep him. Like a lamp. Like a good knife.

“Your shoulder’s pulling,” I told Saskia, because it was, because she’d been favoring it since the pass and rolling it when she thought no one watched. “The bracer-strap. You took a hatchling on the seam and the leather’s gone stiff over the burn. It’ll seize in the cold if you don’t dress it.”

“My shoulder’s fine,” Saskia said.

It wasn’t. I knew it wasn’t because I’d patched that bracer twice and the second patch was a field job that needed redoing properly. But Saskia Roehn would rather lose an arm to stiffness than admit a porter had read her body better than she had, so I let it lie, because you don’t argue with a wave you can’t stop, and that night, when the common room had thinned and she’d gone up to bed, I went up the back stairs with a needle and waxed thread and a pot of the burn salve I made myself, and I knocked.

She opened the door already annoyed.

“It’ll take ten minutes,” I said. “You can keep your shirt. I just need the bracer and the seam.”

She let me in because the alternative was a stiff sword-arm at the next fight, and Saskia loved her sword-arm more than she hated me, and that was a margin a man could work in. I restitched the seam and packed the burn with salve and rewrapped it, and she watched my hands the whole time with the flat assessment she gave a stranger’s blade, and when I was done she said, “You tell anyone I let you do this, porter, and I’ll cut your line for real,” which was a joke, then.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and packed up my needle, and went.

The thing about the party was that it had rotted from the inside in a way only the man at the back could see, because the man at the back wasn’t watching the show, he was watching the wings.

Cylas had stopped being a fighter sometime in the second year and become a performance of one. The blessing did the work now; he walked into a room and the crowd’s belief made him strong, and a man who’s strong because he’s believed in stops practicing, because why practice, and I’d watched his footwork go soft and his reads go lazy while the songs got better and better at describing a swordsman who no longer quite existed. He was magnificent for the length of a crowd’s attention and increasingly nothing without one.

Saskia was the realest fighter we had and the one with the rot closest to the bone, because she’d started enjoying the cutting for its own sake. A duelist is supposed to love the contest. Saskia loved the moment the contest stopped, the moment her blade found the line and the other man understood he’d lost; she loved the understanding more than the winning. I’d seen it on her face in three fights now, the small private pleasure when an opponent’s eyes changed, and a fighter who loves that moment is a fighter who’ll arrange for more of them than the work requires.

Odette wasn’t rotted at all, which was the frightening thing about Odette. She was exactly what she’d always been, a ledger with a pulse, loyal to the work and not the man, and she’d have served any party that let her get near the knowledge she wanted, and Cylas’s party let her near a great deal of it. She filed everything. She forgot nothing. And she had, lately, started reading in the evenings from a set of grey-cased codices she kept in a lead-lined tube and didn’t explain, and when I’d asked once, mildly, what she was studying, she’d said “history” in a voice that closed the subject like a clasp.

And Liria prayed. Liria had started as a true believer, a temple-raised girl who thought she was channeling for a Hero blessed by the gods, and somewhere in those years she’d worked out that the blessing wasn’t from any god she’d been raised to, and she’d kept channeling anyway because she was debt-bound to Cylas’s patronage and because leaving is hard and because she’d convinced herself that staying close enough to pray was a kind of guarding. She prayed more every season. She spoke less. I’d watched a good woman fold herself smaller and smaller around a thing she couldn’t say, and I’d never pushed her, because pushing a folded thing only folds it tighter.

None of that made a case. The stone didn’t take a case. I kept the receipts anyway, long before I had any use for them, because the keeping was a habit of the hands, like the knot you tie a hundred times until your fingers do it in the dark.

The Sunken Crown survey came across the table the next morning at breakfast, and that’s where the road bent.

Odette laid it out flat between the porridge bowls, a fine vellum thing with the assay-guild’s commission seal and a ward-diagram in the corner and depth soundings down the margin in her tidy hand. The Sunken Crown. Everyone in Marrowford knew the name and nobody went there: a drowned mausoleum-city under Lake Marren, sunk in some old catastrophe four hundred years gone, galleries and halls full of grave-goods and worse, a place a Hero’s party went when they wanted a haul big enough to carry them to the capital.

“Commission’s from the assay guild direct,” Odette said. “First-clearing rights, full salvage. The soundings show the upper galleries above the waterline at low tide, the antechamber dry, the deep halls flooded but passable on the tide windows.” She tapped the ward-diagram. “Old funeral-warding, but degraded. I’ve drawn the dispel.”

I’d been reading upside down across the table, a habit learned when nobody hands you the documents. And the thing about the soundings was that I’d taken soundings of the Marren shallows myself, three summers ago, when the party did a salvage job on a barge wreck and I’d had a day to kill and a plumb line and nothing better to do than measure a lake.

The numbers were wrong.

“Your depths are ten fathoms shallow,” I said.

Odette didn’t look up. “The guild’s hydrographer took these last month.”

“The guild’s hydrographer took them off the south landing in the dry season.” I had my notebook out. I always had my notebook out. I found the page, three summers old, the ink gone a little brown, my own soundings in the cramped hand I used when a boat was rocking. “I took these off the same shelf in the wet season, when the snowmelt’s in the lake. There’s a ten-fathom swing between seasons. Your survey was shot at the lowest water of the year and you’re descending at the highest. The antechamber your diagram calls dry is going to be under four feet of standing water, and the tide windows on the deep halls won’t be windows. They’ll be a couple of breaths between drownings.”

Now Odette looked up. So did Cylas.

“And the ward.” I turned the survey so the diagram faced me. The funeral-warding in the corner was drawn as a simple degraded seal, the kind you’d dispel with a cantrip and a steady hand. But I’d seen funeral-script before, on a smaller tomb in the eastern hills, and I knew the shape of the real thing, the way the binding-runes nested. “This isn’t how it’s drawn on the original survey. Somebody simplified it. The runes here,” I touched the inner ring, “these aren’t a seal. Look how they nest. That’s a cage-form. A seal keeps things out. A cage keeps something in. You don’t want to dispel a cage from the inside, because then you’re inside it with whatever it was caging.”

Silence around the porridge.

Liria had gone very still across the table, her veil hiding everything but the soft brown of her downcast eyes, and her folded hands had tightened until the knuckles showed.

Cylas laughed. It was the warm laugh, the one for crowds, but there was no crowd here, so it landed in the small room like a coin dropped in an empty cup. “Dorian. You measured a lake when you were bored three years ago, and you’ve decided you know better than the assay guild’s own hydrographer.”

“I’m telling you what I measured,” I said. “I’m not telling you what to do.”

“He flags things,” Saskia said, to the ceiling. “It’s what he does instead of fighting.”

“It’s good that he flags things.” Cylas folded the survey back along Odette’s creases, gently, and pushed it to her side of the table. “Take the spare rope, Dorian. Extra. If the antechamber’s wet, we’ll want it. There, flagged and handled. Eat your breakfast.”

Take the spare rope. There it was. My standing in five words: a concern noted, a man patted, a length of rope assigned. I looked at Odette, because Odette was the only one at the table who’d understood every word I’d said and I wanted to see what she did with it.

She’d already clasped the survey back into her case. Her face gave me the math squared away and nothing else. But she’d heard me on the crates and corrected it; she heard me on this and didn’t. I marked the difference. At the time, I put it down to carelessness. The fit wasn’t clean.

I ate my breakfast. I’m not too proud to eat. And I packed the spare rope, extra, because whatever else was true, the antechamber was going to be wet, and somebody was going to need that rope, and it might as well be ready when they did.

That night I sat at the back-bar of the Gilded Antler with Bram Tideman, because the Antler was where the party stayed when they were in Marrowford and the back-bar was where Bram let a man sit who didn’t want to be seen drinking.

Bram ran the place one-armed. He’d been an adventurer once, generations of ale ago, and the arm had gone to a wyvern, which was the official story, except the wyvern changed size and species depending on the night and the audience. He had a barrel chest gone comfortable and a way of laughing with his whole remaining frame, and he kept a book under the bar that wasn’t a ledger of debts. It was a wager book. People bet on deeds in Marrowford like they bet on horses elsewhere, and Bram held the stakes and took his cut and remembered every line.

“Sunken Crown tomorrow,” he said, pouring me a half I hadn’t asked for. “Whole town knows. Heard your Hero say it on the steps. ‘Today we become legends,’ or words to that shine.”

“That’s tomorrow’s line. Today he just said it twice for practice.”

Bram snorted. He set the half down in front of me and didn’t charge me, which he did about one night in three and would not be argued with. “You don’t sound like a man about to become a legend.”

“I’m about to carry one to the legends. Different work.”

He looked at me for a while, Bram-style, like he was reckoning my weight for a load. “Can I tell you something, porter, and you not let it go to your head, on account of there’s no room in your head for it the way you wear your shoulders?”

“You can try.”

“I’ve watched your lot pack out of my yard nine, ten times now.” He wiped the bar that didn’t need wiping. “Heroes. Big names. And every one of them, when they roll out, the column’s tight and the loads are square and nobody’s left a water skin and the sick mule’s been swapped for a sound one overnight without anyone fussing. That’s not the Hero. The Hero’s still asleep when the yard’s loaded.” He pointed his stump at me, comfortable about it. “You pack a column like a man who means everybody to come home. I’ve known maybe three of those in my life. They don’t sing songs about that one. But I’d ride out under him.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that for a moment. It’s an odd thing, to be seen. It doesn’t feel how you’d expect. It feels like cold water on a tooth you didn’t know was cracked.

“That’s the kindest thing anyone’s said to me in five years,” I said finally.

“Then you keep poor company, son.” Bram took the rag away. “Drink your half.”

Liria found me on the stairs when I went up.

She was waiting on the landing, small in the dark, her veil pushed back enough that I could see her face, which she didn’t do for many. Her hands were folded and they were shaking, just a little, the tremor she got when her conscience was moving and she couldn’t.

“The survey,” she said, barely above the boards creaking. “Dorian. The ward. You said cage-form. I’ve read funeral-script. In the temple. I think you’re”

A door opened down the hall. Odette’s door. The ash-grey mage came out with her case under her arm, going somewhere with purpose at an hour with no purpose in it, and her flat slate eyes found the two of us on the landing and weighed us and put us away for later.

“Liria,” Odette said. “We rise early.”

And whatever Liria had been about to say folded back up inside her like a hand closing. The tremor stilled. She lowered her veil. “Of course,” she said, to the floor, and went past Odette to her own room, and the door shut, and the landing was just me and the dark and a thing half-said.

I think you’re right, was what she’d been going to say. I knew it then and I know it now. I lay awake a while turning it over, and the porter in me said: flag it again at the lakeshore, in daylight, in front of the bards, where Cylas can’t wave you to the rope without the crowd hearing the flag.

That was the plan. It was a good plan.

I packed for the descent that was actually happening, not the one the survey described.

The survey said dry antechamber, easy tide windows, degraded ward. So I packed for a flooded antechamber, queer tides, and a ward that was lying about its grade. Extra rope, the spare coil Cylas had assigned me, and a second spare coil he hadn’t, because two ropes is one rope and one rope is no rope, every porter learns that the hard way once and never again. Waxed line for a guide-rope, because you don’t cross flooded ground in the dark without a line back to the stair, and I rigged the ring-bolts in my head before I rigged them in the tomb. Lanterns, real ones, oil-tight, because my echoes wouldn’t hold a flame and a drowned city has no light of its own. Ward-salt and the burn-salve and the field-kit, laid out in the order I could find each thing by feel, because in the dark you find things by feel or you don’t find them. Tide-marked stakes I’d cut myself, to read the water’s rise off the walls.

I packed each of their loads before my own. Cylas’s pack light, because a Hero who tires is a Hero who blames the porter. Saskia’s blade-kit and a fresh bracer-strap, because I knew the old one would seize. Odette’s case-straps checked, her lead tube secure. Liria’s water and the little folding stool she needed because she channeled on her knees and her knees were bad and she’d never once asked for the stool, I’d just started carrying it. Then mine, last, the porter’s load, the heaviest, the one with everyone’s fallbacks in it.

I sat with the loaded packs in the lamplight a while, and I had the cold clean thought that I’d had before every bad descent and learned not to ignore: this one’s wrong. The tide’s wrong and the ward’s wrong and the survey’s wrong and the man who should care has waved me to the rope. So I packed the fallbacks deeper and made myself ready for the wrongness, because somebody had to be, and it was never going to be the man with the gold sheen.

Before dawn I went down the east road to the fox shrine.

It was a habit, not a faith. There’s a little stone shrine where the east road forks, a fox carved on it worn near to a lump by weather and hands, one of those wayside stones older than whatever it was built for. I’d paid a copper there every time I passed it for years, the way I paid every shrine, because the road is long and luck is cheap to court and my mother, before the docks took her, had told me you never walk past a hungry god. The fox shrine had a seal-stone set into its base, cracked grey granite with a spiral of old script around a hairline fault, and the local story was that something was sealed under it, a thief, a trickster, a fox-spirit that had stolen the wrong thing once. I never put much in the story. I put my copper in the bowl.

That morning the bowl was empty.

Which was strange, because I’d put a copper there two days back, coming in, and nobody robs a shrine bowl in Marrowford; it’s the one thing even the cutpurses leave alone. But the bowl was empty, swept clean, not a green flake of old coin in it.

And the seal-stone was warm.

I put my hand flat on it, palm to shrine-stone as if it were a deed-stone, and it was warm as late-afternoon rock, except the sun wasn’t up and the stone had been in shadow all night. The hairline fault in the spiral looked, in the grey almost-light, a hair wider than I remembered. I couldn’t have sworn to it. I trust my counting, as a rule, and I hadn’t counted the crack.

I put my copper in the empty bowl. “Morning,” I said to the fox, because I talk to things, it’s a porter’s habit, you spend enough nights with mules. “Quiet around here.”

The seal-stone gave one brief pulse under my palm, warm and sly, and the hairline crack clicked once, no louder than a beetle under bark.

I didn’t stay to feel it twice. I had a descent to pack for. I left my copper and I went back up the road in the thinning dark, and behind me, though I’d swear I didn’t look, I had the clear sense the bowl was already empty again.

The ferry left from the south landing at full light.

It was a flat-bottomed barge, the kind that crosses Lake Marren on a fixed line, and the ferryman was an old man named Coll who’d taken the party across before and didn’t like us, which was fine, because I didn’t need him to like me, I needed him to keep the line taut and watch the chop, and he did both. The party came down to the landing in their colors. Cylas in parade armor that had never been dented, the blessing-sheen catching the lake-glare and throwing it back gold. Saskia with her famous sword across her back. Odette with her survey case and a grey ward-tube I hadn’t seen before and didn’t like the look of, because Odette never carried a new container unless she wanted a secret to have handles. Liria veiled, hands folded, eyes down, having not slept either, I’d have wagered, and lost no money on it.

The lake was high. I noted that, because of course I noted it. The wet-season water was right up the landing pilings, exactly where my three-summers-old soundings said it would be, exactly where Odette’s survey said it wouldn’t.

“Look at it,” Cylas said, at the bow, to the bards who’d come down to see us off and the half-dozen townsfolk and the witness-shard one bard wore on a cord. He had his voice on, the one that filled a square. “Four hundred years, that city’s been down there, full of an empire’s grave-goods, and every party that’s tried it has come back empty or not at all. Today, friends. Today we go down a tomb and we come up legends.”

The townsfolk made the right noise. The bard’s witness-shard caught it all to be etched on a mother-stone somewhere, the world’s cold eye drinking it in.

I paid Coll the ferry fare myself, out of my own boot, because the party’s purse was Odette’s and Odette charged the crossing to the commission and I’d learned that if I waited for the commission to pay Coll, Coll didn’t get paid until the haul came up, and a ferryman who isn’t paid is a ferryman who doesn’t wait at the far landing when you come up bleeding and in a hurry.

“There and back?” Coll said, taking the coins, surprised, because nobody ever paid him both ways at once.

“There and back,” I said. “Wait for us at the far side past dark if you have to. There’ll be a haul. You’ll be paid double for the late hour out of my share before anyone else touches the purse.”

Coll looked at me. Then he looked at Cylas in his gleaming armor swearing we’d be legends, and then back at me, the man kneeling on the wet planks counting coins into a ferryman’s palm, and something in the old man’s face decided I was the one to ask. “Tide’s queer this week,” he said, low, just to me. “Lake’s high and the moon’s drawing it harder than it ought. You go down on a survey says the halls open on the tide, you tell your shining friend the tide’s not reading off his paper this week. It’s reading off the moon.”

“I’ve told him,” I said. “I’m telling you because you’ll listen.”

The barge pushed off. The line went taut and the lake took us, grey-green and high and queer-tided, out over the place where an empire’s drowned crown sat in the dark. Cylas faced the far shore with the wind in his golden hair. I sat in the stern with the spare rope, extra, coiled under my hand, counting the chop against the line, watching the water that was four feet deeper than the paper said, thinking about a cage drawn as a seal.

“Tell him again at the lakeshore,” I said to myself. In daylight. Where the bards could hear it.

Coll spat over the side. “He’s not going to hear you in daylight either, son.”


Chapter 2: The Sunken Crown

The mouth of the Sunken Crown was a stair going down into the lake.

Not a cave, not a shaft. A grand processional stair, broad enough for six men abreast, cut from the same cold blue-grey stone as the deed-stones above, descending from a drowned gatehouse on the north shoal straight down under the water. At low water, the upper steps stood dry and weed-hung in the morning air, and then the lake closed over them, green and secret, and the stair kept going down where you couldn’t follow with your eyes.

We went in at the slack of the low tide, through the dry steps and into the gatehouse and down, and the air changed under a roof of water: thick, still, tasting of old silt and cold iron, dead quiet enough that your own pulse keeps you company.

I lit the lanterns. Real ones; my echoes wouldn’t hold a flame. I went first on the down-stairs, which surprised no one, because going first on the bad ground was porter’s work, scouting the footing so the legends didn’t turn an ankle on the way to their glory.

Four hundred years under a lake teaches stone bad habits. Half the steps had silted to ramps and the other half had washed to drop-offs, and the funeral-script that ran the walls in unbroken bands moved under the lantern pass, carved figures of a procession that never reached its end. An empire’s worth of grief, cut into the dark and left to drown.

“Galleries open below,” I called back up the line, reading the air. “Big space. Watch the third landing, it’s a false ramp, silt over a void, it’ll”

Saskia’s leg went through the false ramp.

She’d come down past me on the wide part, all fighter’s contempt for a porter calling footing, and the silt crust she’d put her weight on was the crust I’d just called, the void under it I’d just named, and it ate her to the thigh in a puff of dead grey dust and she swore and caught herself on her hands before she went all the way through into whatever the void was.

I had the spare rope, extra, off my shoulder and a loop down to her before she’d finished the curse. She took it because the alternative was the dark under the floor, and I braced and hauled and she came up out of the false ramp filthy and furious, and the fury, naturally, went to me.

“You could have warned me.”

“I called it,” I said. “Third landing. False ramp. Just now.”

“He calls everything,” Saskia said, to Cylas, brushing four-hundred-year-old grave-silt off her thighs. “If you call everything, eventually you call the one thing that happens. That’s not foresight, porter. That’s noise.”

It is a particular skill, to be right and have it counted against you. The party had it down to an art. I coiled the rope and went on down first, because somebody had to, and behind me I heard Cylas chuckle his fond chuckle, the keep-him chuckle, and I marked the false ramp like everything else, and the floor of the great gallery came up out of the dark to meet us.

It was a hall to drown a cathedral in.

The antechamber of a royal mausoleum, the survey had called it, dry. It was not dry. It stood in four feet of black still water exactly as my soundings had promised, a flooded marble floor under a vaulted ceiling lost in dark, and ranged around the walls on dry plinths above the waterline were the grave-goods of an empire: chests bound in tarnished silver, racks of ceremonial arms gone green and beautiful, funeral-gold in drifts, a haul rich enough to pay a party for a season and a porter for a week of carrying it.

“There,” Cylas breathed, and the blessing-sheen on him warmed in the lantern light, fed by his own wonder. “Tell me that’s not legend.”

“That’s a season’s haul on the plinths alone,” Odette said, already pricing it with her slate eyes. “First-clearing on this, and we don’t work again until spring.”

I waded the antechamber edge with a lantern, reading the water, and I did not like the inner doors.

They stood at the far end above a short flight of dry steps, twin doors of black bronze, and the funeral-script around them was not the degraded simple seal Odette’s survey had drawn. It was the real thing, deep-cut and unworn because it had been under water and untouched, and the runes nested as I’d told them at breakfast: inward, layered, a binding folded on a binding. A cage, drawn as a cage by men who knew what they were caging.

I knelt at the foot of the dry steps and read the script with the lantern close, because reading is the one fighting I can do and the script was screaming if you knew the alphabet. The funeral-warding wasn’t a barrier-seal, the kind you raise to keep grave-robbers out. The runes nested inward, layer folding into layer, and at the heart of the nesting was a binding-knot I’d seen once before on a smaller tomb in the eastern hills, where a hedge-wizard had explained it to me over a campfire after I asked too many questions. This was the worse kind, and I knew it the way you know a frayed rope by the feel before you see the strands. This knot held the dead fast, lashing their unrest to a guard, so that cutting the binding wouldn’t unlock anything at all. It would slip a leash, and everything that leash was holding would come off it at once.

“Don’t open the inner doors,” I said.

“The haul’s behind the inner doors,” Cylas said. He’d come up beside me on the dry steps, and the doors were exactly what his blessing loved: locked, legendary, waiting for the right golden hand. “The plinth-stuff is the foyer. The crown’s behind the doors.”

“The doors are a cage-ward. Old funeral binding, deep grade, and it’s intact, not degraded. Whatever’s sealed behind there was sealed by people who buried an empire to do it. You open that from this side, you’re not clearing a vault. You’re letting something out into a flooded room with one stair, at the bottom of a lake, on a tide that’s reading off the moon and not your paper.”

Liria had come to the foot of the dry steps and stopped. Her veil was up but I could see her hands, folded, white at the knuckle, and her lips moving in something that wasn’t quite a prayer and wasn’t quite words, and she was looking at the funeral-script the way a woman looks at a thing she recognizes from a book and hoped never to see.

“Odette,” Cylas said. “The dispel.”

“The dispel I drew is for a degraded seal,” Odette said, and for one breath I thought she’d back me, because she was reading the doors now too and she was not a fool. “This is intact and it’s a binding, not a barrier. If I unpick the outer ring, the inner rings will” she paused, and chose her word, and I have thought about that pause for a long time since “release.”

“Then unpick the outer ring,” Cylas said.

Fairness had its own line in the ledger, even for the dead and the ones who left me to be one. Cylas did not know exactly what was behind the doors. He knew it was legend-grade and locked and golden, and he had a blessing that turned a crowd’s belief into strength and a crowd that believed he became legends in tombs, and he had never once in his life carried the cost of being wrong, because that was my job, and I had the rope.

Odette unpicked the outer ring.

She did it cleanly. I’ll give her that; she was the most competent person in that party by a wide margin and she knew exactly what she was doing. The outer ring of funeral-script flared a sick grey-green and died, and the inner rings did not release outward into the room.

They released inward. Down. Through the floor, through the water, into the foundations of the drowned city. And the Sunken Crown woke up.

It started as a sound in the water. A grinding, distant and enormous, the sound a glacier makes, and then closer, and then the black water of the antechamber began to move, not with the tide but with something rising under it, and all around the great hall the grave-plinths split open and the Vigil came up out of the dark.

I had read about the Vigil and not believed it. The story said the empress whose tomb this was had an honor guard, and that when her city was sunk her guard was sunk with her, leashed by the men who buried her into an eternal watch over the doors. Constructs. Armored dead, or the binding of them, bronze and bone and old funeral-script, rising now out of the splitting plinths in their drowned panoply with their visors down and their halberds long, and on each of them, around the throat, a band of grey light I knew without being told was a leash.

They were beautiful and they were horrible and there were a great many of them.

“Hold the steps!” I shouted, because the dry steps to the inner doors were the only ground in the room that wasn’t four feet of water, and four feet of water is a fighting man’s enemy, it eats footing and tires legs and hides the false ramps, and I knew that and the party, when I shouted it, knew it too because they’d learned to move when I called even while they laughed at me for calling.

The Vigil did not rush. That was the first thing I learned about them and the thing that should have told me what they were. A mindless construct rushes; a leashed one fights to a pattern, and these fought to a pattern four hundred years old, a parade-ground discipline drilled into men who’d been the finest honor guard an empire ever fielded and then bound into their own armor to keep watch forever. They advanced in line. They dressed their ranks in four feet of black water. They wheeled to cover each other’s flanks with the slow terrible precision of soldiers who’d had lifetimes to perfect a single drill, and the grey leash-light at every throat pulsed in time, all of them, one binding worn by many bodies.

I read the pattern even while I hauled the drowning lantern. A man who can’t swing a blade learns to swing his eyes, and the pattern was the only weapon a porter ever carried down a stair. “They wheel left every fourth advance,” I shouted. “There’s a beat where the left flank’s open, count the advances, four and the left opens”

For a few minutes we held the steps and it almost worked.

Cylas fought like the songs, I’ll grant the songs that much; he was magnificent in the small while his blessing burned high, gold light off his blade, taking the first Vigil-construct apart at the leash-band where it was weakest, because I called the leash-band, I shouted “the throats, the grey light, that’s the binding” and Saskia heard me and her back-cut took the next one’s throat and it came apart into bronze and silt. Odette held a ward over the steps. Liria channeled into Cylas and the gold burned higher.

For those few minutes the party was the machine I had kept oiled for five years, and I could see every gear. Saskia cut where I called, short and savage, her copper hair plastered to her skull with tomb-water. Cylas took the center because the songs needed him in the center and because, when his blessing held, he belonged there. Odette’s ward gave us a roof against the halberd sweeps, a pale grey curve that rang every time bronze struck it. Liria fed the gold and whispered prayers that came out thin and fast. I stood in four feet of black water with the lantern-line wrapped around one wrist and the guide-line around the other, calling the wheeling count, calling the false ramps, calling the gaps. Four. Left opens. Two steps back. Not there, Saskia, the floor’s hollow. Cylas, throat-band. Odette, the ward’s sagging right.

They obeyed because panic makes honest listeners, and because the dead do not care who gets credit for the call. The first rank broke. Then the second. For a breath I thought we might actually manage it, five people and a porter holding an empress’s leashed honor guard on the steps of her own tomb.

And then the variables I managed started coming due all at once, the way they do when there’s no one managing them, because I’d stopped managing them; I was fighting, or doing the porter’s version of it, hauling a fallen lantern out of the water before it drowned and left us blind, jamming an echoed plank under a sagging step before it gave, and a man can manage variables or he can fight, and the moment I had to fight, the variables ate us.

The lantern-line went dark on the left. The constructs flanked into the dark we couldn’t see. Saskia’s bad shoulder, the one she’d lied about, the one I’d patched on the back stairs, seized at exactly the wrong moment on a parry and her famous sword went wide and a halberd came through the gap.

It came through the gap at Liria.

She was the smallest of us and the only one not fighting, channeling on her knees at the back of the steps with her eyes shut, and she didn’t see it, and there was no one between her and the halberd but me and the four feet of water I’d just waded into to save the lantern.

I got there. Porter’s shoulders are good for one thing, and that’s getting somewhere with weight on them faster than a fighting man expects. I got my arm around Liria and hauled her sideways off her knees into the water, and the halberd that would have opened her throat opened my side instead, a long cold line under the ribs, and we went down together into the black water and her veil came off and my blood went across her cheek in a dark smear and her eyes, soft brown, came open six inches from mine, wide, seeing me, seeing the blood, seeing.

“Up,” I said, because the porter doesn’t stop working even with a halberd-cut in him. “Up the steps. Go.”

I got her up the steps. The priestess lived because the porter waded into four feet of water with a season’s worth of variables coming due. No song needed to carry that line. The blood on her cheek carried it well enough.

The retreat funneled to the flooded stair.

That was the only way out, the broad processional stair we’d come down, and it was four feet deep now where it had been dry, the tide reading off the moon, and the Vigil pressed us back across the antechamber toward it construct by construct while Cylas’s blessing thinned because a man who is losing is a man whose crowd, even a crowd of four, stops believing, and the gold went out of him by degrees as we backed toward the stair.

Precision was the only honor left in the rout. We didn’t lose because anyone fought badly. Cylas fought well while his gold held. Saskia was a marvel of economy. We lost because the dark came in on the left flank, and the seizing shoulder dropped a parry, and the false ramps swallowed footing under the black water, and the lantern-line went down, all at once, all of it the work I’d been holding while I still had hands free to hold it. A Hero’s party that has never once had to function without its porter does not know how much its porter does until the porter is bleeding in four feet of water instead of holding the machine together, and then it learns, very fast, in the dark, with the dead pressing in.

I was at the rear. The rear is porter’s ground in a retreat the way the front is porter’s ground in an advance: you take the bad end, both ends, all the ends, that’s the job. I had my guide-line out, the line I always rigged on a retreat through bad water, anchored to a ring-bolt at the head of the stair and paid out so that whoever came last in the dark could follow the rope up and out and not drown lost in a flooded gallery. I’d rigged that line going down. I’d shown them the ring-bolt and told them all where it was, same as I told them everything: Saskia, the line’s on the left of the stair-head; Liria, hand on the line in the dark; always the line. They’d nodded and not listened, same as they always did, and now in the rout they followed the line up out of the dark exactly as I’d rigged it for them to, which meant the line did its work, which meant they all reached the stair-head alive, on a rope a porter rigged, while the porter held the rear.

“Marsh!” Cylas’s voice, from up the stair, in the dark, and there was something in it I’d never heard before, and I should have heard it for what it was, but I was holding the rear with a hole in my side and counting constructs.

“Go!” I shouted up. “I’m on the line, I’m right behind you, go, get her up the”

“Saskia,” Cylas said.

Just the name. Quiet. The reasonable voice, the one for private rooms.

And Saskia Roehn, who I had patched on the back stairs not two nights gone, who’d said you tell anyone and I’ll cut your line for real and made it a joke, came back down three steps through the black water with her famous sword, and she found my guide-line where it ran taut from the ring-bolt down into the dark to me, and she cut it.

The signature back-cut. The one that severed his line, the songs would say later, except the songs meant a duelist’s line of attack, and they didn’t know they were singing the literal truth. She cut my rope with the cut that made her famous, clean, one stroke, and the line went slack in my hand, and the dark above me on the stair was suddenly a dark with no rope in it.

“Carry this for us too, porter,” Saskia said.

Then she went up.

“Odette,” Cylas said, from higher, fainter.

And Odette Calloway, who had corrected the crate count and not the survey, who had paused on the word release and chosen it anyway, did the last competent thing in that room. She collapsed the antechamber ward she’d been holding over the stair-head, the one that was keeping the worst of the press off the retreat, and she dropped it not behind them as a wall to cover their escape but in front of me, between me and the stair, a slab of grey funeral-binding re-folded into a barrier, sealing the antechamber with me inside it and the Vigil and the four feet of black water and the splitting dark.

The doors of the stair-head boomed shut. Stone on stone. The sound went through the water and into my chest and out the hole in my side.

The last thing through the closing gap was Liria’s voice, very small, praying. Not for herself. I knew the words; she’d taught them to a dying farmer once on a road I’d mapped. They were the words you say over someone who isn’t going to make it.

She was praying for me.

Then the gap closed and the prayer cut off and it was dark, and it was quiet, and it was just me.

I have died exactly once. I did it methodically.

The Vigil, with the doors sealed and the leash-bindings re-anchored by Odette’s collapse, settled back toward their plinths. They were keyed to the doors, not to me; with the threat to the threshold gone, they sank back into their cold watch, and that bought me the one thing a dying man wants, which is to be left alone to do it. I waded out of the deep water onto the dry steps below the inner doors, the only ground left, and I sat down with my back against the cold black bronze and I assessed the wound.

Field-medic voice. I’d patched enough men to do my own.

The halberd had gone in under the lowest rib on the left and out shallow; not a gut wound, which would have been slow and foul, but it had nicked something that mattered, because the blood coming through my fingers when I pressed the wound was the dark steady kind, not the bright spurting kind and not the slow seeping kind. A vessel, nicked, not severed. If it were severed I’d have had minutes. Nicked, I had longer. I pressed the heel of my hand into it and counted my own pulse against the seep and ran the cold sum, automatic, a porter pricing his own remaining load.

Forty minutes. Give or take the cold and the swimming. Forty minutes of Dorian Marsh left, sitting in the dark at the bottom of a lake, in a cage drawn as a cage, sealed in by the people he’d packed columns for so they’d all come home.

The cold came first, then the careful counting, and underneath both, a quiet I hadn’t expected. I’d thought dying would be loud. It came in soft as silt settling. It was the most attention anyone had paid me in five years, and the one paying it was me.

I cataloged what I had, because a porter catalogs. One field-kit, soaked. Two lanterns, one drowned and one guttering on the dry step beside me. The spare rope, extra, the coil Cylas had assigned and never thanked me for, still on my shoulder, useless now with no one to throw it to. The notebook against my skin, dry, with five years of soundings and tells and counted dogs in it, the only thing I’d ever made that was wholly mine. And the wound, the steady dark seep of it, my own pulse spending me out onto the cold stone of a queen’s grave.

I thought about the survey drawn wrong at breakfast. I thought about Odette’s pause on the word release. I thought about the way Cylas had said Saskia’s name, just the name, quiet, and how Saskia had come back down three steps to do a thing she’d joked about doing two nights before while I stitched her bracer. I laid the receipts out in my head by order and by feel, and the order spelled a single clean word, and the word was bait.

I didn’t rage. There wasn’t a rant in me, then or after. What there was, as the forty minutes started spending themselves, was a cold and total clarity, the kind you get when there’s nothing left to manage, and in that clarity one fact sat very still and very plain: someone had drawn the survey wrong on purpose. The depths shot at low water for a descent at high. The cage drawn as a seal. The rope cut by the one stroke. Every line of it deliberate, drawn by a steady hand. I had flagged the plan to the planner’s face over porridge, and they had needed bait at the bottom of the tomb, and the porter who flagged everything was the most expendable thing they owned.

I laughed.

It hurt, with the hole in my side, and it wasn’t a good laugh, but it was a real one, because the arithmetic was so clean and so stupid and so exactly like five years that there was nothing to do but laugh at the elegance of it. They’d kept me to make Cylas look taller and they’d spent me to make him a legend, and both were the same use, the using, and I’d been so good at being useful that I’d packed the column that left me to die.

My blood, where I’d pressed my hand to the wound and then to the bronze door behind me, had run down into the grooves of the funeral-script.

The script lit.

Not the grey-green of Odette’s dispel. Gold. A thin warm gold, running up out of the grooves where my blood had gone, following the carved figures of the unending procession, and somewhere not in my ears but behind my ribs, in the place where I’d always felt the deed-stone weigh a truth, words assembled themselves out of the dark.

[CERTIFICATION ERROR – RE-READING BLOOD.]

I’d been certified at nineteen. [Summon Echo], faint grade, the weakest on record. I’d carried that line on my guild roll for seven years like a sentence.

[SUMMON ECHO IS A FRAGMENT.] [ANCHOR OF LEGENDS – MYTHIC.]

“Now,” I said, to the dark, to the gold, to the bronze, “you read it right. With forty minutes left. Wonderful timing.”

The gold kept assembling. The procession on the doors was not a funeral procession, I understood now, watching my own blood teach me to read it. It was a coronation, run backwards, an empress carried down into the dark instead of up to a throne, and at the head of it, where the gold pooled brightest, the script offered me the last line, the one that mattered, the one that rhymed.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [BETRAYED BY THE CROWN SHE BUILT.]

And I understood what the cage was. They’d caged a queen. They’d sunk an empress’s whole capital district to drown her grave and leashed her own honor guard into a Vigil to keep her in it, and the assay guild had bought a survey that sent a Hero’s party here to “clear” it, and the Hero’s party had needed bait, and now the bait was bleeding into the door of the cage and the cage had read his blood and was telling him there was a queen behind it, and that calling her would cost.

[COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT.] [OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

I had no Renown to speak of. A faint ember on a stone in a square above a lake. The arithmetic said I could not afford to call her. It also said I had thirty-some minutes left and no rope and a sealed door, and there is a freedom in being unable to afford anything, which is that price stops being a consideration.

“All right,” I told the gold. “Put it on my account.”

I paid.

The price deserves honest accounting. Later, Maeva would tell me I had priced myself too cheaply. She was right.

It cost everything I had and then it kept going, the overdraft, drawing on the only collateral a man with no Renown has, which is the body. It came up my arms from the wrist, where my bloody hands were pressed to the door, a burning that wasn’t heat, that was more like the deep ache of a bone set without anything for the pain, climbing the veins of both forearms and turning them, as it went, to silver-grey, a tracery of scarred light under the skin like frost spreading up a window from the corner, like a river-delta drawn in cold metal, branching, climbing, and where it climbed the muscle locked and the breath sawed in my chest and I made a sound I’m not proud of, alone in the dark, paying a debt with the only currency I had left.

I have carried a man with a crushed leg down a mountain. I have set my own dislocated shoulder against a tree because there was no one else to do it. The overdraft was the worst pain I had ever paid, because it reached past the meat entirely, into whatever a man is under the meat, the thing that gets spent when there’s nothing left to spend. It felt like being read. Like a ledger laid open and a long cold finger going down the entries, line by line, taking. My breath went ragged and my heels drummed once on the wet stone and I bit down on the sound because a man dying alone still has the choice of how much noise to make about it, and I chose, mostly, to make my reckoning instead.

Thirty seconds, I thought, counting. Twenty. Pay it. Whatever’s behind the door, it can’t be worse company than drowning alone. Ten. The gold climbed. Pay it. Pay it. I have always paid my debts; it is the one thing the docks taught me before the guild taught me anything; you pay what you owe and you do not flinch from the paying, and if you have nothing left to pay with, you pay with yourself, because a man who won’t is a man no one will ever trust with a load.

The tracery reached my elbows and stopped. The gold in the door blazed white.

[ANCHOR ESTABLISHED.] [THE DOOR IS OPEN.]

And the inner doors of the Sunken Crown, that an empire had sunk a city to seal, opened inward on their own weight, gold light spilling out, and what was behind them was not a vault.

It was a throne, and a sarcophagus carved as a throne, draped in gold-threaded funeral silk gone soft with four hundred years, and rising up off it, out of the wrappings, unfolding into the gold light with the unhurried certainty of weather coming in off a sea, was a woman.

She rose the way the sun rises: no visible hurry, no wasted motion, then the whole world had changed its light. The funeral wrappings fell off her shoulders in lengths of gold thread, and underneath was a figure the church’s painters had spent four centuries failing to make modest: tall, full-bodied, an hourglass cut by a hand that wanted you to look and dared you to do anything about it. Golden-blonde hair, thick, half-bound in a crowned coil and half-loose down her back from lying down so long, catching the gold light and giving it back richer. Sun-gold fair skin without a mark on it, save one small old scar at the corner of her lips that no painting had ever shown. And eyes, when they opened, green, and not soft, not waking-confused, not grateful. Auditing. They opened and they priced the room in one sweep: the splitting plinths, the black water, the constructs, the sealed stair, and last, sitting in his own blood against her open door, the dying man who’d called her.

Her eyes settled on me and stayed.

She did not say a queenly thing. She did not say anything at all, for a moment. She stepped down off her sarcophagus-throne onto the cold stone, barefoot, in the ruin of her own funeral, and she turned and looked at her Vigil, her honor guard, the men leashed into eternal watch over her grave, and her mouth thinned until the small old scar at its corner stood out white, and what sat in those green eyes then was older and colder than grief.

Then she walked to the nearest one. It did not move against her; it was hers, leash and all. She reached up and she closed its visor with both hands, gently, the way you close the eyes of the dead, and as the visor shut the grey leash-light at its throat went out and the construct sank down onto its plinth and was only armor and bone and silt, at rest.

She went to the next one and did the same. And the next. Closing the visors of her own leashed dead, one by one, putting her honor guard to rest after four centuries on watch, and the room went quiet plinth by plinth as she walked it, gold light following her, until the last grey leash died and the Sunken Crown held nothing standing but a queen and a porter and the water going still.

One of them resisted her for half a breath. Not against her, I understood even dying, but against the leash, the old binding jerking the armor’s arm up with a halberd still in its fist, trying to make a dead loyal man strike the woman he had guarded in life. Maeva’s face did not change. She stepped inside the halberd’s reach, took the visor in both hands, and spoke the man’s name close enough that the bronze caught the warmth of it.

The halberd lowered. The grey at his throat guttered once, fighting its own extinction, and went out.

“Rest, Eamon,” she said, and shut the visor.

She spoke to them as she went. Low, in an old court-cadence I half-understood, names, I realized, she was saying their names, the names of her honor guard, each one as she closed its visor, four hundred years of men she’d known and lost and been buried beside and leashed above, and she said each name once and shut each visor gently and moved on, and not one tear, because an empress does not weep in front of her own dead, she settles their accounts. I lay against her open door bleeding and watched a woman do the saddest thing I have ever seen done without a single sign of grief, because the grief filled the act and showing it would have cheapened the names.

The last visor shut. The last grey leash died. And in the new quiet the gold light was the only light, and it lay over the black water like dawn over a flooded field, and the empress stood in the middle of her drowned mausoleum with her honor guard finally at rest and her capital sunk over her head and her killer four centuries dead and unpunished, and she turned, in all of it, to look at the one living thing in the room, which was the dying man who’d opened her door.

Only then did she come back to me.

She crouched, which an empress does not do, and she looked at me with those weighing green eyes, and she took my wrist, the right one, the worse one, and turned it to the gold light to look at the silver-grey tracery climbing it, and she pressed two fingers to the pulse at my throat, professional, reading the seep of the wound and the cold of my skin and the sum I’d already done.

“You’re dying,” she said. Her voice was warm, a contralto, exact as a tally, with something amused running underneath it even now, even here. “You called me with a debt your body is currently paying, and you have, by the cold of you, perhaps half an hour left, and you spent the last of yourself to wake a stranger you’ve never met.”

“It rhymed,” I said. My voice came out worse than hers. “With my need. The door said so.”

“And what is your need, summoner?”

I thought about it, because she’d asked it plainly and the dying owe plain answers. “Not to drown alone in a cage some cowards sealed,” I said. “And for the people who sealed it to find out what it cost them. In that order.”

The amusement underneath her voice surfaced, just slightly, and it was a terrible and beautiful thing to see on a face minted on dead coins.

“You have ruined your arms for me,” she said, turning my wrist again, “asked nothing, and apologized for nothing except, I suspect, the timing.”

“I’m sorry about the timing,” I said. “I’d planned to be a better host. There’s usually tea.”

She laughed. Once, low, surprised out of her, and four hundred years of dark made it the most expensive sound in the world.

“Tea,” she repeated, and she got an arm under me, an empress lifting a porter out of his own blood with a strength that had nothing to do with her frame, “will be discussed. As will repayment. I am not in the habit of leaving my debts unsettled, and you, summoner, have just become a very interesting debt.”

The fever came up over me then, the body collecting on its overdraft, the dark crowding in at the edges of the gold.

“Maeva,” she said, before I went under, putting the name into my fading account like a coin she meant me to keep. “Maeva Castellan. You’ll have heard me called other things. We’ll correct that. Sleep, summoner. You’re not going to die today. I’ve decided.”

And because four hundred years dead or not she was still an empress, and because empresses who decide things are obeyed even by their own dying bodies, I didn’t.


Chapter 3: The Empress’s Terms

I spent two days dying slower than I’d planned, supervised by an empress with the bedside manner of a quartermaster auditing a flood.

Fever does odd things to time. I have it in pieces. I have her hands, which were not gentle, peeling my ruined shirt off the wound and packing it with something from my own med-kit that she’d evidently field-stripped and reorganized while I was under, because when I surfaced enough to look, my kit was laid out on a dry plinth in an order that wasn’t mine and was, I had to admit through the fever, better than mine. I have the gold light, which never quite went out, banked low in the funeral-script of the open doors, throwing warmth across the cold blue-grey stone. I have her voice, reading.

She used the two-day lull like a general: gathering intelligence, and the intelligence she gathered was the century, off whatever I had on me, because I was the only century she’d met.

She found my almanac.

“This is appalling,” she said, on the first day, or the second, holding the little book to the gold light. “Four hundred years and the calendar has not improved. You still hang an entire harvest festival on a moon you can’t predict to the week. And the borders. Castellan held the Wend-march for a generation and now I cannot find the Wend-march on your map at all. Who let it go?”

“Before my time,” I managed.

“Everything is before your time, summoner. You’re a child.” She turned a page. “Your tea notes, however. These I approve of. One way, the same every time, no decoration. A man who brews tea like a man laying a fire. Honest.” She said it like she said everything, a ruling handed down, and I understood even fevered that to be called honest by this woman was to be paid in a coin she did not spend lightly.

She made the tea herself, the second day, from my leaf, following my own notes, one way, the same every time, and she brought me a cup and watched me drink it and waited, and I understood that I was being examined, that the empress had brewed tea to my own method to see whether the method was as honest in the cup as it was on the page, and I drank it and it was good, exactly right, and I told her so, and she looked, for one instant, absurdly pleased, an empress of three duchies gratified to have brewed a porter’s tea correctly.

“I have not made my own tea in four hundred years,” she said, taking the cup back to study the leaves in the bottom, an old court habit. “Servants made it. Tasters tasted it, after the garden; one learns caution. I’d forgotten the doing of it was pleasant. The doing of small things with your own hands.” She set the cup down. “He took even that from me, the husband-king. Made me an empress so thoroughly that I forgot I was also a woman who could lay a fire and brew a cup. You’ll let me do small things, summoner. I’ve decided. It’s part of the repayment, though I’ll grant it’s repayment to myself. I’m going to be a person again, not only a throne, and apparently it starts with tea.”

She made the antechamber into a quartermaster’s camp, better than I would have, and I am not a man who says that lightly about another person’s logistics. She found the dry plinths and the high ground. She salvaged usable oil from the drowned lantern and got two real flames going from the one guttering wick, and she banked the gold light of the open door low and steady so it warmed without blinding, and she rationed, out of my own field-kit, the things a fevered man needs in the order he needs them: water first, then warmth, then the wound, then the talking.

“Your blanket rolls are disgraceful,” she announced at one point, which was how I learned she had remade them while I was unconscious.

“They roll.”

“They bulge. They snag. A blanket roll that snags in a retreat is an enemy action committed by cloth.” She had my spare shirt torn into strips beside her, my knife cleaned and laid with its edge turned away from my hand, the water flask positioned where I could reach it without pulling the wound. “My second quartermaster lost a mule-train to blanket-rolls once. I had him teach the whole column to roll them properly while the enemy watched from a hill and laughed. The enemy stopped laughing when that column moved twice as fast the next morning.”

“You punished bad packing with a lesson.”

“I punished bad packing with survival. Men confuse the two.” She tucked the last roll tight enough that I would have saluted it if I hadn’t been busy being fevered. “There. Now if we run, your blanket won’t kill you. Your century has improved pepper and ruined folding. Appalling trade.”

She also made a chart of my fever on the back of an old route note, little marks in imperial shorthand beside the hours, pulse, water, wound heat, lucidity. I found it later and understood that while I’d drifted in and out of the dark, she’d kept me counted, watered, watched, refused permission to fail. She’d kept a ledger of my fever the way a quartermaster keeps one of grain, and somehow being counted like that had warmed me through. It felt like being carried by someone who knew exactly how heavy a man was and did not complain about the load.

“You keep your kit like a man who’s patched himself before,” she said, the first day, repacking it after she’d stripped it. “Everything where the hand falls in the dark. I had a battle-surgeon once who packed exactly so. I had him knighted. He told me he’d rather have the coin, so I gave him the coin and knighted him anyway, to spite his modesty.” She held up a twist of my burn-salve, smelled it again, and weighed the little packet in her palm. “You make your own salve.”

“Beeswax, pine-pitch, and a marsh-root the fen-wives sell. It draws heat out of a burn.”

“It’s good.” She set it in reach of my right hand, the burning one. “Better than the court physicians’, who’d have bled me for a burn and called it humors. Four hundred years, summoner, and I find the best field-medicine I’ve met belongs to a porter dying in my grave.” She said it like a verdict, which from her it was, and I learned across those two days that to be found competent by Maeva Castellan was a thing she handed out more rarely than her own trust, and that she’d handed me the first within an hour of waking.

She read my maps too, all of them, and corrected three. “Your Marren shoreline is wrong here,” she said, on the first day, tracing the lake-edge with a fingernail. “There was a landing district along this shelf, in my time, a whole quarter of chandlers and rope-walks. It’s under your blue ink, marked open water. The lake took it when he sank my capital. You’ve drawn the drowning and not the drowned.” She said it without weight, a cartographer’s correction, and then she was quiet a moment over the place a quarter of her city had been, and then she moved on, the grief folded and shelved with everything else she could not yet put right. But she told me, before she moved on, the names of three of the streets, so that someone living would know them, and I wrote them in the margin, and they are written there still.

She asked about the betrayal in pieces, between map-corrections: not all at once, not pressing, letting the account come in the order the survivor can give it. How many. What their skills were. Who gave the orders and who carried them. Who hesitated. She filed each answer with the slate-cool attention of a woman building an order of battle, and when I told her about Liria’s small boots and the prayer through the closing gap, she paused, and said, “One who watched and couldn’t speak. There’s always one. Keep her in a separate column, summoner. The one who can’t speak today is the witness who breaks the case tomorrow, and you do not spend a breaking witness early.” I’d think of that many times. She was right about that, as she was right about most things, having had four centuries and three duchies to practice being right.

The wound knit. Not by magic; she had no healing in her, she told me flat. By packing and rest and the simple fact that the vessel had been nicked and not cut, and a nicked vessel clots if you keep still and don’t bleed out first, and an empress standing over you telling you that you’ve decided not to die has a measurable effect on a man’s willingness to oblige.

The tracery did not knit. The silver-grey climbed both forearms to the elbow and stayed, scarred and permanent, the river-delta of cold metal under my skin. On the second day, when the fever broke enough that I could sit up against her sarcophagus and hold a cup of water without spilling it, she took my wrist again and turned it to the light and studied the tracery the way Bram studied a man’s weight.

“You’ll keep these,” she said. “They don’t fade.”

“I know how I drew them.”

“You drew them calling a stranger you owed nothing, with your last coin, while bleeding. I have known generals who would not spend that on their own sons.” She set my wrist down. Her thumb stayed a moment over the worst of the branching, the tally done. “Expenditure in your favor. I repay my debts. Remember that I said so.”

I’d noticed the thing about the bond by then, the small impossible thing.

She’d walked out of the chamber the first day, beyond the open doors, up the dry steps toward the deep water, scouting our way out, and I’d felt her go, not seen her, felt her, a thread of awareness at the very edge of my senses that ran out of the chamber with her and didn’t break and didn’t pull. When she came back it slackened. When she stood near it warmed. I’d seen a leash; the Vigil wore them, grey and tight and binding. This thread worked the other way around. It was a door left open between two rooms. You could feel the other room was there. You couldn’t make anyone stay in it.

“You felt that,” she said, the second time she came back, watching my face. “When I crossed the chamber’s edge.”

“Like there’s a room I can’t see, and you’re in it.”

“Anchored, perhaps. The door called it something close.” She lowered herself to sit on the steps, an empress folding gracefully onto cold stone, and the gold light moved with her. She’d tested it deliberately, I understood, as she tested everything; she’d walked to the chamber’s edge and beyond as a test of what I’d done to her, whether the man who’d called her had put a hand at the back of her neck like all the summoners in the histories, and she’d found no hand there, and she’d come back to tell me so, the finding delivered.

“I need you to understand what I’m telling you,” she went on, “because you don’t, yet; you think you’ve done a small strange magic and you’ve done something the archives of three kingdoms swear is impossible. Every summoner who ever lived leashed what he called. I was read once, long ago, by the men who put my guard in those visors; they tried to leash me too, dead as I was, and a leash you feel as a fist, a pressure, a will laid over your own. I have spent four hundred years braced against the feel of a fist that never quite closed, because I was too far gone in the dark for even the leash to hold.” Her green eyes held mine. “And then you opened a door, and there was no fist. I checked. I walked to the edge of what you’ve anchored and out past it, and the thread held and pulled at nothing. You couldn’t make me stay if you wished to. There has never, in any record I know, been a summoner with no fist.” She looked at me. “So. Knowing that, I am going to ask you the only question that matters, and you are going to answer it like the porter you are and not the hero you’re not, and then we’ll discuss terms.”

“Ask.”

She picked up the worn coin from my bag.

I hadn’t known she’d found it. It was an old coin, a four-hundred-year-old imperial half-mark, worn near smooth, that I’d bought off a junk-stall years back because the profile on it had a face I liked, an empress with a strong jaw and amused eyes, and I’d carried it for luck like I carried coppers to shrines. The profile on the coin was the woman sitting on the steps in front of me. I’d been carrying her face in my bag for three years without knowing whose it was.

She turned it in her fingers. “They minted me,” she said. “After. The husband-king put my profile on the half-mark and called himself the Unifier on the whole, and the histories you’d have read, if your appalling calendar left room for histories, will tell you that Aldous Castellan unified three warring duchies and that his beloved empress died young and tragic and that he wept at her funeral.” She set the coin down on the step, face up, the amused profile looking at the dark vault ceiling. “I unified the three duchies. Statecraft, charm, and two short wars I planned and he announced. And when it was done, when there was one throne and one crown and only one of us needed to sit it, he could not survive being the second-most-capable person in his own empire. So he fed me hemlock in my own garden, from a cup he poured himself, and he held my hand while it worked, and he wept, genuinely, I’ll grant him that, he was a sentimental coward, and then he had my capital district sunk over my grave and my honor guard leashed to watch it, so that the empress who built the empire could not, even dead, embarrass the man who took the credit.”

She said all of it in the same warm, measured voice she used for everything else, and only at the end, on the word garden, did something move under it that the four centuries hadn’t worn smooth.

She told me more across those two days, in pieces, each one measured before she spent it. She told me about the three duchies and how she’d unified them, which was not how the histories had it, all of it battle and her husband’s banner; it was mostly marriage-brokering and tariff-treaties and one very public mercy to a defeated duke that bought her two others without a sword drawn, and two short sharp wars she’d planned to the hour to make the marrying stick. She told me about the Wend-march and the fleet she’d kept for pepper, and laughed, bitterly, that the pepper was cheap now and the march was forgotten and the fleet was centuries of rot at the bottom of a sea. She told me about her physic garden, the one she’d planted with her own hands, the hemlock among the healing herbs because hemlock in small measure eases a racing heart, and she did not laugh at all when she told me about the garden, and I learned to step around the garden the way you step around a wound you’ve been told is there.

And she audited my betrayal like a campaign report, because she’d asked for the receipts and I’d given them, and a debt she had not yet priced was a debt that would keep her up.

“That’s the receipt,” I said.

She glanced at me.

“On Cylas.” I’d been doing the arithmetic the whole time, fevered or not; the porter never stops counting. “You asked what I need and I said for the people who sealed the door to find out what it cost them. But you’re showing me your own ledger, and you’re showing it to me because the shapes match. A man takes the credit for the work another person did, and then the person becomes inconvenient because they’re proof, and so he disposes of the proof and weeps at the funeral. Your husband and my Hero. Same trade. Different scale.”

The green eyes warmed, fractionally, as they had when I’d said tea.

“There it is,” she murmured. “I wondered if you saw it or only carried it. You see it.” She leaned forward, forearms on her knees, and now she was not an empress on a coin, she was a campaigner over a map. “Then hear the rest of the audit, summoner, because I priced your betrayal while you slept the way I’d price an enemy’s order of battle. Your Hero’s gold sheen, the one that brightens when crowds love him. That isn’t charm. I’ve had charm; charm doesn’t come with a tide that reads off the moon and a survey drawn wrong on purpose. That’s a blessing, and a blessing is a loan, and a loan has a lender, and a man who lends a peasant the strength of legends does not do it out of generosity. Someone owns your Hero’s glory the way a landlord owns a house. And tenants,” she said, and the word came out cold and exact, “are always cruelest about the rent. He spent you to make a payment. The question is to whom.”

I filed it. I didn’t have an answer; she didn’t expect one. She was teaching me to read a ledger I hadn’t known I was standing inside.

“That’s later,” she said, sitting back. “Now, the question. You’ve anchored me. The door’s open. I can step through it into your century or I can step back through it into the dark and be done, and you have not got the Renown to stop me or the cruelty to try. So I’m asking, with open eyes, the most dangerous question an empress can ask, which is whether to trust a man with everything, again.” Her chin lifted. “Tell me what I’m trusting. Not what you’ll give me. What you are.”

So I told her. Fevered, plain, no hero in it.

I told her about the docks first, because that’s where the accounting started. Orphaned young in a ferry town, raised by errands and dock-work, and the lesson the docks teach a boy with no people is that usefulness is the only currency he has, that a useful boy gets fed and an idle one gets nothing, and that you make yourself indispensable or you make yourself gone. I told her about the certification at nineteen, [Summon Echo], the weakest grade on the roll, and how Cylas had hired me not despite it but because of it, because a man wants a porter who can’t be anything else, who’ll never outshine him, who’ll stand at the back and make the column run and make the Hero look taller at the stones. I told her I’d taken it, gladly, for five years, because being useful to a famous man felt, to a dock-orphan, like being something, right up until the morning they used me as bait and I learned what useful had been worth to them all along, which was a tomb floor.

I told her I was a porter who’d been used for five years and had finally been used up, and that I’d called her because the door rhymed and because I didn’t want to die alone in a cage, and that I had nothing to offer an empress, no army, no Renown, no name worth the etching, only a habit of counting exits and packing columns so everyone came home, and that if she stepped through the door she’d be stepping into a man with ruined arms and an empty purse and a Hero’s whole party wanting him stay dead. I told her she’d be wise to step back into the dark. I told her I’d hold the door open while she decided, because that was the one thing I could do, hold a door, I was good at doors.

She listened to all of it without moving.

“You’re trying to talk me out of it,” she said.

“I’m telling you the true weight of the load. You decide if you carry it. I don’t lie about loads. People die when you lie about loads.”

And the green eyes, the auditing eyes that had priced ten thousand men and found every one of them wanting because every one of them wanted the throne, those eyes went, for a moment, unguarded.

“Four hundred years,” she said softly, “and the first man to wake me freed me with his last coin, closed my guard’s eyes for them before he saw to his own wound, and is now, while bleeding, trying to convince me not to trust him because he thinks I’d be making a bad investment.” She picked up the coin, my coin, her face, and she pressed it into my palm and closed my fingers over it. “Keep it. I’m choosing, summoner. With open eyes, knowing the price. The door opened. What you did with the door made the choice.”

Behind my ribs, where the deed-stones weigh truth, something settled, and the gold light in the script flared warm, and the words came.

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED.] [HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.] [ACCEPTED.]

The fever was gone. I knew it by the slack and the different pull, the body turning like a tide, and I sat up off the sarcophagus under my own strength for the first time in two days, and she watched me do it with frank approval, and the open door between us brightened from a thing barely felt to a warmth standing in the room with her.

“Good,” she said. “Now do it again without making the face of a martyr at a tax hearing.”

I did it again. Worse face, probably, but cleaner. She made me drink water, made me hold the cup myself, and did not help when my hand shook, which was mercy of a kind I understood. A man who has been carried back from dying needs one small task he can do without being carried through it. She let me have that, and I liked her for it before I had the strength to admit how much.

“Now,” Maeva Castellan said, and rose, and the gold-thread wrappings shifted over her skin, “we discuss repayment.”

She reached up and began to unlace the funeral-gold wrappings herself.

She did it slowly, and she did it watching me watch her, and that was the bargain, the watching; she was an empress and an empress does not undress, she unrobes, she conducts it, and she conducted this. The lengths of gold thread came away from one shoulder and then the other, deliberate, each one a sentence in a language I was learning to read, and the gold light moved on her sun-gold skin, and for once I stood perfectly still and let myself do nothing but look.

“You may,” she said, “use your hands. Slower. There.”

The church’s painters had lied, and I had no use for their modesty. She was full-bodied and heavy-breasted in a way the wrappings had only hinted, her bust the kind that no bodice four centuries past had been built to hold and the gold-thread wasn’t trying to, falling away to bare her by degrees, and when the last of it dropped to the cold stone she stood in the gold light over the dying man she’d decided would live, and she let me look, and she priced what looking did to me with those green eyes, and approved of the price.

I looked like a man who’d forgotten he was allowed to. My eyes went where eyes go, and I made no apology for it, because she’d unwrapped herself precisely so they would: down the long line of her, the bare feet that had stepped from a sarcophagus as if stone itself owed her passage, the strong smooth legs, the wide regal sway of her hips, the cinched waist the wrappings had hidden, and then up to the full heavy weight of her breasts in the candle-gold. They sat heavy and proud on her chest, sun-gold and flawless, the dark areolae wide and the nipples already standing, and they moved when she breathed, the soft mass of them shifting with a weight no cloth could ever have made decent. My breath went out of me rough and my cock answered before my mind had finished the thought, blood gone heavy and low, my length thickening hard against the inside of my clothes, my hands wanting her before I’d decided to let them. The exit-counting part of my brain, the part that had never once gone quiet in five years, went quiet. There was only the gold light and the woman in it and the warm thread between us carrying her satisfaction back to me, bright as new metal off a forge: she felt what looking at her did to me, through the bond, felt my pulse hammer and my cock strain, and it pleased her, and the pleasure looped back, doubled, and I was hard and aching and leaking against my own clothes, entirely riveted to a queen at the bottom of a lake.

“Better,” she murmured, watching the look land. “Four centuries of men who looked at me and saw a throne. You look at me and see me. I can feel it, summoner, through your strange honest door. There’s no throne in it. Only the woman.” Her hemlock-scarred lips curved. “Witness me, then. That’s all I’ve ever wanted and the one thing none of them could do.”

“Attend me,” she said again, lower, the decree gone soft at the edges.

She came down into my lap like a throne being lowered. Astride me, on the bedroll she’d laid out, her weight settled over my thighs the way a verdict settles, unhurried and already decided, the bare heat of her pussy pressing down over the hard ridge of me through the last of my clothes, and she took my hands, the burn-scarred ones, and set them where she wanted them, both of them, on the heavy soft weight of her breasts. They filled my palms and overfilled them, warm and yielding, the stiff peaks of her nipples pressing hard into the rope-scars on my hands. My cock jerked against her where she sat, and through the new thread between us I felt her notice it, approve it, feel the answering pulse of her own arousal go slick and hot against my clothed length, and want the evidence closer.

“Your hands are ruined,” she said, court-formal, narrating, “and they’re warm, and they have rope-scars and they spent themselves on me, and I am going to be worshipped by them, summoner, that’s the first clause.” Her hips found a slow rhythm against me through what was left of my clothes. “Witness me. That’s the second. Four hundred years no one has; they’ve used me, or sung me, or minted me. You’re going to be the one who does. Slower. Just so.”

I worshipped her as she’d decreed. I took the full heavy weight of one breast in my hand, learning it, the give and warmth of it, the soft mass spilling past my fingers no matter how I cupped it, and brought my mouth to the other. I closed my lips around her nipple and drew it in, working the stiff peak with my tongue, and the first hard pull pulled the court out of her voice in a low unguarded sound, and I felt it through the thread at the same instant I heard it, doubled, hers and the echo of hers, the bond making her pleasure mine. Her hands came into my hair and held me there, not directing now so much as keeping. I took my time. I sucked and licked and grazed her with my teeth, palming and squeezing the breast my mouth wasn’t on, rolling her wet nipple between my fingers, dragging more of those broken sounds out of her, until her hips rolled and ground her bare slick pussy down the length of my trapped cock and the gold light along her ribs brightened with each pass.

“Yes,” she breathed. “The other. Both. You may use your teeth, gently, ah, just there.” Her hips had started their slow grind against me of their own accord, the court-precision gone from her breath if not yet her words. “Since the garden, no one has, the painters hid these, the fools, they hid the best of me under modest cloth, and you’ll have what they hid, all of it, every last bit of it”

I got my clothes out of the way with hands that shook and not from the fever, and my cock sprang free hard and flushed between us. She looked down at it, her gaze dropping briefly somewhere south of imperial, and her mouth curved as if she’d just improved her estimate. “Oh,” she said, almost softly. “There is more to audit.” She lifted to let me, one hand braced on my shoulder, and reached down with the other to fit the thick head of my cock to the wet heat of her pussy. She was soaked, slippery and burning against my crown, and she dragged me through her slick once, twice, slicking me, notching me against her entrance. She held herself there for one measured breath, letting us both feel the choice, the stretch of her starting to part around just the tip. Then she sank down, slow and deep and unhurried, her pussy swallowing me inch by inch, gripping and yielding and gripping again, the slick clutch of her so tight I felt every measured descent in my teeth, until her thighs rested against mine and I was buried to the root inside an empress who had chosen my lap as the first throne of her second life. She sat there a moment, fully seated, full of me, and let out a long shaking breath that had no court left in it at all.

“Oh,” she breathed, low and full, and rode me, slow, commanding, setting the tempo with her hips and her hands flat on my chest, her crowned braid coming loose strand by strand to fall around us both. “This. The first thing I do with my second life, summoner, and I’m doing it astride a man who tried to talk me out of trusting him. Tribute received. Attend me.”

I witnessed her. I got my mouth on her tits where my hands had been, sucking one hard nipple while my thumbs worked the other, dragging the heavy weight of them against my face, and her composure broke into a plain hungry sound. Her pussy clenched around my cock each time she lifted and sank, tight and slick and gripping, the wet of her sliding down to where we joined, and I learned, with my hands locked on the warm regal spread of her hips, that I was permitted to direct her rhythm, and then that I was wanted to. The empress discovered with each slow drag of her cunt up and down my shaft that she liked the hands that had ruined themselves for her taking the tempo from her, and she said so, the diction shortening as it went.

“Like that. Yes. Slower, then, when I, oh, gods, yes”

I set my hands on her hips and held her to my pace, and that was the turn, the moment that mattered, the empress who’d settled astride to direct discovering that being directed was the thing she’d been hungry for under all the directing. I slowed her when she’d have hurried, drove up into her when she’d have stayed slow, snapped my hips up to meet her on the way down so my cock drove deep enough to punch a grunt out of her, took the rhythm out of her hands entirely, and she let me, and then she wanted it, and then she was past wanting into needing. Her wet cunt gripped me harder and wetter each time I lifted her off me and dragged her back down the full length of me, the slick of her running down my length and over my fingers, the soft slap of her riding me filling the chamber, and her court-language came apart in my hands.

“Oh, that’s, you may, no, don’t ask, just, gods, take it, take the, I yield the tempo, summoner, it’s yours, I” Her hands left my hair and braced flat on my chest, over the heartbeat, and she rode the pace I set with her head back and her gold hair loose around us both and four centuries of being the one who decided everything pouring out of her as plain hunger. “I had forgotten. I had forgotten what it was to be, oh, to be carried instead of carrying, harder, summoner, harder”

At her peak she took my hand off her hip and pressed the burn-scarred palm flat over her heart, over the wild gold pulse of it, and she said, “Witness it,” one last time. Then she broke. Her cunt clenched down around me in hard rippling spasms, gripping and releasing and gripping, the muscle of her milking the length of my cock in waves, her thighs locking against mine and her whole body going taut over me. Gold light blazed up under her skin and laced along her ribs in bright veins. Her head tipped back, her crowned hair spilled loose around us both, and a sound came out of her that no church painter had ever been allowed to hear, low and broken and entirely a woman’s, and the bond, at that exact moment, sealed.

[BOND: TETHERED – HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

It was the strangest, most intimate thing that had ever happened to me, and I have a careful man’s vocabulary for strange and intimate things and none of it covered this. For three heartbeats I was inside her senses and she inside mine, the bond at its sealing throwing the door between us wide, and I felt my own hands on her from her side of it, felt what my mouth had done to her as she’d felt it, felt the centuries-deep ache of being wanted for a throne meeting the simple present fact of being wanted for herself, and she felt, from my side, what it was to be seen by someone who’d had the whole world to choose from and chosen the man at the back. There was no hiding in it. That was the thing the histories couldn’t have told me, the thing no leash-summoner had ever known: the anchor-bond at its peak is a place where nothing can be faked, where her pleasure and mine ran into each other with no wall between, and a man who’s spent five years being lied to about his worth feels a thing crack open in him when a queen’s honest wanting pours through a door straight into his chest with no lie in it anywhere.

For three heartbeats I felt her pulse from the inside. Her climax was mine, looped through the open door and back, the spasms of her cunt arriving in my own body as if I were the one coming apart, and mine, when it took me a breath later, was hers. I drove up into her once more, buried myself full-length, held her down hard on my cock with both hands locked on her hips hard enough to leave marks, and came deep inside her on a rough sound of her name. My cock pulsed and emptied in long hot spurts, jet after jet flooding into her, and I felt each one twice, once in the clench of my own release and once through the thread as she felt herself being filled, and she took every spurt with a low satisfied sound, her cunt still milking me, working the last of it out of me, gold light running along both our ribs at once. Three times, exactly three, I felt two hearts where there’d been one, and my cum and her wet ran warm between us where we were still joined.

Then it slackened to a low warm hum under my ribs, and she was sprawled over me, breathing, an empress in glorious disarray with her braid undone, and she traced one finger up the silver-grey tracery of my forearm where it lay against her thigh.

“Look what you spent on me,” she said, satisfied, fond, following the silver-grey line with one fingertip as if she were reading a sum. “I’m thorough about what I’m owed, summoner. You’ll learn that.” She settled her weight more comfortably over me, in no hurry to move, claiming the warmth back inch by inch like ground she’d been kept off too long. “Your satisfaction tastes of warm metal, did you know that? Through the thread. Like a struck coin. I’ll have to get used to that.”

She didn’t move off me. An empress reclaims her ground slowly. She lay along my chest with her cheek at my collarbone and her gold hair spilled across us both, and after a while she pressed two fingers to the pulse at my throat, the way she’d done when she was deciding whether to let me live, except now she only counted it because it was hers to count. The first person in five years to weigh the cost of me and call it worth paying.

She lifted my wrist and pressed her lips once to the worst of the branching, which was not a court gesture at all. “You called this down on yourself for a stranger,” she said, “and you’d do it again tomorrow, and you’ve decided that means it was free.” Her fingers closed around my wrist, possessive and careful at once. “We’ll discuss that. Not tonight.”

I lay in the gold light at the bottom of a lake with an empress’s pulse fading slow against my chest, and I did not count a single exit.

“Now,” Maeva said, against my throat, already planning, because the campaign never quite left the back of her mind, not even here. “About your Hero, and the rent he owes. We’re going to do this the way I unified three duchies, summoner. No speeches. No screaming at the man. We out-deed him, in daylight, with receipts, until the stones themselves say what happened and the whole province reads it off the rock.” She lifted her head, and the green eyes were bright. “Do you have receipts?”

“Severed guide-line,” I said. “Saskia’s signature cut. Odette’s ward residue. Soundings against the filed survey. They’re upstairs, where they left me. I never throw away a load.”

“Then we have everything we need,” she said. “Your Hero runs on belief, summoner; I felt it the moment you described his gold sheen brightening at the crowd. You starve a thing like that. You stand a true deed on a stone beside his bought song and let the province do its own arithmetic, and you never once raise your voice. That will cost him more than any blade.”

“No speeches,” I said.

“No speeches. Speeches are for men who can’t make the rock talk.” The empress smiled at the bottom of her own grave, and it was the most dangerous and the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

She dressed in the gold light, gathering the funeral-wrappings back into something she could walk out of a tomb in, and as she did she gave me the first piece of the long campaign. “We tell no one what I am. Not yet. A foreign lady, an envoy, a patron’s representative; a story the bog-towns will swallow whole and the courts would choke on, which is fine, because we keep clear of courts.” She pinned the gold thread. “A province that isn’t ready for a truth rejects the man who tells it. So they meet Lady Maeva, and the stones build the case slowly, and one day they work out what I am on their own, from the inside, where it sticks. Reveal nothing the audience hasn’t earned the right to believe. Your Hero broke that rule trying to be a legend before he’d earned one. We won’t. We’ll be underestimated as long as it’s useful, summoner, and we’ll enjoy it, because being underestimated is the most comfortable armor there is.”

“Get dressed yourself,” she added, already imperial again. “We’re going to go and be inconvenient.”


Chapter 4: Walking Out

Getting out of the Sunken Crown was work I was actually good at, which felt strange after two days of being good at dying.

Odette’s collapsed ward sealed the stair-head from the antechamber side, but a ward folded shut is a ward you can read, and I read it. She’d re-anchored the funeral-binding onto the door-frame’s existing grooves, fast and clean, but fast and clean means she’d used the grooves that were there and not cut new ones, and a binding that uses the old grooves has the old gaps. I found the gap where the original coronation-script broke for a mason’s join, and I worked an echo-bar into it.

That was the trick I’d never been able to show the party, because they never gave me a problem worth it. [Summon Echo] copies things I’ve carried. I’ve carried a thousand pry-bars. The copy was faint and grey and would hold maybe twenty seconds before it thinned, but twenty seconds of leverage in the right gap of a binding that’s only as strong as its weakest join is all a porter needs, and the ward peeled back along the mason’s break with a sound like ice giving on a pond.

“You could have done that on the way down,” Maeva observed, behind me, watching me work with the close attention she gave everything.

“On the way down it was a sealed tomb I didn’t want opened,” I said. “Different problem.”

Two Vigil constructs hadn’t sunk back when she closed the others; stragglers, anchored to a deeper part of the binding, still standing in the black water of the flooded stair with their visors down and their halberds long. I felt my pulse want to climb at the sight of the things that had killed me, and then Maeva’s certainty struck under my ribs like a coin laid flat on a table, and she stepped down past me into the water.

“Call them,” she said. She didn’t mean summon. In her mouth it was the caller’s word, the shot named before it lands.

“Left one’s footing is on a sound step, right one’s standing on the false ramp silt,” I said, reading the water: sound step, false ramp, silt over a drop. “Take the right one first. When it falls it’ll go through the ramp and the left one will turn to track the noise. That’s your opening on the left.”

She did exactly that. She was not a duelist; she didn’t fence as Yrsa would later teach me to read. She was a lance, a force aimed and released, and watching her fight was watching a thing decide a question. She closed on the right construct through the black water without a wasted step, and it brought its halberd around in the four-hundred-year drill, and she didn’t parry it, she simply wasn’t where it went, the way weather isn’t where you point at it; and she took its halberd-arm at the leash-band where the binding was weakest, because I’d told her the leash-band was weakest, and the bronze came apart along the grey light and the construct went down through the false ramp into the dark under the floor.

The left one turned to the noise, exactly as I’d called, exposing the throat for the half-second it took to track the sound, and Maeva put her hand through its throat at the band, and it sank, and she crouched in the water and closed its visor where it lay, as she’d closed all the others, a name said low, before she let it rest.

“You called both shots true,” she observed, wading back, gold light dripping off her with the lake-water. “I felt you brace through the door each time, the way a man braces before he speaks and isn’t sure he’ll be heard. You’re not used to being heard.”

“I’m used to being told to take the spare rope.”

“You will adjust,” the empress said, “to being heard.” She said it like a decree, which meant it was one.

She waited for my call before each one. An empress, waiting on a porter’s call. I noted that and tucked it away somewhere warmer than the receipts.

I timed the flooded stair against the tide. It was reading off the moon, like Coll said, so the windows weren’t on the survey’s schedule, they were on the lake’s, and I’d been reading the lake’s schedule off the water-marks on the stair walls the whole two days I lay fevered, because I have never once been able to stop counting, fever or no. The marks on the wall told me the rise and fall to the inch, and the inches told me the slack, and the slack was the one window where the deep stair dropped below the worst of the flood for the length of time it takes a careful pair to climb it.

I threw an echo-plank across the worst of the false ramps, the same trick that had bogged Saskia on the way down turned now to a bridge, and I sent Maeva first because if the plank thinned under weight I’d rather it thinned under the one of us least likely to panic in black water, and she crossed it with an empress’s disregard for the possibility of falling, and I came after on the fading copy in the last second of its holding, and we went up through the deep water on the slack with the cold to our chests and the gold light of the open doors falling away behind us into the dark.

The last stair fought me for every step. My side had stiffened during the climb, and the wet bandage dragged cold against the cut each time I lifted my knee. The anchor-burn in my forearms made the stone feel too sharp under my palms, as if every groove in the drowned masonry had teeth.

Maeva noticed, of course. Empresses noticed weakness because weakness killed courts, and because she had decided mine was not to be wasted without her consent.

“Pause,” she said.

“Slack won’t.”

“Then spend the pause properly.”

She took my wrist before I could answer and set my hand on the next intact rail-stone, placing me exactly where the climb wanted me. Her fingers were warm through the lake-cold. The thread between us tightened, and for a breath I felt her read the stair through me: the old chisel-marks under my palm, the pull of the water against my thighs, the place my bad foot wanted to slip.

“There,” she said. “You are not hauling a column alone anymore.”

I wanted to tell her I knew that.

I didn’t. Knowing a thing and living like it was true are separate loads.

So I took the next step where she’d set me, called the next echo-plank across a broken run of black water, and she waited for my hand signal before she crossed. Not because she needed it. Because I did.

We came up out of the gatehouse onto the north shoal into a grey afternoon with the wound in my side aching and the tracery cold on my arms and an empress at my shoulder dripping lake-water and entirely unbothered by it. She stopped at the top of the dry steps and turned and looked back down into the dark of her own tomb for a long moment, at the place she’d lain four hundred years, at the doors standing open now that an empire had sunk a city to keep shut.

“Leave them open,” she said, before I could ask. “Let the lake have it. There’s nothing down there now but rest, and I’ve no more use for a grave.” She turned her face to the grey sky and the cold air and the smell of the living lake. “Up, summoner. I’ve a century to catch and a Hero to ruin, and I find I’m in a hurry about both.”

“There’s the sky,” Maeva said. She looked at it for a while. Four hundred years is a long time to go without a sky. “It’s the same sky. I find that reassuring and a little insulting.”

The party’s survey camp was on the north shoal, a long stone’s throw from the gatehouse, and they’d struck it and gone, of course, days ago. But struck in a hurry. I read the ground.

“They left fast,” I said, crouching over the scuffed turf. “Three horses out hard, north, the Veltmark road. They looted my pack.” My spare gear was scattered, the things they’d wanted gone, the things that could contradict a story. “They took my soundings. Or tried.” I checked my notebook, which I’d had on me, in my coat, against my skin, because a porter sleeps with his maps in reach and dies with them too. The three-summers-old soundings were safe. “They didn’t get the original. They got my fair copy. Whoever drew the wrong survey, they wanted the right numbers gone.”

“Odette,” Maeva said, who had been listening to two days of betrayal-ledger and learned the names.

“Odette.” I found the rest of it then. The receipts. They were exactly where competence and contempt leave receipts: in plain sight, because the people who left me didn’t think a corpse would ever read them.

The severed guide-line, where Saskia had cut it, the cut end fused not frayed, the signature back-cut that her own admirers wrote songs about, distinctive as a seal. I coiled it, cut end out, and pocketed it. The ward-residue where Odette had collapsed the antechamber binding had left a scorch-ghost on the gatehouse stone, a grey burn in the exact nested pattern of her dispel-signature, and I sketched it into my notebook against the original survey’s ward-diagram, the two side by side, the simplified seal and the real cage, in the same hand, hers. And the soundings, my brown-inked true ones, folded against a charcoal rubbing I took of the survey’s filed depths off the camp’s discarded copy.

Itemized. Cold. A porter’s inventory of a murder.

I sketched the ward-residue carefully, because a sketch made on the spot, dated, with the survey’s filed diagram drawn beside it in the same hand for comparison, is exactly what a stone will weigh someday if a witness will swear to it. I labeled each receipt by load-rule: what it was, where I found it, what it proved. Severed guide-line, north gatehouse, Saskia’s signature cut, proves the rope was cut not frayed. Ward-residue, gatehouse stone, Odette’s dispel-signature, proves the binding was collapsed by a trained hand and matches her work. Soundings folded against the filed survey, proves the depths were shot at the wrong season on purpose. I did not write proves Cylas gave the order, because no receipt in the camp proved that, and a porter does not write down what he cannot weigh.

Maeva crouched beside the severed guide-line without letting her skirts touch the mud, which was a talent I had not known empresses trained for and would not have believed if I had not seen it done. She studied the fused cut end, then the clean angle of it, then Saskia’s little flourish where the blade had drawn back through the last strand.

“She signed it,” Maeva said.

“She always signs it. Her admirers call it art.”

“Cruelty often hires critics.” Maeva held out her hand. “May I?”

I gave her the rope. She weighed it on her palm as if it were a tax ledger and not six feet of wet hemp that had once been my way home.

“This cut says she expected the dead to admire her workmanship,” she said. “Good. Vanity is a generous witness. It leaves itself behind.”

I took the rope back and coiled it tighter, cut facing out. “I’ll thank her for that someday.”

“No,” Maeva said.

I looked at her.

The gold in her eyes had nothing soft in it then. “You will let the stone thank her. You will stand close enough to watch her hear it.”

I put the rope in my pack.

“Filed,” I said.

“You collect these,” Maeva said, watching me, “like you packed columns. Without heat.”

“Heat spoils the load.” I tucked the folded soundings into my notebook. “If I scream at Cylas in a square, the crowd hears a grieving porter and a Hero’s denial and they believe the man with the gold sheen. If I lay these on a stone in daylight and let the stone weigh them, the crowd does the math themselves and I never raise my voice.” I closed the notebook. “He spent five years teaching me my work was invisible. I’m going to spend it back at him in public, with receipts, until the stones say what happened. No speeches.”

“Spoken like a woman who unified three duchies.” She said it as the highest compliment she had, and from her it was.

There was one more thing in the camp, and it didn’t fit the rest, and it took me a moment to read it because it was a kindness and there hadn’t been many of those.

A single set of boot prints, small, had come back to the camp alone after the others rode out. Come back, not stayed. They’d come from the south, the lakeshore, on foot, after the horses left, and they’d done one thing and gone again, south, on foot, in the rain that had fallen the first night. The one thing they’d done was take my med-kit, which had been scattered with the rest, and set it under the lee of a standing stone, out of the rain, closed, the strap looped neat. As if someone thought a dead man’s kit deserved to stay dry. As if someone couldn’t say a word but could, in the dark, alone, after the fact, do one small thing and carry the rest.

I read the rest of the trace off the mud. She’d peeled off from the party somewhere up the Veltmark road and walked all the way back, alone, hours of it, in that first night’s rain, to a camp she knew held a dead man’s scattered gear. She hadn’t buried me; there was no body to bury, I was sealed in the tomb. She hadn’t left a note; a note can be found, and a note can be sworn against the one who wrote it. She’d done the one small wordless thing a folded woman could do for a man she’d watched die, where no stone would witness it and no song would ever sing it, and then she’d turned and walked the whole road back again, to rejoin a party that thought she’d spent the night on her knees praying, and she’d said nothing to any of them.

I didn’t say the name. I knew the boot. Small, slight, a temple-issue sole.

“Someone came back,” Maeva said.

“Someone always almost does.” I picked up the med-kit. It was dry inside. The burn-salve was there, the needle, the waxed thread, every item in the order I’d packed it, untouched, kept dry by a woman who couldn’t say a word but couldn’t quite let a dead man’s kit rot in the rain. “Leave it in the column,” I said, which was the porter’s way of saying I’d keep her in the separate column Maeva had named, the one for the witness who couldn’t speak yet. “We don’t name that one. Not yet. She’ll name herself, when she can carry it. Until then she’s a kindness in the rain and a separate column, and we don’t spend her early.”

Maeva looked at the med-kit in my hands, and at the standing stone, and at the small returning bootprints, and she said, softly, “He killed an empire’s worth of better people than that priestess and never once had a single one of them walk back through the rain for him. Keep her, summoner. Not as a weapon. As proof that even in that party, one person couldn’t quite become what he needed them to be. That’s worth more than a receipt. That’s a crack in the thing, and cracks travel.”

We walked into Marrowford at dusk, two days dead, and the town was singing my funeral.

I heard it before I saw the square. The bard had a good voice and a packed common room at the Gilded Antler, and the song carrying out the open door into the street was new, with that fresh-commissioned shine on it, and it was about me.

“The Porter’s Door,” it was called, I’d learn. The chorus was already catching, an innkeeper’s room full and the ale flowing and the tune spreading hand to hand, and the verse going as we came up the street was the heroic one, the bait-tomb made beautiful, the loyal porter who held the door of the flooded stair so his brave companions could escape the waking dead, and gave his life, and was mourned, and the Hero who wept for his fallen friend and swore to honor his memory by becoming the legend the porter died to make.

Cylas had commissioned my death. Of course he had. A grieving Hero plays better than a careless one, and a porter who dies holding a door is a porter who can never come back and say the door was held shut on him by a mage’s collapsed ward.

“He’s given you a lovely funeral,” Maeva murmured, beside me in the street, listening. “Pity about the corpse. He’s buried you very thoroughly, summoner. People are going to be confused.”

“Let’s confuse them,” I said.

We walked in through the open door of the Gilded Antler in the middle of the second chorus.

I’ll give Marrowford this: it took them a beat. The bard, facing the door, saw us first, and his voice did a thing voices do when a man sees a ghost mid-song, a little crack on the high note, and a few heads turned to see what he was looking at, and then the rest turned, and the song fell apart in pieces across the room as people stopped singing about the dead porter and looked at the dead porter standing in the doorway, soaked, scarred, alive, with the most beautiful woman any of them had ever seen at his shoulder in the ruins of imperial funeral-gold.

Bram dropped a tankard. It hit the boards and rolled, beer everywhere, and the one-armed innkeeper stared at me across his own taproom, and then he started to laugh, the whole-body laugh, the wheeze building until he had to lean on the bar with his stump, laughing at his own dropped tankard and his own funeral song and the dead man in his doorway, until tears ran into his beard.

“You,” Bram wheezed, “owe me a tankard, porter, and an explanation, and the explanation had better be at least as good as the lady, which it won’t be, because nothing is.”

I went to the bar through a dead-silent room and put a copper on it for the tankard. “Held the door,” I said. “It held shut. Turns out that’s a different story than the one you’re singing.” I looked at the bard, who was still gaping, witness-shard around his neck quietly catching all of it. “Don’t stop on my account. It’s a good song. Sing the second verse.” I put another copper down, slid it to him. “For the fiction. I liked the bit where I’m brave.”

The bard, to his credit, took the copper, and looked at the witness-shard on his cord, and you could see the man working out that whatever he sang now was being caught and carried to the mother-stones, and that the smart play was to sing the truth he was looking at and not the lie he’d been paid for.

He sang the second verse, and it was a new one, made on the spot, as good bards make them, and it was about a porter who walked out of a tomb a Hero fled, and it was clumsy and it scanned badly and it was the truest verse anyone had sung about me in five years, and I bought him a third ale for it. The room took it up halfway through, the bog-province quick to learn a tune, and by the end of the night the Antler was singing a “Porter’s Door” that ended with the door held shut on the porter and the porter walking out anyway, and I sat at the bar and listened to my own song mutate from a Hero’s elegy into something else, and Bram, mopping, said, “That’s the thing about songs, porter. They go where the singing is, and the singing’s here now, and you bought it for three coppers. Cheapest war I ever saw won.”

“I didn’t win anything,” I said. “I just bought a verse.”

“You bought the second verse of the song that’s about to chase your Hero across a province,” Bram said. “Sing it in every town between here and Veltmark by harvest. You’ll see. A bought song’s a rented thing; it goes home when the coin stops. A song a room makes up because it’s looking at the truth, that one’s owned, and owned songs outlast their subjects.” He wrung the rag. “He commissioned a wreath. You bought a second verse for three coppers and turned his wreath into a noose. I’ve held wagers forty years and I’ve never seen a man do more with less. Drink your half.”

The empress at my shoulder chose that moment to become someone else.

She changed registers completely and without visible effort, and I watched it happen and it was a kind of magic I had no name for. The imperial bearing folded down half a notch into something a touch warmer, a touch more foreign, a noblewoman of somewhere far rather than a queen of everywhere, and when she spoke her precise diction picked up a faint traveled accent that hadn’t been there an hour ago.

“Lady Maeva,” she said, to Bram, to the room, with a small gracious incline of the head. “I represent a patron with interests in this province, who has retained the services of Master Marsh as guide and surveyor. We were delayed in our business at the lake.” A perfect pause. “I understand there has been some confusion about his health. As you see, the reports were premature.”

A patron. An envoy. A foreign lady of means retaining the local surveyor. It was a cover you could drive a wagon through if you looked hard, and nobody in that room was going to look hard, because nobody in that room had ever seen a woman like her and the story she was offering let them keep looking without being rude about it. She’d designed it in the time it took to cross a threshold, and it was airtight in exactly the ways a tavern needs and porous in exactly the ways a court would notice, and there were no courts in Marrowford.

“Lady Maeva,” Bram repeated, recovering, mopping beer one-handed. “Welcome to the Gilded Antler. The porter’s friends drink free tonight, and that’s everyone, because the porter’s not dead, and that’s worth a round on the house.” The room broke into noise then, the relieved confused glad noise of a town that had been told to grieve and got to stop, and I bought the bard’s second verse with a copper and an empress made herself a foreigner and somewhere under it all Maeva’s delight came down the thread, warm and unhurried, a woman enjoying a part she’d written herself.

I went to the deed-stone in the morning, when the square was full.

The party’s tour-entry towered on the grey face of it, the fresh gold of the Sunken Crown deed they’d sworn in absentia, claiming first-clearing of the upper galleries and the tragic loss of their support, and the wreath of smaller deeds the memorial tour had hung around it. A monument to a lie, in gold, as tall as four of me.

I put my hand on the stone.

“I survived the Sunken Crown,” I said, plainly, to the stone, in the hearing of the square. “Sealed below the inner doors on the day of the descent. Two days. I walked out under the north gatehouse at the turn of the tide.”

I did not say betrayed. I did not say Saskia cut my line and Odette dropped the ward and Cylas gave the order. The receipts for those were in my notebook, and the stone takes witnessed truth or sworn deed, and I had no witness yet who’d swear and the stone would not take an order I couldn’t prove was given. An accusation I couldn’t make the stone weigh was just a grieving man shouting, and shouting was Saskia’s game. So I swore the one thing I could prove with my own body, which was that I had not died in that tomb, and I let the stone weigh it.

I felt the stone weigh it as I’d felt it weigh a thousand deeds from the back of the crowd, the small bending of the air toward truth, except this time my palm was on the rock and the truth being weighed was mine, my own survival, sworn in my own mouth, and the weighing went into my hand like warmth into cold fingers. I’d stood behind this stone for five years. I’d never once felt it weigh me at more than an ember. Now it took my words and found them heavy, and the warmth ran up my arm, and I understood, with my hand on the rock, that the deed-stone had never been against me. It had simply never been given anything of mine to weigh, because everything of mine had been folded into another man’s name before it reached the rock. Given my own truth, the stone was as honest in my favor as it had ever been in his.

It weighed it. It was true. And my name lit.

It lit beneath their towering entry, in the under-shadow as it always had, but it lit with weight now, real weight, brighter than the porter’s-share ember the stone had ever given me, because surviving a sealed royal tomb two days alone is a deed the stone respects even when the man swearing it won’t claim more than the survival. DORIAN MARSH, alive, glowing under the gold lie of his own funeral, and the square went very quiet reading it.

The crowd put the stone beside the song. They looked at the gold entry that said the loyal porter died holding the door, and they looked at the porter standing at the stone with his name freshly lit saying he survived sealed below the inner doors, and the two stories did not fit, and nobody had to say the word betrayed, because the murmur was already moving from mouth to mouth, low, person to person, was he sealed in, who seals a man below the doors, that’s not what the song says, the song says he held the door for them.

I never raised my voice. I never named them. The stone said survived and the song said died-for-them and the gap between was wide enough for the whole province to fall into, and they were starting to fall.

Bram had come out to the square to watch, and he stood at the edge of the crowd with his one arm folded across his barrel chest and his eyes already adding it up, and when the murmur went around he caught my eye across the square and gave me a single slow nod: his wager was paying. He’d write it in his book that night, I knew. First believer. He’d been first before I was even alive again, and he’d want it on the record that he’d been first, and I’d let him have it, because a man who bets on the porter when the porter’s a faint ember deserves to be first when the porter starts to glow.

A cooper near the front said it first, out loud, not loud, just a man working it out: “Sealed below the doors. That’s not holding a door for someone. That’s being shut in.” And the woman beside him said, “Who shuts a man in?” and the cooper said, “His own party, by the song; they’re the only ones who were down there,” and the two of them looked at each other and looked at the towering gold lie of the tour-entry and looked at my freshly lit name in its under-shadow, and you could watch the conclusion land on their faces and not need a single word from me.

Maeva stood at my shoulder as Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and said nothing at all, which from her was a roar.

The fox shrine, on the way out of the square, had my copper gone again.

In the bowl, where I’d left the copper, was a small smooth pebble of glass the color of fox-fire, orange, warm to the touch when I picked it up, with a faint hum to it I felt in my teeth more than heard. The seal-stone in the shrine’s base was warm again, the spiral crack a hair wider, and when I held the pebble near it the hum got stronger, the two of them answering each other.

“That’s a fox-spirit’s trade,” Maeva said, looking at the pebble in my palm with a connoisseur’s interest. “Copper for glass. Someone in there is doing business with you, summoner, and someone in there has good manners, which is rare in a sealed thing. You paid politely and they’re paying you back in kind, with interest noted.” She glanced at the warm seal-stone. “I’d keep paying. A debt with a fox is a long contract, but a fox that owes you is worth more than a god who doesn’t.”

The seal-stone hummed under my hand, the spiral crack a hair wider than the copper before, and I had the clear sense, the way you sense a fish under still water, of something inside paying close attention. Not malice. Attention, the bright opportunistic attention of a thing that has noticed it’s found, in a province of people who walk past shrines, the one man who always pays and always speaks. I’d been the polite copper in the bowl for five years. Apparently the bowl had been keeping count.

“There’s a story about this shrine,” I told Maeva. “A thief sealed under it. A trickster. A fox-spirit that stole the wrong thing once and got bound for it. I never put much in the story.”

“Put more in it now,” Maeva advised, studying the warm stone with frank professional interest. “I had foxes in my empire; there’s always a fox somewhere, sealed or free, and they’re never quite the villains the sealing-priests claim, because the priests who seal foxes are usually covering for whatever the fox caught them at. This one’s been trading with you. Copper for glass. Politely. A sealed thing with manners and an accountant’s memory.” She glanced at me. “When that seal cracks, and it’s cracking, summoner, that’s not weathering, that’s a tenant working a loose board, you’ll have a fox in your debt and a fox you owe both, and I cannot tell you which is more dangerous, having never managed to stay ahead of one.”

I put a copper in the bowl. The pebble I kept, warm, in the pocket with the worn coin. “Anything else I should know about foxes?”

“Never let one hold your pencil,” she said, with the absolute certainty of a woman who’d ruled an empire that apparently had foxes in it. “That’s how they get you. You’ll lose a pencil and gain a contract and never know which page you signed.”

I laughed. I was doing that more, the last day, the real kind.

The Antler that night was the strangest evening of my life to that point, and I’d had a strange week. The common room was full of people who’d come to see the dead man who wasn’t, and Maeva held court at the fire as Lady Maeva, and I watched a four-hundred-year-old empress meet the century one astonishment at a time and rate each one with imperial precision.

She tried beer and pronounced it “honest, low, the drink of a people with no fleet.” She tried, at Bram’s urging, a fried thing on a stick that the fair-stalls sold, and her face when the grease hit was a thing I would have paid coin to see again. She asked a drover where the Wend-march was now and the drover had never heard of the Wend-march, and I watched her absorb the news that a province she’d held for a generation was so thoroughly gone that a man who lived a day’s ride from it didn’t know the name. Her court face held, but the warmth drained out of it for a beat, the way a ledger goes quiet when the loss is too large to total, and then she gave a small dry remark: “Well. I shall have to make some new ones, then. Marches. It passes the time.”

A child asked her if she was a queen, because children ask the true thing, and she looked down at the child with all the warmth she let the room see and said, “I’m a lady, little one, traveling,” and the child said, “you walk like a queen,” and Maeva said, “that’s because I have excellent posture, which you should cultivate,” and the child stood up very straight and the whole near corner of the room laughed, and Maeva’s pleasure ran warm and bright down the bond, an empress delighted to be exactly as inconvenient as she’d promised.

The laughter mattered more than the room knew. An hour earlier the town had stood in the square measuring a song against a living man and finding the song wanting. Laughter let that settle without curdling into panic. Bram knew it; he kept the ale moving and the questions practical. Who paid for the room? Future deed-weight. Who was the lady? A patron with taste. Was the porter going back down there? Not tonight, and anyone who asked twice could sleep in the stable with the mule that bit.

So I did what I was good at and turned rumor into logistics. I took the corner table, laid out the soundings, and showed Bram the filed survey against my own numbers without naming Odette yet. I showed him the severed guide-line and the signature back-cut, coiled and tagged. I sketched the ward-residue while Maeva watched the room watch me, the foreign lady letting the porter speak and making that permission look like rank. Bram brought out an old dispatch box with a broken lock and put my papers in it as if they were tavern accounts.

“Receipts file,” he said. “Behind the bar, under the loose board. If anyone comes asking, I don’t know words longer than beer.”

“You know wager,” I said.

“Aye,” Bram said, and slid the box away. “And I know when a man comes back from the dead with papers, the papers matter.”

That night Bram traded me a room against future deed-weight, which is a Marrowford thing, a wager dressed as a lease: the room and board now, paid out of the next deed my stone could carry, the innkeeper betting on my rise like he held wagers on everyone else’s. He wrote it in the wager book under the bar, his own hand, witnessed.

“You’re betting on me,” I said.

“I’m betting on the man who packs a column,” Bram said. “I told you that before you were dead. I’ll tell you again now you’re not. You’ll rebuild your weight deed by deed off the bog-work and the road-work, the small honest deeds nobody famous wants, and the stone’ll carry you, and one day you’ll have weight enough to call whatever it is you called down there in the dark a second time, won’t you.” He glanced at Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious by the fire, and lowered his voice. “I won’t ask what she is. I’ve held wagers forty years. I know a queen when one walks into my taproom and lets me call her Lady. But I’ll bet on you both, porter, and I’ll keep the receipts, and the day they call you what you are, I’ll have been first.”

I shook his one hand. “Keep the receipts,” I said. “I’ve started a file myself.”

Up in the loft, with the wound aching and the tracery cold, Maeva sat by the candle and read my appalling almanac as if it had personally offended three duchies. She had one finger marking a page of tide tables, one of my pencils tucked behind her ear, and the fox-glass pebble on the table beside the worn coin with her face on it.

“Your century,” she said, “has made pepper cheap, silk insulting, and almanacs arrogant.”

“Almanacs can’t be arrogant.”

She tapped the page. “This one lists my empire as a disputed historical confederation.”

“That sounds arrogant.”

“Actionably so.” She closed the book and set her hand over the coin, not hiding it, just feeling the old worn profile under her palm. “Bram is correct about the small deeds. Bog-work. Road-work. Honest things famous men refuse to touch. We buy your name back with what they leave lying in the mud.”

“Buy it back,” I said.

“No.” Her gaze lifted to mine, green and exact in the candlelight. “Wrong verb. You never sold it. They fenced stolen goods.”

The fox-glass pebble hummed once beside her coin.

Maeva smiled.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we begin repossession.”


Chapter 5: Renown and the Gilded Antler

Bram taught me Renown over breakfast, which was generous of him, because he’d been teaching it to me for five years and I’d been too busy carrying things to hear it.

“You think it’s a tally,” he said, pushing eggs at me and a separate plate of something pale and elegant at Lady Maeva, who’d requested, and I quote, “an egg that has not been tortured.” “Most do, and most are wrong. It’s a weight. Stone doesn’t count your deeds, it weighs them, and weight tells. Heavy name, you eat free in towns you’ve never been to, because the stone says you’re a man who closes breaches and people who close breaches are good for a town. Light name, nobody dies of it, you just pay full coin like a stranger.” He leaned his stump on the table. “But a name that goes dark? A name that had weight and lost it, or a name that gained weight nobody can explain?” He shook his head. “That reads as scandal, porter. A dark name reads as a man who swore a forward-deed and failed it and took the grey scar for the lie. And a name that lights up overnight from a porter’s ember to a tomb-survivor’s glow, with a foreign lady on his arm nobody can place?” He grinned. “That reads as a story the whole province wants the next verse of. Which is good for business and good for you, long as the next verse is true. You give that stone a lie, it scars you grey in front of everyone, and grey doesn’t wash off.”

“So a glowing name’s a kind of coin,” I said.

“It’s better than coin, because coin spends and weight compounds.” Bram warmed to it; Renown was his religion and his trade both, and he’d never had a pupil who actually listened. “Think on it. A heavy name walks into a town that’s never seen him, and the baker fronts him bread, because the stone says he’s a man who closes breaches, and a man who closes breaches is good for the bread to be near. The smith sharpens his blade first. The girls look twice. None of that’s magic, porter, it’s just the stone telling the truth about a man to people who’ve no other way to know him. In the old days a man’s worth lived in his village, where they knew him. The stones let a man carry his village’s knowing on his back, anywhere, written where no liar can touch it.” He tapped the bar. “And that’s why your Hero’s worth so much to whatever owns him. A blessing that makes a crowd believe is a blessing that makes a stone heavy by feeding it belief instead of deeds. But belief’s a loan. Deeds are owned. You’re building owned weight, the slow honest kind. He’s renting his. Comes a day the loan’s called, the man with the owned weight’s still standing.”

“You’ve thought about this a great deal,” I said.

“I held wagers on heroes forty years,” Bram said. “I watched a dozen of ’em rise on borrowed shine and I watched most of ’em wink out when the crowd found a brighter toy. The ones that lasted were the ones with deeds under the shine. Your Hero’s got shine and no deeds under it but the ones you packed for him.” He refilled my cup. “Which means the deeds are yours, porter. They always were. You’re just going to start signing them.”

“So we keep it true,” I said.

“You keep it true and you keep it coming. Weight bleeds off slow if you don’t add to it. A man rests on one big deed, six months later he’s just a fella who did a thing once.” Bram refilled my cup. “You want the next door you’re saving for, you don’t get there on the Sunken Crown alone. You get there on the bog-work. Speaking of.” He produced a slip from under the bar, a commission notice. “Edge-farms east of the fen. Wight nest in the old drainage works, fouling the well-water, eating the geese. Nobody famous’ll touch it, no song in a bog. Pays in coin and goodwill. Goodwill weighs, on a stone. You want it?”

I wanted it. We rode out that afternoon.

The bog-wight nest was textbook: a problem with a shape, and I’d been solving problems with shapes for five years while better-paid people took the credit. The wights had nested in a collapsed stone drainage gallery, old earthwork, three mouths, and they came out at dusk to foul the wells and take the farmers’ geese. You don’t fight wights in the open at dusk; they’re fast and they’re many and the bog footing is a liar. You make them come to you, in a line, into a place you’ve chosen, in the order you want.

“Three mouths,” I told Maeva, walking the works in the last light, reading the ground. “We block two with the old sluice-gates, jam them with a bar, force everything out the east mouth into the drainage channel. The channel’s a funnel; it’ll bring them to us four abreast at most, and the high banks mean they can’t flank. We light decoys down-channel to draw them, and you take them at the chokepoint, one strike per wight, while I keep the decoys moving so the line keeps coming and never bunches.”

I walked her the whole plan first, on the ground, because a plan unwalked is a plan unowned, and because she’d asked, which no one in five years had bothered to. I showed her the three mouths and which two I’d block and why; the drainage channel and how its high banks made a funnel; the chokepoint and why I’d put her there and not somewhere with more room, because more room is a fighter’s instinct and a porter’s trap, a thing that lets the enemy spread when you want them in a line. I showed her the dead willow with the crows on it and explained the carrion-birds, and she listened to all of it with the close attention she gave a campaign report, and asked two questions, both good ones, the questions of a general checking a junior officer’s plan for the gap, and both times I had the answer because I’d walked the ground.

“You’d have made a quartermaster-general,” she said, when I’d done. “I had three in thirty years and only one I’d have trusted with this. He died of being right about a bridge nobody wanted to hear was failing.” A pause, brief, for a man dead these four centuries. “Don’t die of being right about a bridge, summoner. It’s a porter’s death and I’ve decided you’re more than a porter, whatever you keep telling me.”

“And how does a porter move a decoy in a bog at dusk,” she asked, “without being the decoy.”

“Echoes,” I said. “Lanterns. I can copy a lit lantern for nine, ten seconds, faint, but a wight doesn’t know faint from real, it knows light from dark. I throw an echo-lantern down-channel, it draws the line, it fades, I throw the next one closer. The light walks them to you and never gets close enough to be a man.” I jammed the first sluice-gate with an echo-bar in the gap, the real bar braced behind it. “You watch the carrion-birds. The crows on the dead willow. They lift off a heartbeat before the wights move, every time, because the wights stir the bog-gas and the birds taste it. When the crows go up, you’ve got a count of three before the line comes. I’ll call it, but watch the birds, in case I’m slow.”

She looked at me for a moment in the dusk, green eyes catching the last light and weighing me more gently than the day deserved.

“You planned a battle off the behavior of crows,” she said.

“Crows are reliable. People aren’t.”

“No,” Maeva said softly. “They’re not.” And she took her position at the chokepoint, and waited for my call.

It took the shape I’d built for it, which is the only kind of victory a porter wins.

The light died out of the sky and the bog went the color of old iron, and I crouched at the chokepoint with Maeva at the mouth of the drainage channel and my echo-lanterns ready in my mind, copies of a lantern I’d carried ten thousand miles. The two blocked sluice-gates held, jammed with echo-bars braced by the real bars, forcing the whole nest to the one open east mouth. And I watched the dead willow, where the crows roosted.

The crows went up.

All of them at once, off the willow into the iron sky, a black scatter, because the wights below had started to stir and stirred the bog-gas and the birds tasted it and fled, exactly as I’d promised. “Three,” I said, and counted it, and on the three the first wights came boiling out the east mouth into the channel.

I threw the first echo-lantern.

It bloomed down-channel, faint and grey and bright, a hanging light in the dark forty feet past the chokepoint, and the wight-line turned to it the way drowning things turn to light, came on into the funnel four abreast because the channel’s high banks wouldn’t let them spread wider, and they couldn’t flank and they couldn’t bunch, they could only come, in a line, toward a light that wasn’t a man. As they reached the place the first lantern died I threw the second, closer, ten feet nearer the chokepoint, and the line followed it, walking themselves up the channel into Maeva’s reach one rank at a time.

She took them as they came. One strike per wight, clean and economical, a lance and not a duelist, ending each one at the throat where the old binding-light of an unquiet thing sits, stepping back a single pace as each rank fell so the next walked onto the same ground and met the same blade. I kept the lights moving, throwing the next echo a beat before the last one died so the line never had a dark moment to think in, never broke, never bunched, just came and fell and came and fell, drawn up a funnel by a porter’s lanterns onto an empress’s strike.

A big one came third in the line, a brood-warden, slower and armored in its own corruption, and it didn’t turn to the light as the small ones did; it slowed, suspicious, in the channel-mouth, and the line bunched behind it, which was the one thing I didn’t want.

“Hold,” I called, and didn’t throw the next lantern. The warden, with no new light to chase, came on toward the dead light’s after-glow and the smell of the dropped ones, and the moment its slow head cleared the channel-mouth I threw the echo-lantern not down-channel but right at it, the copy blooming bright a foot from its face, and it reared back into the bunched line behind it and fouled them, and Maeva was already moving, because I’d told her at setup that if I threw a light at a wight instead of past it, that was her cue to close, and she closed and took the warden through the throat while it was blind and tangled in its own backed-up rank, and the bunch broke, and the line was a line again.

It was over in less time than it took to set up, the way a good fight is, because the fight is won in the setup and the fighting is just collecting. The geese lived. The wells would clear. And I’d thrown lantern-light around like a man who finally had a problem worth his skill, and an empress had been the killing edge of a plan I drew, and Maeva’s satisfaction rang through me the whole time, crisp and pleased.

“You threw a light at one,” she said after, cleaning her hands in the channel-water, the small frown of a tactician revisiting a move. “Not past it. At it.”

“The warden wouldn’t chase. It was bunching the line. So I made the light the threat instead of the lure, blinded it, gave you the throat.” I coiled my real lantern-line. “Lures work on the dull ones. The smart ones you have to threaten. Most plans fail because the planner only made one kind of move.”

Maeva looked at me across the dead willow’s roost with an expression I was learning to read as the empress filing a man under a heading she respected. “I had captains,” she said, “who never learned that in thirty years of war. Make a second kind of move. You did it by instinct, in a bog, for geese.” She shook the water off her hands. “You are wasted on geese, summoner. We’re going to fix that.”

The edge-farms fed us goose that night out of pure gratitude, and patched my bog-soaked cloak without being asked, and did the thing that surprised me, the thing that paid off a long way down the road.

They had a little local deed-stone, a waist-high field-stone the farm-hamlet shared, and the eldest farmer, a woman with a goose-grease apron and a hard fair face, put her hand on it and swore the deed plain: the surveyor and his lady cleared the drainage works, the geese are saved, the wells will clear. The stone took it and my name caught a little weight off it, honest bog-weight.

And then she added a line the stone didn’t have to take, because it wasn’t a deed, it was a thing she’d watched.

“And before he asked his pay,” she said to the stone, “he counted our dogs. All six. Asked which were lame and which were due pups and whether the bog-damp was in their chests, before he counted his own coin.” She took her hand off. “Witnessed. The stone can keep that or not.”

The stone kept it. It glowed faint, an unsworn truth witnessed and weighed, a line about a man counting dogs before pay, and I didn’t know then that it would matter, I only knew that my throat did something inconvenient and that Maeva, beside me, had stopped pricing the square entirely, her whole attention pulled off the stalls and the exits and fixed on me, looking at me with an expression I didn’t have a name for yet.

The edge-farms paid the coin of the commission and then, embarrassed that coin was all the commission asked, paid me again in everything coin couldn’t buy, because that’s the country way: a debt that coin clears too cleanly feels unpaid. They fed us goose in the eldest farmer’s long room, patched my bog-soaked cloak while I ate, and pressed jars of honey on me and Maeva “against the bog-damp, it gets in the chest.” Maeva accepted hers with a graciousness that made the farm-wife stand up straighter, the old craft of making a gift to her feel like an honor done to the giver. The children wanted magic, so I summoned them a tent-pole, the same nine-second ghost I’d shown the child in the square, and out here, with no Saskia to ask for the bucket, it was just a wonder.

“You count their dogs,” she said on the dark ride back, as though the words were a problem she couldn’t put down. “There was no stone there when you did it. No witness you knew of. The farm-wife only swore it after, on her own. You didn’t count their dogs for the etch. You counted them because the dogs had bog-damp in their chests and you knew it and no one else did.”

“Somebody has to count the dogs.”

“No,” Maeva said. “They don’t. That’s the entire point. Nobody has to. You do it because you can’t not.” She was quiet a while, the horses’ hooves wet on the road. “I have ruled men who’d have let a province of dogs cough to death rather than spend an idle thought on it. And I find myself riding through a bog at night beside one who can’t pass a coughing dog without bedding it warm. I’m recalibrating, summoner. Don’t let it go to your head. But I’m recalibrating.”

Market day in Marrowford, two days on, was where I learned that four centuries had been very bad for the empire’s understanding of pepper.

Maeva went through the market like a tax-assessor through a delinquent province. She stopped at the spice-stall and picked up a twist of black pepper and asked the price, and when the spice-man said it her chin came up a fraction and the gracious smile sharpened at the edges, a look I’d already learned to be cautious of.

“That,” she said, “is the price?”

“Aye, lady. Per twist.”

“Pepper,” Maeva said, with the deep affront of a woman who had once paid in war for trade routes, “was worth its weight in silver. Castellan kept a fleet to bring it. Men died for this. And you sell it” she gestured at his heaped bins “by the twist, for coppers, in a bog-town, as though it were sand.”

“World’s bigger now, lady,” the spice-man said, baffled. “Lots of ships.”

She bought, I am not exaggerating, a scandalous amount of pepper. She bought pepper like a woman buying back a stolen birthright. She had me carry it, of course, a porter’s lot, and the whole way down the market row she kept stopping to be quietly outraged at how cheap things were that empires had bled for, and to be openly delighted at the one thing that had gone the other way, which was silk, where she took one look at the bolt-prices and her imperial diction came out in full force.

“This,” she informed the silk-merchant, “is robbery dressed as commerce. In my day a length like this cost a duchy a wedding. You will give it to me at two-thirds, because I am buying three bolts and because I have decided to be generous about your lighting, which is poor, and your display, which is provincial, and which I will not mention to anyone if you are sensible.”

The silk-merchant gave her the silk at two-thirds. He gave it to her gratefully. He thanked her for the privilege of being haggled down by her, and I understood, watching it, that this was a woman who had turned whole towns into war efforts by making them feel honored to be conscripted, and that the bog-province had no idea what had walked into its market.

She found other century-shocks down the market row, and each one she ruled on without appeal. A clockwork-toy stall stopped her cold; the little tin birds that pecked when you wound them did not exist in her age and she examined one for a full minute with the focused attention she’d given the Vigil’s binding, and then bought three, “for study,” and made me carry those too. A printed broadsheet, the cheap pressed kind, undid her entirely: in her day a single book cost a manor and was copied by hand by monks, and the notion that a man could buy news on paper for a copper and use it to wrap fish struck her as either the collapse of all civilization or its triumph, she couldn’t decide which, and she read the entire broadsheet standing in the row, including a notice about a missing goat, and pronounced the prose “flabby” and the goat “almost certainly stolen, look at the reward, no one offers that for a goat that wandered.”

The soap stall offended her in the opposite direction.

“Three coppers,” she said, holding a pale square of lavender soap as if it were a captured spy. “For soap that smells like a court garden and does not require a week of ash-boiling and lye burns.”

“Good soap’s common now,” I said.

“Common,” she repeated, suspicious of the word. “Clean hands were statecraft in my hospitals and now a bog-town sells court soap beside onions.” She bought six bars, then turned on the soap-maker with imperial seriousness. “You should charge more.”

The soap-maker, who had plainly never been told by a customer to raise prices, looked to me for help.

“Don’t,” I advised him.

“Coward,” Maeva said, and bought two more.

And she found a coin-stall, where a collector sold old currency, and on it, among the trays, was a worn imperial half-mark with her own face on it, priced at two coppers.

She stopped, her hand halfway to the tray.

She picked it up, the small worn coin with the amused profile, and she turned it in her fingers as she’d turned the one from my bag, and the collector, sensing a sale, said it was “an old empress, very rare, the Castellan mark, she died tragic, the Unifier wept,” and Maeva set the coin down on his tray with great care and said, in the traveled Lady-voice, “Two coppers,” not haggling, simply pricing four hundred years of her own afterlife at two coppers and finding the number instructive, and she paid the two coppers and put her own face in her pocket and walked on, and I did not say a word, because some prices you let a person pay in silence.

“Up to the loft, summoner,” she said, when the market was carried. “I’ve spent enough of your century for one afternoon. I want to fix this monstrosity and then I want you to be useful in a different register, and you’re going to find out tonight whether you’ve understood anything I’ve been teaching you about your own worth.”

“You enjoyed that,” I said, hauling pepper and silk.

“Immensely,” Maeva said. “Now take me up to the loft, summoner. I’m going to make this ceremonial monstrosity fit me again, and you’re going to make yourself useful while I do.”

The ceremonial bodice was a problem she’d been circling for days.

It was off the funeral-gold, the only garment she’d come back in that read as anything but wrappings, and it had been built four hundred years ago by court tailors for a state occasion and it did not fit the woman who’d come back out of the dark, because the woman who’d come back was the same magnificent shape but the bodice had been engineered for armor underneath and ceremony on top, and Maeva, in the loft’s evening light, took it apart at the seams with a small knife and a court-trained hand and rebuilt it on her own body, pinning and cutting and re-lacing.

“There,” she said, when she’d basted the new lacing, turning in the long evening light from the shutter, the rebuilt bodice cinching her waist and straining, deliberately, at the bust. “You see what I’ve done.”

I saw exactly what she’d done. The new lacing ran the strain to the front and the new cut sat the heavy weight of her breasts high and barely held, and the whole thing was a magnificent feat of tailoring engineered, visibly, on purpose, to fail at the right moment under the right pressure.

She worked it with trained competence that had no waste in it, pinning the new lacing on her own body, turning to the small mirror she’d commandeered, adjusting, re-pinning, and she conscripted my hands as measuring tools without asking, as she requisitioned everything useful that came within reach. “Hold this. Your finger there, on the seam, while I baste. No, lower. You have steady hands; I’m told it’s the map-work. Useful.” She talked while she sewed, a low precise patter, half about the bodice and half about the century, and I stood with my finger on a seam over an empress’s straining bodice in the gold evening light and tried to attend to the sewing and not to the warm weight my knuckle kept brushing, and she watched me try in the little mirror while her amusement rang through the bond, bright and merciless.

“You’ve built a bodice that loses,” I said.

“I’ve built a bodice engineered to lose,” she corrected, pleased that I’d seen it, turning so the evening light caught the strain of the lacing. “An empress does not have wardrobe accidents, summoner. She has wardrobe decisions. This one is a decision I make in advance and let the room think is an accident.” She lifted her chin. “The farm-wives at the edge-farms watched you the whole goose dinner, did you know that. Counting your dogs. Patched your cloak. You didn’t notice a single eye on you.”

“I was counting dogs.”

“You were. It’s maddening.” She held my gaze in the evening light, the rebuilt bodice straining, the lacing one decision away from its engineered failure. “A man who can read a battle off crows and cannot read three farm-wives undressing him with their eyes. So I’m going to make this very simple, summoner, the way I make everything simple.” She set the knife down. “You have hands. I’ve felt them. Use them. I’m done conducting tonight. Show me you’ve learned the difference between being led and leading.”

I crossed the loft and called her bluff, and her court-diction broke into a delighted, undignified, “oh, THERE he is,” and I took charge of the empress, and she let me, and wanted me to, and that was the whole point of the night.

My hands found the engineered lacing, and she let her head tip back against the shutter and watched me through half-lidded eyes, waiting to see if I’d actually take what she’d built for me to take.

“The farm-wives,” I said, finding the strain-point she’d engineered, “weren’t undressing you with their eyes. They were undressing me. You were watching them do it.” I pulled the lacing’s decision a notch closer. “You’re jealous.”

“I am an empress,” Maeva said, with great dignity and a fraying breath. “Empresses are not jealous. Empresses notice. There is a, ah, a difference of, oh”

I backed her against the window-shutter, her bare back to the wood, the evening light coming gold through the gap, and I got the engineered bodice to make its decision under my hands. The lacing gave with a soft rush of cord through eyelets. Her heavy breasts spilled free, warm and soft and far too much for any court tailor’s lies, the full weight of them dropping loose with the nipples already dark and stiff. She made a sound against the shutter that had nothing court in it at all. I didn’t go for them first. I took her jaw in one hand and turned her head and set my mouth to the cord-mark the lacing had pressed into her throat, working down the line of it to her collarbone, slow, while she arched and waited for the hands that didn’t come yet. Only when her breath had gone ragged with the waiting did I sink to one knee and take the heavy underweight of both breasts up in my palms and learn them from beneath, my mouth dragging up the soft underswell of one toward its peak by inches, making her feel the whole climb of it. I caught through the thread the exact moment her composure went from performance to honest hunger, the jealousy and the wanting and the four centuries of being looked at and never seen all braided into one unguarded pull low in her belly. Then I rose, and she came up off the shutter reaching for me.

I hooked one of her long legs over my arm, freed my cock with my other hand, and ran the head of it up through her slit. She was drenched, slick and hot and ready under the gathered wreck of her skirts, her pussy parting wet around my crown when I notched it there. She watched me feel that, green eyes bright and unguarded for the length of one breath, and then I pushed into her standing there, working in by slow degrees, her tight wet heat stretching to take me, gripping and giving until I was seated to the hilt and her back pressed harder to the shutter and her arms locked around my neck.

“This is not, ah, this is not how an empress, summoner, this is, oh, against a window, anyone in the yard, do that again”

“Let them look,” I said against her throat, and drove up into her until her wet heat swallowed the whole length of me.

“You wanted leading,” I murmured against her ear, slowing when she’d have hurried, and she made a wrecked, undignified sound and dug her nails into my shoulders. “Then take being led, your majesty. All of it.”

I pulled out of her slick and gleaming, carried her to the bed, and laid her back and put her long legs up over my shoulders, folding her open. I lined up and drove back into her in one deep stroke. The angle buried me deeper than the shutter had, my cock pushing into her until the head of it pressed somewhere that made her gasp, and she felt the difference through the bond at the same instant I did. Her pussy clenched around me, slick and scalding, fluttering each time I bottomed out, and the rebuilt bodice lay in ruins around her waist while evening light moved across the heavy sway of her tits with every thrust, the soft mass of them rocking up and back as I fucked into her. She stopped trying to narrate it in imperial cadence and just took it, hands fisted in the bedroll, the guarded calculation gone from her face, her breath punched out of her on every stroke, and the Tether rang bright in me as something broke in her that was older than this room.

I slowed there so she felt every inch. The evening light crossed her body in strips through the shutter, gold on the heavy breasts her own clever lacing had failed to hold, gold on the cinched waist and the full regal hips I had gripped hard enough to leave my hands in her skin. She watched me watch her. That mattered to her, the watching, the fact that I did not look past her to a throne or a title or a use. I looked at Maeva Castellan laid out in the loft of a ferry-town inn, an empress in a ruined bodice with her legs over a porter’s shoulders, and my body answered the looking so hard she felt it through the Tether and made a low sound that had no court left in it.

“There,” I said, driving in slow and deep enough that her hands lost the bedroll and found my forearms instead, fingers closing around the silver-grey tracery. “Feel how wanted you are. For the woman, summoner. All the way down, under the crown, under every use a man ever made of you. That’s what I want.”

“Summoner,” she said, and the word came out plain, stripped of every title she’d wrapped around it before. Her green eyes stayed on mine, wet-bright and furious with how much she wanted. “Again. Say it again.”

“Wanted,” I said, and gave her the next stroke with the word.

Her fingers tightened on my burned arms, not hard enough to hurt, hard enough to hold the word in place.

She kept them there.

That was her answer before speech caught up: imperial fingers around the visible cost of me, holding the scars as if they were proof and not damage, as if she meant to make my own body testify that the price had purchased something living.

I shifted my grip under her thighs and folded her tighter, not hurried, just deeper, making her take the whole angle she’d asked for without having the breath left to direct it. The ruined bodice scraped against my wrists, its laces hanging loose like surrendered standards, and she laughed once under the force of it, a queen’s laugh ruined into hunger. The sound went through the Tether and came back as approval so bright it nearly made me lose the rhythm.

“There,” she managed, one hand leaving my forearm to grip the bedpost above her head. “You see the difference, summoner? This is leading. The reading of the room, the moving of the queen exactly where she already wished to go, before she’s said it aloud. That’s the whole art of it.” Her eyes held mine, green and wet-bright. “Again. Lead me again.”

So I did. I set the pace with no apology and gave her the next strokes slow enough that she had to feel every inch, hard enough that the bedframe complained against Bram’s old wall, and when she tried to turn the complaint into language, all that came out was my name.

The Tether carried the answer both directions. Her pleasure hit me as warm metal and the vertigo of an empress who had stopped steering; my own need hit her back, blunt and male and unhidden, and she opened around it with a sound that made Bram’s floorboards creak under my knees and made her laugh once into the back of her hand, not shy, never shy, but delighted by the scandal of being alive enough to need quiet.

A lifetime and four centuries of holding every decision in the room, and she let go of the deciding entirely. I felt it the way you feel a held breath finally spend itself, the whole long clench of command running out of her at once, and she came around me with a cry that was half a laugh and half something she’d forbidden herself a long time ago. Her cunt seized down on my cock in hard rhythmic pulses, clenching and milking, so tight and so wet that I lost the clean rhythm I’d been holding and drove into her rougher, the bed knocking the wall, her tits jumping with every snap of my hips. One tear ran from the corner of her eye into her gold hair, exactly one. Then her clenching took me with it. I buried myself deep, held there, and came inside her with my hands gripping her hips and her name in my throat, my cock jerking and emptying in thick pulses, spilling thick and hot against the mouth of her while she ground down to take all of it, and the gold light laced faint along both our ribs, the Tether warming, not advancing, just glad. When I finally drew back, my cum slicked us both and seeped from her, and she let it, sprawled and unhurried, in no condition to care.

After, she lay sprawled in the wreck of her engineered bodice in the gold evening light, and she touched the one tear-track with two fingers as though auditing it, and then she pointed those two fingers at me.

“That,” she said, “is classified intelligence, summoner. The tear. You will not mention it. To anyone, including me.” But her voice was warm and unguarded still, the unguarded lasting one tear’s length and no longer, and then the empress came back up over her like a tide, fond and certain.

She reached past me to the sill and took up the worn half-mark she’d bought that afternoon, the one with her own amused face on it, and she set it on my bare chest over the heartbeat, face up, the cold of the metal a small shock against my skin.

“Two coppers,” she said. “That is what a collector priced four hundred years of me at, and I paid it without quarrel, because the number was instructive, not because it was correct.” She held the coin there under one finger, pinning her own profile to my sternum. “You do your own pricing the same way. You spent your last coin to call a stranger and made it sound an inconvenience to me. You waded into black water for a priestess who watched you die. You count other men’s dogs before your own pay. A man who does all that has decided, somewhere a porter put it and never dug it out, that his only worth is in the spending.” Her eyes stayed on mine, no audit-warmth in them now, just flat imperial certainty. “I do not buy undervalued assets and then permit them to undervalue themselves. I’m correcting your accounts, summoner. We start downstairs, tonight, where the room can hear it.”

She let that sit a moment, and then she did a more dangerous thing than say it again.

She made me take the better chair when we went down. She made me take the first cut of the meat. She made me, in front of Bram and the room, accept the credit for the bog-deed in my own name, out loud, and she watched me do it like a tutor watching a sum come out right. It was harder than it should have been. The words “my deed” felt like a coat cut for someone else, and I stumbled on them, and Bram pretended not to notice and Maeva noticed everything and said nothing and simply waited, and I got the words out, and the room nodded, and the thing she’d been engineering all evening came quietly true: my name, said by my own mouth, attached to my own work, in a room, out loud, and the world did not end and the ceiling did not fall and a few people just nodded because of course the man who cleared the wells should say he cleared the wells.

And that night, lying awake with an empress’s breath slow against my chest, the registry came behind my ribs, quiet and ledger-voiced, the next door’s shape forming in the gold.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE BLADE THAT WAS NEVER BEATEN, ONLY ABANDONED.] [YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT.]

Beyond current weight. Not by as much as Maeva had been. I’d already climbed off the ember, off the bog-deed and the survival and the goodwill that weighs. I did the sums in the dark: a season of fen-nests and broken culverts and the small unsung deeds no bard would carry, and I could call her clean, no overdraft, no fresh tracery, paid for out of earned weight. Or I could overdraft and call her tomorrow and pay for it with my arms again. And the old porter reflex, the one Maeva had named not an hour before, reached for the overdraft, because the overdraft was the cheap fast spending of myself I’d always defaulted to, and I caught it reaching, and I made it stop, and I chose the season of honest deeds instead.

That was the first time I ever caught the reflex and overruled it. It felt strange, like favoring a sound shoulder you’ve spent years pretending isn’t hurt. I started saving, deed by deed, toward a sword that died undefeated and got the credit stolen, the same trade, the same receipt, a name I could already feel rhyming with mine, and I saved it the slow patient way, on purpose, as the first installment of the correction the empress was making to my accounting.

“Stop counting coins you don’t have yet,” Maeva murmured, not waking. “Sleep, summoner. You’ve earned the night.”


Chapter 6: Calling the Blade Saint

The salt-fish convoy was supposed to be an ambush, and I unwound it without a sword being drawn: a songless deed, exactly what I needed.

Bram had brokered it: a string of carts hauling salt-fish from the coast up the guild road to Veltmark, hired guards too few, the road known for a gang that took a cut off everything that crossed the fen causeway. The merchant wanted escort. He could afford a porter and a foreign lady at a porter’s rate: cheap enough that nobody else would take it, cheap enough that it was mine.

We were a day out, on the causeway, when I heard the whistle.

I’d spent five years on roads, and a road teaches you its language if you listen, and one of the things it teaches you is that gangs don’t shout, they whistle, and that every gang has a code, and that the codes are mostly stolen from older codes, and that the causeway gang’s code was a herdsman’s whistle-pattern I’d heard used plainly a hundred times on hill-roads, repurposed. Two short, a long, a short. Spotter to ambush: cargo confirmed, count of guards, hold.

“Stop the carts,” I told the merchant. “Not panicked. Like a wheel’s loose. Bunch them on the high part of the causeway where the banks fall away on both sides, so anyone coming at you has to come single-file up the road and can’t flank through the bog.”

Then I whistled back.

I gave the spotter’s own code the answer an ambush-leader gives when the job’s gone wrong and called off, which I knew because I’d heard it given on those hill-roads too: a long, two short, the pattern for scatter, the day’s bad, go home. I had it exactly. I’d been listening to roads for years while better men ignored them.

The ambush scattered. They thought their own leader had called it. By the time the spotter and the leader sorted out that neither had whistled the abort, the carts were bunched on the high causeway with the banks falling away, Maeva standing at the front of them looking like a foreign lady of obvious means and unobvious menace, and the moment for a clean ambush was four whistles gone.

The merchant, a nervous man named Pell who’d hired us cheap and regretted it the moment he saw how few guards his money bought, came to find me at the head of the bunched carts in a state. “They’re going to come,” he hissed. “I’ve heard the whistles. We’re three guards short and the lady’s a lady and you’re a, no offense, you’re a surveyor, we’re going to lose the whole load, I’ve staked my season on this fish”

“Nobody’s losing the fish,” I said. “Stand the carts where I put them. Tell your guards to look bored, not afraid. Bored reads as confident, and confident makes an ambush wonder if there’s a trap.” I’d already whistled the abort and watched the spotter’s position go quiet; now I was just managing Pell, which was the harder job, because wights have no nerves and merchants have nothing else. “I’ve been listening to this road all morning, Master Pell. Their leader’s about to walk out here confused about why his own ambush scattered, and a confused man with no ambush left is a man who’ll listen to a better offer. Let me make him the offer. Keep your guards bored.”

The gang’s leader came out to talk, because once an ambush has scattered around a man there is nothing left to do but talk.

It took longer than a whistle to turn it into wages, because men who planned to rob a road do not become lawful outriders because a porter smiles at them. Holt came out with two men on the bank and one still hidden in the reed-line, and I named the hidden one before Holt could pretend he wasn’t there. I named the whistle-code, too, and the old hill-road it had been stolen from, and the fact that his left boot had a split sole because I’d seen the track on the mud-shelf twenty paces back. A man who feels seen gets careful. A careful man hears offers.

“You can try the carts,” I told him. “You’ll lose two men before you reach the first axle, because the bank narrows there and Lady Maeva will take whoever steps into it first. Then the merchant’s guards panic and someone burns a cart and the fish rots in the mud. Or you can ride with us for honest coin, eat tonight, and have four witnesses say you took paid work instead of gallows work.”

Holt looked at Maeva. Maeva smiled like foreign money with knives behind it.

“Paid work,” Holt said.

“Good,” I said. “Start by telling your reed-man to stop aiming at my mule. She bites.”

The reed-man lowered his bow. My mule flattened her ears at him anyway, because she had a better memory than most men.

Holt saw the ears and stepped wider. Sensible man.

Maeva noticed that too, of course. “Your mule has excellent strategic judgment,” she said. “She dislikes hidden archers and men who stand too close to her teeth. I may appoint her to review my next cavalry screen.”

“She’ll bite the cavalry,” I said.

“Then the cavalry will learn.”

“You won a fight by knowing a tune,” Maeva said, that night.

“Roads talk. Most people don’t listen. That’s the whole trade.” I marked the day’s weight in my notebook, the small clean deed-weight of a convoy brought through whole. Climbing. Toward the door. “Bloodless deeds weigh less on the stone than kills, but they weigh, and they don’t cost anybody an arm, and the four outriders’ll swear for me at the next stone if I ever need witnesses.” Receipts. Always receipts. “Tomorrow there’s a wayshrine on the ridge gone bad. Corpse-lights. That’s the deed the convoy’s actually paying for; the escort’s just so I’m here to do it.”

The four outriders turned out to be the best company I’d kept in years, which says something either about ex-bandits or about the company I’d been keeping. Their leader was a scarred fen-man named Holt who’d taken to paid work the way a tired man takes to a chair, and around the fire that night he wanted to know how I’d known their whistle-code. I told him the road had been saying it all morning to anyone who’d stopped talking long enough to hear, and Holt nodded like a man who’d just heard scripture.

“You’re the dead porter,” he said, not a question. “The one the songs are wrong about. Word came up the road. Surveyor, foreign lady, walked out of a tomb.” He looked at Maeva across the fire, Lady Maeva, gracious and unreadable, and was wise enough not to look long. “We’ll swear for you, if it comes to a stone. The four of us. You turned an ambush into a wage and didn’t draw a blade doing it. That’s a thing a man remembers.” He spat in the fire, companionable. “Most who hire us treat us like the gallows we dodged. You hired us like men. Stone’ll hear about that from me whenever you like.”

Receipts, I thought, and didn’t say. Four witnesses who’d swear, banked against a day I might need them. But it wasn’t only receipts, and I’d have been lying to call it only that. It was the first work-crew in five years that had thanked me by name, and I filed that somewhere the notebook didn’t reach.

The ridge wayshrine was a small deed with a large shadow on it, and the shadow was the part that kept me up.

Corpse-lights are easy if you know what they are and a nightmare if you don’t, which is why the shrine had stood haunted for years while braver men than me avoided it. They’re cold drifting flames over a place where the unburied lie, and they don’t burn and they don’t chase, they just grieve, drifting, and the lights go out the moment the dead are laid properly, because a corpse-light is only an unfinished funeral. I found the caravan under a slumped drift of old snow-rot, a whole trade-string that had died in a winter generations gone, frozen and forgotten, never buried, and I laid them, one by one, in the cold, while Maeva stood watch.

“There’s no deed-weight worth the labor in century-dead drovers,” Maeva said, not unkindly, as I cleared the last of the rot off a small skeleton, a child’s, that had died in the back of a wagon.

“The shrine reopens. The road’s clear. Travelers stop dying of fright on the ridge.” I laid the child last, because you always lay the children last, the small ones get the most care. “But that’s not why. I’d bury them with no stone watching. Somebody died here and nobody finished it. Finishing it is the job.”

Maeva said nothing after that. She helped with the heavy ones, gold-thread skirts pinned up out of the snow-rot, and when the last drover was laid she closed her eyes for one measured breath.

The lights went out as the last drover was laid, drifting up and gone, the unfinished finished, and the deed was done and weighed. But while I was up on the ridge I read the ground below, as I always read ground, and what I read was warren mouths.

The deed-stone at the wayshrine was no taller than my knee, half-buried in frost-heaved ground, and it took the burial slowly, as if an old stone needed time to remember how to glow. Holt put his hand on it first, surprising me, and swore what he’d seen: the dead found, named by wagon marks and trade-tokens, laid properly, the corpse-lights gone. His men followed. Pell followed, voice thin but true, because merchants know the price of an open road. My name brightened a little on that cold ridge, not with glory, but with the quiet weight of finished work.

We found names for nine of them. Not all. A cracked trade-token, a belt-plate stamped with a caravan mark, two tally-sticks sealed in wax gone brittle, a child’s wooden horse with one wheel missing and a name scratched underneath by a careful parent: Senn. The rest we marked by what we had. Drover in blue coat. Woman with brass buttons. Child with horse. A bad name is better than none, and none is what the snow-rot had given them for generations.

Holt watched me scratch the markers into flat chips of shrine-stone and said nothing for a while.

“You do this every time?” he asked finally.

“When I can.”

“No pay in it.”

“No,” I said, setting Senn’s marker last.

Holt spat into the frost, not disrespectful, just because he needed somewhere to put the feeling. “Roads remember men who do that.”

“Maybe. The dead waited long enough either way.”

Maeva watched the glow settle and said nothing for a long moment.

“No bard will sing that,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “The dead don’t need one. They needed a shovel.”

She looked at me then, the green weighing-gaze softened by something she chose not to name, and I set that look away beside the child’s bones and the extinguished lights.

New ones. Wight-warren mouths in the low fen below the ridge, more than the province knew about, and they ran the wrong way, deeper and more organized than scattered nests should, all angling toward one low drowned place in the deep fen the locals called the breach, where the old sea-marsh had broken its banks generations back and never healed.

“Someone’s growing them,” I said, marking the warren mouths against my fen-map. “Nests don’t organize. These are organizing. Pointing at the breach.” I didn’t like it. The fen was wrong in a way that would get worse.

Maeva crouched beside me at the ridge’s edge and read the fen with the battlefield eye I’d been teaching her, which she’d absorbed quickly. “If I wanted a province grateful to me,” she said, conversational, pricing the warren-mouths like taxable acreage, “and I had a blessing that fed on gratitude, I might arrange for a disaster only I could be seen to avert. A breach, say. Fed quietly over a season until it’s large enough to terrify, then averted in front of every witness-stone in the province, the Hero who saved three districts from the wight-flood.” She said it lightly, a hypothesis, not an accusation. “I’m not saying it’s your golden boy, summoner. I’m saying I have arranged a useful crisis or two in my own reign, and I know the shape of one when I see it growing in a fen, and this has the shape.” She stood, brushing ridge-grass from her skirts. “Mark it. Don’t swear it. You can’t prove the hand that fed it, yet. But a man who’d flood three districts to feed a blessing is a man whose rent is coming due to someone, and the someone is the thing I keep telling you to watch for. Tenants who’d drown a province for their landlord are tenants in deep arrears.”

I marked it. I had no name for the thing behind Cylas’s blessing yet, only the shape of a lender in the dark and a rent coming due. That was enough to put a colder line in the notebook.

The iron-shell troll hit the convoy rear at the causeway bottleneck on the third day, and that was the day I overdrew the second time.

It came out of the bog at the narrowest part, where the causeway ran between two deep channels and the carts had to string out single-file, and it took the rear cart before anyone saw it, an iron-shell, a troll grown a carapace of mineral and bog-iron over generations in the deep fen, a thing my echoes couldn’t scratch and the outriders’ blades skated off and even Maeva, who could end a Vigil-construct with a hand through its throat, would need to be standing in front of to stop.

She was half a mile forward, at the head of the convoy. By the time she heard, by the time she turned and ran the half-mile back down a single-file causeway crowded with panicking carts, the rear would be a slaughter.

I had a choice and I made it fast and too cheap.

I had weight now. I’d been saving it. The registry had said Yrsa Kaldwyn was beyond my current weight, and she was, by a margin, but the door behind my ribs offered me the overdraft as it had in the tomb, and a margin you can’t afford is not a consideration when the thing you can’t afford is a slaughter.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT – OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

“Put it on my account,” I said, and accepted the overdraft.

The second time is worse than the first because the body remembers the first, and mine remembered, and it braced against the spending the way you brace against a blow you’ve already taken once, which doesn’t help, it only means you feel the bracing fail. The silver-grey came up out of my forearms where it had stopped at the elbows and climbed past them, up over the elbows toward the upper arm, branching, cold, the river-delta of the tomb spreading its tributaries higher, and the price came up with it: my vision greyed at the edges, the causeway going dim and silver and far away, a roaring in my ears like the deep-water pressure of the flooded stair, my knees trying to fold under me, the deep ache of bone set without ease spreading up through both shoulders into my chest.

A part of me, the cold counting part, noted the cost and filed it even as I paid: higher than the tomb, past the elbows, this would be days of fever and weakness, this would be tracery I’d carry to my grave, this was expensive. And the rest of me, the part that had waded into four feet of water for a priestess who watched me die, paid it without a flicker, because the rear cart was screaming and the carter was a man with a name I didn’t know who wanted to go home, and a man who’s calling shots doesn’t get to fall down while there’s a line to hold. I stayed up. I don’t entirely know how. The Standard wasn’t mine yet, the steadying; this was just will and five years of not being allowed to fall down, and it held me on my feet long enough to keep calling targets at a saint who hadn’t arrived.

“East channel’s deep, west is shallow,” I called, to no one, to the door, to the legend coming through it, because the porter calls the shots even mid-collapse, even grey, even paying. “It’s between the channels, it can’t go wide, the bottleneck’s holding it single. Take it from the cart-side, the shell’s thin at the joint of the foreleg where it has to flex”

The troll reached the rear cart while I was still calling. It was the size of a hay-barn gone wrong, bog-iron crusted over old grey muscle, and the carter’s mule screamed and the carter scrambled and the iron fist came up against the iron sky to come down, and the outriders’ blades were skating off the shell with the sound of steel on slate, and I had a half-second to spend and I spent it the only way a porter can, which is to make the ground do the fighting.

“Holt, the off-wheel, drop the cart’s off-wheel chock, let it roll into the deep channel, give the thing something heavy to look at”

The cart lurched and the troll’s slow attention went to the moving weight, the half-instant of distraction I’d bought. But the carter wasn’t clear. Holt had him by the collar and couldn’t pull him free, because the cart’s harness had twisted around the man’s boot, and the troll’s fist was still coming down, slow only because a thing that large makes slowness look inevitable. Pell shouted something about his fish that no god of roads would have dignified as a prayer.

“Cut the harness,” I called.

Holt’s knife flashed, missed the leather, hit the buckle, sparked. The echo-rope I’d thrown thinned in my hands, ghost-fibers slipping through my fingers because I had no strength left to feed it, but it held the mule’s head down for the one breath Holt needed to strike again. The buckle parted. The carter came free in a heap, and Holt dragged him back by the collar.

That was the breath I bought, and the door opened into it.

She did not arrive cleanly, because no battlefield gives clean arrivals. The door opened in the mud and the rain and the stink of salt-fish, and the first thing through it was the edge of her blade, already cutting, then the long pale line of her body following the cut as if the sword had pulled her into the world. My vision was greying at the edges, but I saw the exactness of it. She took one step on the rolling cart-rim, used the cart’s fall for height, and launched off it under the troll’s descending fist.

The fist hit the cart instead of the man. Boards exploded. Salt-fish went everywhere, a silver scatter across black mud, and Pell made a sound like his season had just died. My knees buckled when the last echo thinned, because I had nothing left to spend and had spent it anyway.

“Foreleg joint,” I called, though she’d already seen it. “Then throat.”

She fought the way a sword fights, already moving, already committed, because the legend the door rhymes with arrives whole and at the moment of her own legend, and her moment was a fight. The stroke she’d begun ninety years dead finished here, on the causeway, in the rain, and the iron-shell troll had four exact things happen to it in the space of one of my greying heartbeats.

One: she read the shell. I watched her do it, a flat instant assessment, the same read I’d called, the foreleg joint where the shell flexes, except she found it in the time it took me to draw breath. Two: she went low under the descending fist, inside its reach, where a thing that size can’t turn. Three: she put her blade into the foreleg joint at the flex, the one thin seam, and levered, and the shell that turned every other blade opened along its own joint because she’d hit the one line that had to stay soft for the thing to move at all. Four: she came up the inside of its collapsing guard and took the throat, the same place Maeva took throats, the place where a thing’s binding sits, and the iron-shell troll came down in pieces in the deep channel and the causeway was quiet.

Four moves. I counted them, the way the docks had taught me to count anything that mattered. And I understood, counting them, that I was looking at a kind of perfection I’d never get near with a blade, and that my only hope of ever winning her duel-debt was to never once try to meet that perfection on its own ground.

She stood over the wreck of it in the sudden quiet, breathing, blade dripping, and she was tall, taller than me, five-eleven of long-limbed athletic line, built like a drawn sword and standing like one, weight already shifted to her back foot the way a duelist stands when a fight might still be coming. My greying eyes took her in as they took everything, bottom to top, because that’s how you read a stranger who might be a threat: scuffed duelist’s boots, planted light; long hard-muscled legs in fighting leathers; narrow hips and a worn sword-belt; a chest wrapped flat for combat under the leathers; pale scarred forearms, old training scars, thin and many; jaw-blunt black hair cut clean at the jaw and sawed back to length by her own hand by the look of it; and storm-grey eyes that had already scored my stance and the convoy’s panic and the wreck of the troll and found all of it wanting.

The convoy cheered. Of course they cheered. A saint had dropped out of the air and saved the rear, and the carters whooped and the outriders banged their blades on their bracers, and Yrsa Kaldwyn ignored every one of them.

She looked at the cheering convoy once, flatly, and then she looked at me, the grey-faced man swaying at the bottleneck with silver-grey climbing past his elbows, the man who’d called her, and her stare narrowed by a blade’s width.

“Who,” she said, and her voice was low and clipped and entirely unimpressed, “spent themselves down to grey, on an overdraft I can feel like a debt collector’s hand, to summon a saint” she gestured with the dripping blade at the dead troll, at the salt-fish carts “for fish?”

“Convoy was going to lose the rear,” I said. My voice came out about as steady as my knees. “Couldn’t reach it in time. You could.”

“So you burned your own arms past the elbows for a cargo of salt-fish and four men you’ve known three days.” She wiped her blade on the troll’s hide, unhurried, reading me the whole time, the grey, the tracery, how I was staying up on will and not much else. “I felt the door open. I know what you are now; the kingdom never had your kind, an anchor, the door said. You free what older summoners only ever chained.” She sheathed the blade. “And the first thing I learn about the man who’d free me is that he throws himself away for fish.”

I felt the door between us, the open one, the offer hanging there as it had hung with Maeva. I felt Yrsa feel it too. And I felt, before she said it, her decline it, the door staying open and her standing on the far side of it with her arms crossed.

“Like hell,” she said.

That first, hard and graceless as a thrown punch. Then the rest, flat and final and entirely hers.

“I am not a sword you pull from a stone, anchor. I died undefeated. I held a bridge alone so my unit could run, and the kingdom filed my death under the lord who ran, and I have had ninety years in the dark to think about being a tool that other men get the credit for. I am not going to come back to the world to be the convenient blade of even a kind man, summoned at a thought, grateful to be useful.” Her chin came up, eyes flat. “Death didn’t take my right to choose my battles. You don’t get my oath because you opened a door. You don’t get it for free, and you don’t get it for fish.”

Maeva had arrived by then, half a mile run at speed and not even breathing hard, and she stood at my shoulder, and the two of them, the empress and the saint, looked at each other across me with the immediate frank assessment of two powers meeting on a road.

“And yet,” Maeva observed, “you’re still standing here, blade saint, on this side of the open door. You could have walked back through it the moment you declined. You haven’t.”

Yrsa’s jaw worked. “Because I want to know what kind of man overdrafts for fish,” she said. “So here’s my terms, anchor, and they’re mine, not yours. The new moon’s in five weeks. Before it, you beat me. In a duel. Fairly, witnessed, by my own word called fair. Beat me once, and I’ll consider staying, because a man who can actually beat the blade saint is a man worth choosing, and a man who can’t has no business calling himself anyone’s anchor.” She picked up her sheath-strap and slung it. “Until then I walk beside you. Unbonded. Owing you nothing, owed nothing. I’ll fight when I please and I’ll watch the rest, and what I’m watching for is whether you’re a man worth losing to, or just another fool with a martyr’s reflex and a hero’s name for it.”

Maeva, beside me, did not argue the refusal, which surprised me until I understood it. An empress who’d spent four hundred years being a leashed asset in a drowned tomb was the last person alive who’d tell another woman she couldn’t refuse a summons. If anything the empress approved; I felt it through the thread, a clean warm chime aimed not at me but at the saint, one power recognizing another’s right to choose her own ground.

“She’s right, summoner,” Maeva said. “Leave her unbonded. A queen who can refuse and does is worth ten who can’t. If you want the blade saint, you’ll have to be worth losing to, and you’ll have to do it her way, fairly, witnessed, called fair by her own word. I’d think less of her if she gave herself away for fish, and so, if you’re honest, would you.” She turned her green gaze on Yrsa, queen measuring saint. “I unified three duchies, blade saint. Two by marriage, one by mercy, none by force, because a thing you take by force you have to hold by force forever. He’ll have you the only way worth having you, which is the way you choose, or he won’t have you at all. I approve.”

“I don’t need an empress’s approval,” Yrsa said.

“No,” Maeva agreed pleasantly. “And that’s exactly why you have it.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

“It’s mine. Fair’s got nothing to do with it,” Yrsa said. “Choice isn’t a favor anyone does you. Now sit down before you fall down, anchor. You’re grey as a corpse and you’re embarrassing the woman who came out of a tomb to stand next to you.”

I sat down. It was that or fall, and I’d rather choose it.

Pell the merchant came to me where I sat grey on a cart-tail, his salt-fish saved twice over, once from the ambush and once from the troll, and he didn’t know what to do with his hands. “I hired you cheap,” he said. “A surveyor and a lady, at a porter’s rate, because nobody else would take the job and I thought I was buying a man to read maps. And you turned an ambush into outriders with a whistle and you called a saint out of the air for my fish and you’re sitting here grey as a dead man having spent your own self on my cargo.” He pulled out his purse. “I’m paying you the guard’s rate. The full one. Three guards’ worth, for the three you saved me from losing. I won’t be argued with.”

I started to argue with him. The porter reflex, the cheap-spending one, opened my mouth to say the commission was the commission and I’d taken the job at the rate I’d taken it. Across the cart Maeva’s gaze went from the purse to my face, and the bond carried audit-cold disapproval before Yrsa, around a strip of someone’s jerky, said, “Take the money, anchor. You greyed yourself out for his fish. The money’s the least of what it cost and you’ll take it or I’ll take it for you and spend it on a blade you’ll disapprove of.” So I took the full guard’s rate, and it sat strange in my hand, the correct price of my own work, and I noted that taking it was getting fractionally easier, and that two queens were apparently going to make a campaign of teaching me to be paid.

Camp that night was an education in the blade saint.

She ate like a siege was coming. I’d cooked for fighters for five years and I’d never seen anything like it; she went through the convoy’s stew like it had insulted her and went back for more and tested the bench she sat on for structural integrity before she trusted her weight to it, a habit, I’d learn, a fighter’s reflex about furniture that never switched off. She inspected every blade in camp, the outriders’, the merchant’s, mine, the cook’s, with a saint’s blunt professional contempt, and she condemned all of them except the cook’s heavy cleaver, which she pronounced “honest steel, badly kept, but it’ll cut,” and the cook was so absurdly proud of the compliment that he gave her the larger portion the rest of the trip.

She did not, I noticed, know the century either, and she met it differently than Maeva did. Where the empress audited each change and weighed it, Yrsa simply distrusted all of it. She distrusted the convoy’s new repeating crossbow on principle (“a weapon you can fire without thinking is a weapon you’ll fire without thinking”). She distrusted the smooth modern road (“ground that gives you no excuse to watch your feet makes soldiers who don’t”). When I asked about the bench-testing she looked at me like I was simple. “I died on a bridge,” she said. “You learn what holds and what doesn’t. Everything’s a bridge if you’re heavy enough.” Then she went back for more stew.

And she and Maeva negotiated, all evening, like two governments opening an embassy.

It was a marvel to watch. Neither of them gave an inch and neither of them wanted blood; it was all precedence, all protocol, two powers establishing whose sphere was whose. Maeva opened with graciousness, the imperial kind that’s a weapon. Yrsa answered with bluntness, the saint’s kind that’s also a weapon. Maeva let it be known, without once saying so, that she’d been here first and ran the strategy and had unified three duchies. Yrsa let it be known, without once saying so, that she answered to no strategy, had held a bridge alone, and was unbonded and owed nobody anything.

“You command well,” Maeva allowed, somewhere in the second hour, a concession that cost her nothing and bought her ground. “I watched you take the troll. Four strokes. Economical. I dislike waste.”

“You command from half a mile back,” Yrsa returned, which was not quite an insult and not quite not. “Through him.” A jerk of the chin at me. “Useful, if your caller’s good. His caller’s good.” Which was, I realized, the highest thing Yrsa Kaldwyn had said about anyone all evening, delivered as a complaint, and Maeva caught it and tucked it away. The empress ran the plan, the saint ran the line, and the porter, apparently, ran both of them, a thing they agreed on by pointedly not contesting it.

“He overdrafts,” Yrsa said to Maeva, jerking her chin at me where I sat marking the day’s weight in my notebook, grey still, arms aching. “You let him do that?”

“I’m correcting it,” Maeva said. “It’s a deep flaw. He believes his worth is in being spent.”

“It’s stupid,” Yrsa said.

“It’s heroic and stupid,” Maeva said. “Both. That’s the trouble.”

Yrsa got up. I thought she was getting more stew. Instead she came around the fire to where I sat, and without asking, without ceremony, she took my right arm, the worse one, where the fresh tracery had climbed past the elbow, and she unwound the field-wrapping I’d put on it badly with one hand, and she re-wrapped it. Properly. Tight where it should be tight and loose where the swelling needed room, a soldier’s field-dressing, fast and exact, done in the time it took me to start to say something.

“Stop spending what other people are for,” she said, not looking at me, finishing the wrap with a tuck. “Plain sense. You’ve got a saint and an empress now; you don’t need to burn your own arms off proving anything.”

“Thank you,” I started.

But she was already gone, back around the fire to the stew, gratitude-allergic, vanished before the thanks could land on her, and I sat there with my arm wrapped better than I’d wrapped it. She’d done it without asking and left before I could make it a thing, which I’d learn was the only way Yrsa Kaldwyn knew how to be kind, in motion, in passing, gone before the kindness could be acknowledged and turned into a debt she’d have to feel. A woman who repaid every gentleness instantly so she’d never owe one. A woman who’d wrap a stranger’s burned arm and flee the thanks.

And Maeva, watching me watch the place Yrsa had been, let her silence sit with the particular weight she used when she’d reached a conclusion and was deciding how to spend it.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I haven’t said a word,” the empress said.

“You’re going to.”

“I’m going to say,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction, “that the blade saint who will not be summoned like a servant just re-wrapped your arm better than you wrap it yourself, unasked, and fled before you could thank her, and that this is a woman who has decided your continued survival is worth monitoring while loudly maintaining that she’s decided nothing at all.” She returned to my almanac. “Five weeks to the new moon, summoner. She has chosen to keep watching. Win the duel and let her name the rest.”

“She’ll watch you the whole five weeks,” Maeva said that night, when the camp had quieted and the saint had taken first watch on a stool with her back to a wall and her blade across her knees. “Everything you do, and the deeds least of all; deeds are easy to fake. The small things. How you treat the people who can’t repay you. Whether the man at the deed-stone is the same man at the cook-fire.” She turned a page of the almanac she’d stolen back from my pack. “It’s exactly how I’d have done it, in her place. So be the same man at the fire that you are at the stone, which you are anyway. You won’t even notice you’re taking the test.”

I started a new page in the notebook, and at the top of it I wrote one word: Yrsa. Under it, I began to count.


Chapter 7: The Debt and the Drills

Yrsa put five touches on me in two minutes the first morning, and then she sat me down in the dirt of the training yard and explained, with the patience of a woman explaining gravity to a stone, exactly why I would never beat her with a sword.

“Five,” she said, holding up the practice blade she’d tapped me with, throat, heart, both wrists, gut, in the time it took me to remember which end of my own practice sword to point at her. “And I was bored. You know what your problem is, anchor? Your speed is bad and your reach isn’t enough, but the real flaw is this.” She tapped my chest with the flat. “You guard wrong. Every parry you make, you make it like you’re protecting something behind you. You step in front of the line, you don’t take the line. I’ve watched you since the causeway. You guard other people’s lines like it’s reflex, because it is, because you’ve spent five years standing in front of fools so the blow that was meant for them lands on you instead.” She crouched to my eye level in the dirt. “You’re a shepherd trying to duel a wolf. A shepherd’s whole craft is putting himself between the wolf and the flock. That’s a beautiful thing and it’ll get you killed in a duel, because in a duel there’s no flock. There’s just you and the wolf, and you keep guarding a sheep that isn’t there.”

It was the most anyone had ever understood about how I fought, and she’d done it to insult me.

“So I can’t win with a sword,” I said.

“You can’t win with a sword,” she agreed, standing. “Good. You’ve understood the first thing. Most men never understand the first thing.” She turned to walk off. “Find another way, anchor. You don’t need five weeks unless you’re planning to waste them. Surprise me.”

She drilled the grapple-work hardest, because that, she said, was the only ground where a slow man had a prayer against a fast one. “A blade’s all tempo,” she said, locking my wrist and turning me off my feet for the ninth time in a morning, “and you’ve no tempo, you’ve a porter’s plod. But a grapple’s leverage, and leverage is patience and weight, and you’ve both. You’ll never out-cut me. You might, on a very good day, with the gods drunk, out-wrestle me, if you stop trying to be a swordsman and start being what you are, which is a strong patient man who knows how things fall.” She let me up. “Things falling. That’s your whole talent, anchor. You know how things fall. A cart, a ward, a man off-balance. Stop fencing and start dropping me, and you’ll surprise yourself.”

She showed me what she meant on the next pass, slow, so I’d feel it land. “Watch. You’re trying to stop me here.” She drove her forearm at my throat, and I did what I always did, threw both hands up to cover it, and she stepped through the gap my covering made and put me on my back in the dirt before I’d finished the block. “You covered the throat. I took the hip. You can’t cover everything, anchor, I keep telling you. So stop covering. Take one thing away from me instead.” She hauled me up by the collar. “Again. This time don’t guard. Find where my weight is and pull the floor out from under it.”

So I stopped guarding. I let her come, and instead of covering I read her the way I’d read a loaded cart on a bad grade, found the foot her weight had committed to, and took it. She went down. Not gracefully, not beaten, but down, in the dirt, on her back, the first time all morning, and she lay there a half-breath with the wind knocked half out of her and something in her face I hadn’t earned off her before.

“There,” she said, getting up, brushing the yard off her leathers, and she didn’t smile, but the insult that came next ran warmer than the rest. “That’s the first true thing you’ve done with your hands since the convoy. You stopped fighting like a shepherd and fought like a man who knows how a cart falls. Do that to me in front of a crowd and I’ll deny I taught you.” She reset her stance. “Do it again.”

I did it again. She let me, once, and then she stopped letting me, which was its own lesson: a trick works until the other fighter reads it, and a saint reads fast. The third time I reached for her committed foot it wasn’t there anymore, and I ate the dirt for it, and she stood over me almost approving. “Good. Now you know the shape of it. A thing that drops me once won’t drop me twice, so whatever you’re saving for the duel, anchor, you save it, you show it once, and you make the once count.”

She drilled me anyway, every morning, even knowing I’d never beat her with the blade, because, I worked out slowly, drilling was how Yrsa Kaldwyn showed she’d decided you were worth keeping alive. She didn’t say it. She’d have bitten through her own tongue before she said it. But a saint who’d written you off doesn’t spend two hours a morning fixing your guard; she spends them ignoring you. Yrsa spent them on me, furious and exact, calling me a shepherd and a fool and a man who’d get himself killed guarding a sheep that wasn’t there, and every insult was a correction and every correction was an hour of her time, and somewhere around the third morning I understood that the insults were the affection and the drilling was the courtship, and that she’d kill me for noticing, so I didn’t say a word.

“Your wrist’s still soft on the parry,” she snapped, tapping it for the hundredth time. “You’re trying to protect your whole body. You can’t. Pick what you’re keeping. A duelist keeps one line and lets the rest take care of itself. You keep everything, which means you keep nothing.”

“Porters keep everything,” I said. “That’s the trade. You drop one thing, somebody dies on the road.”

She stopped, the practice blade lowering, and looked at me with the duelist’s read gone briefly thoughtful. “On the road. Not in a duel.” She tapped my wrist again, softer. “Different work, anchor. On the road you keep everything because everyone’s yours to keep. In a duel there’s only you. You’ve never once in your life fought a fight that was only yours, have you. You’ve always been guarding someone.”

“No,” I admitted. “I haven’t.”

“Then that’s your whole problem and your whole answer both,” Yrsa said, and turned away, and I think she didn’t know she’d handed me the duel right there, because I went and counted my way to another answer, starting exactly where she’d pointed: a fight that was only mine.

I couldn’t beat Yrsa Kaldwyn with a blade. I’d known that before she proved it; you don’t beat the blade saint at blades any more than you beat the tide by swimming harder. But I’d spent five years watching every fighting style on the continent from ten feet back with nothing to do but observe, and I’d mapped dungeons that wanted to kill me by learning their patterns, and a duelist is just a dungeon that moves. So I mapped her.

I filled notebook pages. I watched her drill, watched her spar the outriders, watched her eat and walk and stand, and I wrote her down like a tomb’s false ramps. Her tempo: she fought in a rhythm, fast, but a rhythm, and rhythms can be counted and counted-against. Her angles: she favored the cross-body cut, the back-cut’s honest cousin, because her reach was long and it covered the most ground. Her boredom: this was the thing nobody else would have written down, because nobody else was a porter who’d learned that the most useful thing about a person is usually the thing they’re not aware they’re showing. Yrsa, winning easily, got bored, and bored, she got fast and a little sloppy and a little impatient, and an impatient saint was a saint reaching for a finish.

Maeva annotated my notebook in imperial shorthand.

“You’re reading her like a soldier,” she said, leaning over the pages by candle. “Read her like a court. I spent thirty years reading men who lied with their whole bodies. Look.” She tapped my sketch of Yrsa’s stance. “Here. When she’s genuinely angry, she gets slow and careful, like she did when she condemned the outriders’ blades. Anger makes her precise, you can’t use anger. But here, when she’s only irritated, peeved, when something’s beneath her and she wants it over, she gets fast and impatient. You’ve recorded what she does: tempo, angles, reach. That’s good reconnaissance. Now record when she wants the fight finished.”

I thought about it. “When it’s beneath her. When she’s bored, or peeved, or, the outriders’ blades, when she condemned them, she got fast then, contemptuous fast.”

“Contempt is a mood. Boredom is a mood. Irritation is a mood.” Maeva’s eyes were bright in the candlelight, thirty years of reading lying men in them. “And here is the empress’s lesson, the one I paid for in a garden: people guard their strengths and leak through their moods. Yrsa Kaldwyn has guarded her technique for a hundred years; you’ll find no hole in it, there isn’t one. But she has never once had to guard her irritation, because no one has ever survived long enough in front of her for it to matter.” The empress smiled. “You’re going to survive long enough for it to matter. You’re going to bore a saint. And somewhere in the boring, she’ll leak.”

I found the finish-tell three days later.

We were drilling, the grapple work, because she said a duelist who can’t grapple is a duelist who’s never fought dirty and I was, she’d decided, going to fight dirty, it was the only way I’d win and she wanted to know if I had it in me. And I irritated her on purpose, with deadpan, with the bog-province pace of everything, with a porter’s refusal to be hurried, and at the peak of her irritation, going for a quick contemptuous finish on a grapple, her left heel loaded.

A half-breath before the lunge. The weight rolled back onto that left heel, set, and then the killing line came off it like an arrow off a drawn string. Every time. When she was irritated, when she reached for the finish, the left heel loaded a half-breath early, and that half-breath was the whole duel, because a half-breath is enough warning to not be where the line is going.

I wrote it down. Left heel loads before the finish. Half-breath. When irritated, not angry. And I underlined it twice, and I did not tell her I’d found it, because the whole craft of the porter is knowing things and not saying them until they’re worth the most.

The tell was half the duel. The other half was the ground, and the ground I went and found before dawn, alone, three mornings running, on the tide-flats below the south landing.

I went down at the slack each morning with a notebook and a bag of cut stakes and learned the flats by walking them with my whole attention until they stopped being a place and became a map. I learned which runnels firmed first as the ebb drew off and which stayed soft. I learned that the deep runnel in the middle of the flats was the one the flood filled fastest, and I learned, by sitting on a stake-marker through three turnings of the tide with my pulse for a clock, that the flood came up in pulses, not a smooth rise, and that the seventh pulse after the turn was the one that filled the deep runnel and hid the soft ground around it under a sheet of moving water.

Seventh wave. I counted it three dawns running and it was the seventh each time, because the lake’s queer moon-drawn tide ran to its own true rhythm whatever the survey said, and a rhythm you can count is a weapon. I marked the soft patches with my mind, not with stakes, because stakes she’d see, and I planned a duel the way I’d plan a tomb-descent: every step she’d take, mapped before she took it, the ground itself recruited onto my side, the seventh wave waiting at the end of it like a trap with a tide for a trigger.

“You’ve been going down to the flats,” Maeva observed, the third morning, when I came up wet to the knee and cold. “Before light. Alone. Three days.”

“Learning the ground. The duel’s on the flats. She gave me the flats. She thinks she gave herself room to move. She gave me a liar’s floor and a counted tide.”

“She gave you home ground,” the empress said, understanding, “and doesn’t know it, because she thinks like a fighter, who wants space, and you think like a porter, who wants ground that lies.” She looked at me with that filing approval. “She’s going to lose to her own gift. There’s a justice in that I find very satisfying. Now go and be irritating to her at drills, summoner, and keep the heel a secret, and let her walk into the flats certain she’s chosen them.”

The second grapple drill that day went a beat too long.

She’d taken me down, as she took me down every time, but it was close drill-work, both of us on the mat, and she pinned me, and I twisted out of it as she’d been teaching me, and somehow the twist ended with the two of us reversed, my weight over hers for half a heartbeat, my hand braced by her jaw-cut black hair, her eyes six inches from mine and gone, for that half-heartbeat, not flat. Wide. Open. And she didn’t call halt.

She held there a beat too long. One beat. Long enough for me to read the held stillness, the not-moving, the way her wrist stayed caught in my hand without a twist to break it. Her gaze was six inches from mine and, for that one beat, not flat at all but open, startled, as if some door she kept bolted had been jarred by the reversal and she’d felt the draft from it. Want was there. Plain. Large. Decades old. Not through a bond, because she had refused that, but in the grip she tested and did not immediately break.

Then she shoved me off, hard, and was on her feet and across the yard, and “halt” came late and clipped and her winter-pale skin had a flush high on the cheekbones that hadn’t been there from exertion. She busied herself with the practice blades, her back to me, and I let her have her back, because the moment had sharp edges and because a woman who’d been the strongest thing in every room for ninety years deserved the space to bolt the door she’d felt jar open.

Maeva, watching from the rail, let her gaze travel once from the flush on Yrsa’s cheekbones to me and back, a single unhurried audit, and filed the result away behind her eyes with the smallest tilt of her chin. That was all. It did a scene’s work, and I filed it after her, and I did not, by some miracle of restraint, say a word about it, because the timing was wrong, because the discovery had teeth, and because a porter who’d just found the heel-tell knew better than to spend two discoveries in one afternoon.

The two queens were, between drills, a comedy I’d never have scripted, because they met the century from opposite ends and the bog-province kept catching both of them off guard in different directions. Maeva delighted in the cheapness of things that had once cost wars; Yrsa distrusted the cheapness on principle, certain that a world where pepper was a copper and a crossbow fired itself was a world gone soft and asking to be invaded. The Antler’s furniture took the worst of it. Yrsa condemned the common-room benches as “built for sitting, not for standing on if a fight comes through the door,” tested the loft’s bedframe with her full weight and a small grim bounce, pronounced it “adequate, barely,” and refused outright to trust the padded chair Bram offered her, sitting instead on a stool with her back to the wall and her eyes on the door, as if comfort were an enemy she meant to keep in sight.

“You sleep sitting up,” I observed, the second night, finding her dozing against the wall with her blade across her knees while a perfectly good bed sat empty.

“I sleep where I can see the door,” Yrsa said, not opening her eyes. “I died because a door I trusted had a lord behind it who ran. I don’t trust doors. I trust walls, and the wall’s behind me, so.” She cracked one eye. “And before you say it, anchor, no, I will not take the bed, the bed faces away from the door, only a fool faces away from a door, and I have spent ninety years being many things but never once a fool.” She shut the eye. “Go to sleep. You’ve a saint to lose to in two days. Rest, so I can beat you fair and not feel I robbed a tired man.”

The next morning she found the tide-stink on my boots and the sand in the cuff of my trousers and said nothing for a full minute, which from Yrsa was a speech. Then she handed me a practice blade and drove me across the yard until my lungs burned, every cut forcing me to step where I did not want to step, every correction aimed at my feet rather than my hands.

“Ground lies,” she said, taking my ankle out from under me with the flat of her blade. “You keep looking at my sword. Stop. Swords tell the truth late. Feet tell it early. Ground tells it earliest, if you’re any good. You’re a porter. Be any good.”

I got up and set that away under lessons she did not know she was giving me. She thought she was teaching me to watch feet. She was teaching me exactly how much she believed a fighter trusted the ground under her. Enough. Too much, if the ground had a tide in it.

That evening the bard sang “The Porter’s Door” again, and I bought him an ale and asked for the second verse.

It was a different bard, a travelling one, who didn’t know the porter in the song was sitting at the bar, and he sang the heroic dead-porter verse to a half-full common room, and I leaned on the bar next to Bram and listened to my own funeral with the deadpan calm of a man hearing the weather. When the verse ended I put a copper down and slid it to the bard.

“Good verse,” I said. “Sing the second.”

The bard, flattered, sang the second, the Hero-weeps-for-his-fallen-friend verse, and I listened to that one too, and bought him another ale, and at the bar beside me Yrsa Kaldwyn, who’d been silently working through a plate of something the size of a cartwheel, looked at me listening to my own elegy and buying the singer drinks, and she laughed.

It came out of her like something escaping, an ugly honest bark of a laugh, loud, surprised, the first I’d heard from her, and she clapped a hand over her own mouth like it had betrayed her and glared at me over it as though the laugh were my fault.

“You’re buying him drinks,” she said, when she could. “He’s singing your death and you’re buying him drinks.”

“It’s a good song,” I said. “And every town that sings it is a town that’ll be very surprised when the stone says different.” I raised my cup to the bard. “I tip for the fiction. It’s the cheapest revenge there is. He thinks I’m dead and grateful. I’m alive and amused. One of us paid for that song and it wasn’t me.”

Maeva, on my other side, watched the travelling bard sing my death and lifted her cup a fraction in a private toast. “They sang my husband the Unifier for four hundred years,” she said, low, just for the two of us. “And then a woman they swore was dead walked out of a tomb at full weight.” She sipped, and let it lie there, because she didn’t need to finish the thought for me.

“That’s grim,” Yrsa observed, working through her cartwheel of a meal. “I like it. Grim’s honest.” She pointed her fork at the oblivious bard. “Where I died, there was a song too. The Bridge of Lord Vael’s Valor. The lord ran. I held the bridge so his men could run with him, and the song’s about his valor, and there’s a verse where he weeps for the brave saint who fell.” Her flat voice didn’t change, but her grip on the fork did. “Ninety years that song’s been sung. So yes, anchor. Let them sing. And then let’s make a stone so heavy the songs sound like the lies they are.”

Yrsa looked at me for a long moment, and the bark of a laugh had done something to the storm-grey stare, softened a corner of it she didn’t want softened.

“That’s almost clever, anchor,” she said. “Don’t get used to it.”

The two queens continued their embassy, and by the third day it had become the best entertainment in Marrowford that wasn’t a duel. They negotiated everything. They negotiated who sat where at the table, which sounds small and was a treaty. They negotiated the watch-order, Maeva proposing a sensible rotation and Yrsa rejecting it on principle and then proposing the identical rotation as her own idea, which Maeva accepted with a graciousness so total it was its own kind of victory. They negotiated, most memorably, over me, in the third person, while I was in the room, as though I were a disputed border province.

“He needs correcting,” Maeva said. “I’ve been at it since the tomb.”

“He needs re-forging,” Yrsa said, flatly, around a mouthful of bread. “You don’t talk a blade out of being brittle. You heat it and you work it. Repeatedly.” She pointed the bread at me. “Less correcting. More proof he’s worth keeping. The spending stops on its own once he believes it.”

Maeva considered this with the genuine attention she gave a good argument from a worthy source. “Statecraft corrects the behavior,” she allowed, which from her was a treaty-clause. “The forge proves the worth. Perhaps both.”

“Perhaps both,” Yrsa agreed, and the two of them looked at me, the disputed province, with identical expressions of proprietary intent, and I understood that I had been, somewhere in the last three days, jointly annexed by two governments who’d just agreed on a development policy, and that resistance was both futile and, if I’m honest, not something I wanted to mount.

The Cinderwell refugees came in on the evening cart, and they were the deed that didn’t go in any notebook.

There were six of them, a family and a half, from a village two days east called Cinderwell, and they had the look I’d seen on plague-roads before, the hollow watchful look of people who’ve buried someone recently and aren’t sure they’re done. They were afraid of water; they wouldn’t drink from the inn’s well, only from the rain-barrel, and they flinched from the wash-house. And their lamps kept going out, the children said, in Cinderwell, the lamps wouldn’t stay lit, and that was why they’d left, the lamps and the fever and the funerals.

The youngest boy carried a lamp with no oil in it, just the empty brass cage and a cracked glass pane, and he would not let it go. Bram tried to take it from him so the child could eat two-handed, and the boy’s fingers locked white around the handle until Bram backed off, slow and gentle.

“Lamp’s mine,” the boy said. “Esra said keep a lamp. If the lamps go out, you walk toward the high road.”

He was too young to know he’d given me a name that mattered. Esra. I wrote it down later, not beside a conclusion, beside the empty heading. Names first. Conclusions after.

The grandmother saw me write it. “She kept the ridge lamps,” she said, voice scraped raw by travel and grief. “Every night. Even when the fever took her legs and she had to lean on the pole. Fool girl. Proud girl. Said dark roads kill twice, once when you walk them and once when folk stop walking them because they’re afraid.”

I wrote that down too. Kept the ridge lamps. Proud. Fever in the legs. It was not proof of anything except a girl had done her work until she couldn’t, and that was enough to earn the line.

The lamp-cage clicked against the boy’s knee whenever he shifted, a small dry sound under the common-room noise. I found myself listening for it the way I listened for cart-rattle on a bad road. A thing out of place. A thing asking to be followed later, when the road led there.

The click of the lamp-cage. The boy’s white knuckles. The grandmother’s raw voice saying Esra kept the ridge lamps when her legs were failing. None of it was proof of anything. All of it bothered me, and it bothered me in the specific way that means a man is going to lose sleep over it whether he wants to or not. The things that bother a porter usually become a route.

Maeva saw me write it and did not ask. Yrsa saw the child’s grip on the lamp and, without comment, moved her own stool so that her sword-side faced the door and the family both. The boy noticed. He ate after that, one-handed, the empty lamp against his knee.

The thing to do with a problem that has a shape is count it, so I drew the grandmother out over a bowl of stew, gentle, the way you draw out a frightened witness who doesn’t know yet that she’s one.

It came in pieces, and none of it was a normal fever. The children flinched from clean water and drank only rain. The grandmother’s own hands had a tremor and her gums had gone dark. The lamps wouldn’t hold a flame, the children swore, not the wicks’ fault, the flames just thinned and died. And all of it had started after the spring, after the rains came down off the warren ridge above the village, when the village stone went dim around the same time and nobody knew why. A priest had come to bless the water before it turned, she said, and taken sick himself, and ridden on, and she could not give me his face or his order, only that he’d come from the ridge-side and left by it.

A dim village stone. Sickness off a ridge. Lamps that wouldn’t hold. I didn’t have a shape for it yet, only the start of one, and I didn’t like where it pointed, the same way I hadn’t liked the warren mouths or the wrong survey. I wrote it in the notebook under a heading I left blank because I didn’t yet know its name: Cinderwell. Spring-line. Lamps out. Stone dim. Started after the rains crossed the ridge. I wrote the priest into the witness column and left a blank where a name went. And under all of it, because the porter writes down what he can’t yet weigh: Who arrives at a ridge to cleanse it, and leaves a plague in the spring-line?

I underlined nothing. Underlining too early is how a man talks himself into mistaking a guess for a fact, and I didn’t have the witness who’d swear it. But the grandmother had a village name, a stone gone dim, and a dead grandchild, and I kept all of it in the column for witnesses who couldn’t speak yet, beside the priestess’s small boots.

The inn was full with fair-traffic. There was one room left and it was mine, the one Bram had traded me against future deed-weight, and the family had coin for the cart but not for a room, and they were going to sleep in the yard with the children flinching from the rain-barrel.

I gave them the room.

I didn’t announce it. I just told Bram to put the Cinderwell family in the loft-room and charge it to my deed-account, and I took my bedroll out to the stable and slept in the straw with the mules, which was no hardship, I’d slept in worse for less reason, and there was no stone to witness it and no song to sing it and I’d have been annoyed if there had been. A man counts dogs because dogs need counting, not so a farm-wife will swear it on a field-stone. The deeds that go on stones are the ones the world needs to see. The deeds that don’t are the ones that tell you who a man is when he thinks no one’s keeping the receipts.

Maeva found me in the stable after, setting my bedroll between the least ill-tempered mule and the wall.

“You gave them the room before you knew I’d approve,” she said. “You didn’t look at me first. You looked at the rain and the children and you decided, and then you acted, and my approval never entered the sum.” Her hand stilled on the stable rail; through the Tether came a warm, pleased thing with grief along the rim. “Four hundred years of men who did kindnesses where I could see, for the credit of being seen to. You did one where the only witness was a stable full of mules, and you didn’t check whether I was watching. That’s the difference between a kindness and a performance, summoner, and I’d forgotten the first one existed.”

The criers came through at midday with the news, and the news was the funeral guests.

The Hero’s party had announced a memorial tour. They were riding the province grieving their fallen support, dedicating deed-stones to my memory, gathering belief as Cylas always did, and the tour’s route ran through Marrowford. Two days out. The party that had sealed me in a tomb was coming to the town where I’d walked out of it, to mourn me, in front of the stone that already said I’d survived.

“They don’t know,” Maeva said, reading the crier’s notice over my shoulder, her eyes bright with the cruelty of clean arithmetic. “They think you’re dead, summoner. They’ve heard the rumor of a foreign lady and a surviving surveyor and they’ve decided it’s a different man, or a story, because a Hero’s party cannot afford for the bait to have walked out. They’re riding here to bury you. And they’re going to find your name lit on the stone they came to dedicate.”

“And me standing next to it,” I said.

“And you standing next to it, flanked by an empress and a blade saint.” Maeva’s smile was the dangerous one. “Oh, summoner. We are going to be so inconvenient.”

“You won’t accuse him,” Yrsa said. It wasn’t a question; she’d been listening, and she’d worked me out faster than most. “When they come. You’ll want to. Whole town watching, the man who sealed you in walking up to mourn you. You’ll want to put it to his face.”

“I’ll want to,” I agreed. “I won’t. The stone can’t weigh an order I can’t prove was given, and an accusation I can’t make the stone weigh is just a grieving porter shouting, and a grieving porter shouting is exactly the fight Saskia wants, because then it’s a duel of honor and she cuts me down for the crowd and the whole thing’s hers.” I shook my head. “No. I let the stone say survived and let the song say died-for-them and let the crowd land on the conclusion by itself. Cold. Daylight. Receipts ripening. The day Liria swears, or the day a witness puts the order on a stone, that’s the day I name him. Not before.”

Yrsa studied me, weighing me the way she weighed a blade, and the whetstone slowed against the steel until the scrape went nearly silent. “Most men can’t hold that,” she said. “The wanting-to. They spend it the first chance, and it’s gone, and they’ve got a duel they lose instead of a case that wins.” She went back to cleaning the blade she cleaned when she was thinking. “You hold it like a man holding a line. Fine. I’ll guard your line, anchor. You hold it as long as you need. But understand: the day you do name him, I’m the one who answers Saskia, not you. You point. I cut. We established that.”

“We established that,” I said.

Yrsa set the duel for the next dawn, on the tide-flats, before the funeral guests arrived.

She told me at the rail of the training yard, blunt, decided. “Dawn. The tide-flats below the south landing. Low tide turning, so there’s ground and water both, which I’m told you like, water and ground and tricks.” Her stare was flat and serious. “Before your funeral guests come. I want your measure while you’re still honest, anchor, before there’s a crowd of liars to perform for. A man fights different when the people who wronged him are watching. I want to see how you fight when it’s just me.” She turned to go, then stopped. “Bring your tricks. All of them. I’m not interested in beating a fair swordsman; I’ve beaten a thousand. I want to see if the porter can take the saint. If you come at me fair and lose like a gentleman, I’ll walk back through the door and you’ll never see me again. Come at me filthy. It’s the only way you’ll have me.”

She paused at the rail, and for once the cool read had something under it she didn’t usually let show. “The only fight that ever tells you who a man is,” she said, “is the one with no audience that matters. One man, one problem, and what he does with it when the watching falls away.” She straightened. “I died in one of those, anchor. I’d like to see how you live in one.”

“Dawn,” I agreed. “Tide-flats. Filthy.”

“Filthy,” Yrsa said, and almost, almost, her jaw twitched on a smile she wouldn’t allow, and she killed it and walked off before it could finish.

That night I didn’t sleep much, and not from nerves; from the counting. I lay in the loft and walked the duel a hundred times in the dark, every runnel I’d marked, every soft patch I’d sold myself in three dawns of practice, the seventh wave, the heel-tell, the declared tools. I rehearsed the declaration I’d make to the crowd, because the declaration was load-bearing; if I cheated unannounced she’d never call it fair and the whole thing was wasted, and if I declared everything and then did exactly what I’d declared, it became a tactic, and a tactic was fair even when it was filthy, and fair was the only currency that bought a blade saint.

“You’re not sleeping,” Maeva said, from the dark, not asleep either.

“Walking it.”

“Walk it twice more and then stop,” the empress advised. “A plan walked too many times goes soft, like a road with too much traffic. You have it. The ground, the tide, the heel, the declaration. Trust the porter, summoner. The porter is the most competent man I’ve met in four hundred years, and he’s about to beat a saint with a tide-table and the truth, and the only thing that can lose him this duel is the porter forgetting, for one moment, to be the porter, and trying instead to be a swordsman.” A pause in the dark. “Don’t be a swordsman tomorrow. Be the porter who counted the tide. That’s the man who wins this, and he’s the one thing she hasn’t planned for.”

I stayed at the rail a while with the tide-tables open in my head, the heel-tell underlined twice, three days of mapping a saint like a dungeon coiled up ready to spend.


Chapter 8: The Duel-Debt

The tide-flats below the south landing were a duelist’s nightmare and a porter’s home ground, which was the entire reason I’d chosen them, except I hadn’t chosen them. Yrsa had. She’d handed me my own ground without knowing it was mine, because she’d been thinking like a saint, who wants room to move, and I’d been thinking like a porter, who wants ground that lies.

Half of Marrowford came down to the sea-wall at dawn to watch. The funeral guests weren’t in yet, but a duel between the foreign lady’s surveyor and the tall pale stranger who’d dropped out of the air to kill a troll was the best entertainment the town had had in years, and Bram held the wagers on a board at the wall, calling odds, taking coin, refusing, I noticed, to lay any odds against me himself.

“Three to one against the porter,” Bram bawled, and then, lower, to me, as he passed, “which is robbery, and I’m taking the porter’s side of it with my own purse, so don’t you dare lose, I’ve a wyvern story riding on you.”

Maeva walked the flats with me in the grey light before the tide turned, the last counsel, court-quiet.

“Irritated, not angry,” she said. “You’ve found the heel?”

“I’ve found the heel.”

“Then don’t make her angry, summoner. Angry is precise and precise has no tell. You want her bored and irritated and reaching for a finish she thinks beneath her, all the way to the moment the heel loads.” She looked out at the flats, the runnels of firm ebb-sand winding between patches of soft suck-mud that looked exactly the same in the grey light to anyone who hadn’t spent a dawn learning the difference. “And you want the tide. When does it turn?”

“It’s turning now. Low slack. The flood comes up the runnels in waves once it starts, and the seventh wave is the one that fills this runnel here.” I’d counted them at three dawns running. The tide came in pulses, and the seventh pulse after the turn was the one that flooded the deep runnel where I meant to end it. “Seventh wave. I just have to keep her here, and irritated, until the seventh wave.”

“You’ve planned a duel around the seventh wave of a tide,” Maeva said, “and the boredom of a saint.”

“And one declared trick,” I said. “Has to be declared. She said come at her filthy, but filthy and cheating aren’t the same, and she’ll know the difference, and if I cheat she’ll never call it fair and the whole thing’s wasted. So I declare my tools before we start. In front of the crowd. A declared tool is a tactic, and a tactic’s fair even when it’s filthy. Cheating’s the thing you hide. I won’t hide a thing.”

Bram was doing a brisk trade in my doom, and the comedy of it was that half the town loved me and the same half was betting against me, because love’s love and odds are odds, and a fen-farmer I’d cleared the wells for could cheer my name and hedge his purse against me in the same breath without the slightest sense of contradiction. Bram found it the funniest thing he’d seen in a year and said so, loudly, while taking the porter’s side of every wager he could reach.

Yrsa came down to the flats in plain fighting leathers with her blade and nothing else, no ceremony, no spare motion, and she looked at the bunting and the crowd and the wager-board with flat distaste. “All this,” she said, “for a duel. In my day you found a quiet field and a witness and got it done.” She rolled her shoulders, loosening. “Don’t let them make you perform, anchor. The crowd’s not your problem this morning. I’m your problem. Forget they’re there or you’ll fight for them instead of me, and fighting for a crowd is how men lose.” Which was, I understood, the last piece of free instruction she’d give me before she tried to kill me, a teacher to the end.

Maeva looked at me with something that wasn’t quite pride and was close to it. “You’re going to win the most important duel of your life,” she said, “by being scrupulously honest about how you intend to be unfair.”

“That’s the porter’s trade,” I said, and went to meet the saint.

We faced off on the flats with the town on the sea-wall and Bram’s odds in the air, and before I drew I did the thing that mattered, the thing I’d planned for a week. I declared my tools.

“For the record,” I called, loud enough for the wall, loud enough for Yrsa, “I’m a summoner. My echoes hold a few seconds, faint copies of things I’ve carried. I’ll use them. I’ve got one echo-lantern I’ll flare and one echo-mooring-post I’ll set, and I’ll use the ground and the tide, because that’s all I’ve got against a saint. No hidden tricks. Everything I do, you’ll have been warned of. That fair, blade saint?”

Yrsa’s eyes narrowed, and something in them approved, because a fighter respects a declared stratagem as much as a fighter despises a hidden one.

“That’s fair,” she said. “Declared and filthy. I like it already. Now stop talking, anchor, and lose.”

The first movement was survival, and it lasted longer than she wanted, which was the point.

She came at me fast from the first exchange, testing, and I didn’t try to fence her, because fencing her was dying. I gave ground along the firm runnel-lines I’d read in the grey light, the winding paths of packed ebb-sand, and I sold her the soft patches. That was the porter’s craft: I made the soft suck-mud look like the firm path with my own footwork, stepping where I wanted her to step, then not being there, so that twice in the first two minutes Yrsa Kaldwyn put a saint’s perfect lunging foot into soft mud that grabbed her boot and bogged her drive for a half-second, and a half-second is a lifetime, and I was somewhere else when the cut came.

The first touch of her practice blade took a button off my coat without touching the cloth around it.

That was Yrsa teaching and threatening at once. The button jumped, neat as a coin flipped by a knife, and landed in the wet sand between us. The sea-wall made a noise, half cheer and half wince. I did not look down at it. Looking down at a lost button while a saint is in front of you is how you lose the rest of the coat and the ribs under it.

“You’re underdressed,” she said.

“You cut my luggage budget.”

“Good. Travel light.”

She came again, and this time I gave her a clean-looking line straight through the center, the duelist’s favorite promise: the shortest distance between contempt and conclusion. It wasn’t clean. It crossed a thumb-wide tongue of firm sand with soft mud on both sides, and I stepped it narrow, heel-to-toe, the way a man walks a mooring rope. Yrsa followed a half-step wider, because she had long legs and confidence and a saint’s belief that the ground existed to meet her foot, and the mud took the edge of her boot and stole the finish out of the cut. Her blade hissed past my shoulder close enough to stir my collar.

“Counting buttons now?” she asked.

“Waves,” I said.

I did it twice more in the first minutes, light-footed, a porter who weighs his steps because he’s spent a life on bad ground, and twice Yrsa Kaldwyn’s perfect lunge bogged at the root because she’d trusted ground a porter had only borrowed for the half-breath he skimmed across it.

“You’re running,” she said, the second time the mud took her foot. Not angry. Irritated. Exactly irritated. “Is that the plan, anchor? Run until the tide takes us both?”

“Until something better,” I said, deadpan, giving ground along the next firm runnel, selling her the next soft patch. “I’m a patient man. I count things. Right now I’m counting waves.”

“You’re counting waves,” she said, with the flat disgust of a saint who’s been told her opponent’s strategy is sums, and she came on harder, faster, more impatient, the irritation building exactly as Maeva said it would, a saint who wanted this beneath-her business over.

The second movement was when I spent my declared tools, and I spent them to keep her exactly that irritated and not a degree angrier.

This was the move I’d timed to the horizon, and timing it to the horizon was why I’d insisted on dawn. I’d positioned the duel through the first movement so that the rising sun would be behind me and in her eyes, not by luck, by herding, giving ground in the directions that kept the brightening east at her back-quarter, so that when the sun finally cracked the horizon she’d have to squint into it to track me. A fighter reads her opponent through her eyes; take her eyes for a half-second and you’ve taken everything for a half-second, and a half-second is a duel.

The sun cracked the horizon behind me, low and red over the water, and I flared the echo-lantern. I’d carried it for nights; the copy came faint and grey and bright all at once, and I flared it at the exact moment the real sun broke, so that for one instant Yrsa had the rising sun and a sudden close grey light both in her eyes at once, the natural glare and the summoned one doubling, and a fighter’s eyes are her whole world, and she lost me for a half-second in the doubled glare. I didn’t strike into the half-second; striking the saint was dying, and a porter who’s just blinded a saint and then closes to strike her is a porter who’s overreached and earned the riposte that comes by feel. I used the half-second to move a load, and the load was her, repositioned one exact pace into the mouth of the deep runnel, the runnel the seventh wave would fill, set exactly where I needed her by a light she never quite saw.

“Cheap,” she said, blinking the glare away, finding me again, more irritated.

“Declared,” I said. “I told you about the lantern. You weren’t listening.”

She came at me with the cross-body cut, her honest favorite, and I set the echo-mooring-post.

One parry. That’s all I’d promised myself and all I’d declared. The copy of a mooring-post I’d carried a hundred times came into the world faint and grey and just solid enough, for the two seconds it held, to take the cross-body cut that would have ended me, the post catching her blade’s force so I didn’t have to, and her steel bit into the grey copy and the copy thinned and was gone, and her cut went through empty air where a post had been, overbalancing her a half-step forward into the runnel-mouth.

“That’s two,” she said, recovering, and now there was the first edge of something past irritation, and I pulled it back, because anger was precise and I needed irritated.

“That’s my last one,” I said, easy, deadpan, giving ground into the runnel ahead of her. “No more tools. Just me and you and the ground and the tide now, blade saint. Told you I’m a patient man.” I let myself smile, just a little, the porter owning the joke. “I’m a shepherd, you said. No flock out here. Just the wolf. So come and get the shepherd.”

It worked. It worked because I’d mapped her for three days and Maeva had taught me to read her like a court, and a saint who’s been run around a mud-flat and tricked twice by a porter’s faint copies and called patient to her face is a saint who is now, precisely, irritated past the point of caution, reaching for the finish, wanting this over, this beneath-her thing, this porter, done.

The seventh wave came up the runnel.

I’d been counting since the slack. Six pulses of flood had come up the flats since the turn, and the seventh was the one that filled the deep runnel where I’d put her, and I felt it coming under the sand before it showed, the way you feel a cart on a road through your boots. And at the moment the seventh wave flooded the runnel-mouth, turning the firm sand to a sheet of moving water that hid the ground entirely, Yrsa Kaldwyn reached for her finish.

Her left heel loaded.

The half-breath. I saw it because I’d underlined it twice. The weight rolled back onto the left heel, set, the killing lunge drawing back like an arrow, the cross-body finish coming for the porter who’d irritated her one cut too many. And her loaded left heel set down, for its drive, into the soft-sand lie I’d sold her, the patch I’d stepped on and stepped off, now hidden under the seventh wave’s sheet of water so even a saint’s eyes couldn’t read firm from soft.

The lunge came off a heel planted in suck-mud, and the mud took it. Her drive bogged at the root, the saint’s perfect killing line robbed of its ground at the half-breath it needed most, and for one instant Yrsa Kaldwyn was overcommitted on a lunge that had no foundation under it, her weight forward, her foot caught, the seventh wave rising around both our shins.

Her sword was still perfect. That was the terrifying part. The blade came on in a line that would have opened me from shoulder to hip if the ground had given her one honest inch. It missed by the width of my thumb because the mud had stolen that inch from her heel.

I didn’t try to be fast. I’m not fast. I’m a porter. I did the porter thing, the dirty thing, the thing she’d told me to do: I hooked her bogged ankle with my own foot and put my shoulder into her overbalanced weight, the porter’s shoulder that gets somewhere with weight on it faster than a fighter expects, and I took the blade saint down into the surf.

She went down. The saint who died undefeated went down in a sheet of tide-water on a mud-flat, taken off her own bogged lunge by a porter’s hook and shoulder, and I came down over her with my practice blade’s point at the hollow of her throat, in the surf, the seventh wave breaking white around us both, and the whole sea-wall went silent.

I had her. The point was at her throat. The duel was won.

And I dropped the point.

I lifted it off her throat and I sat back on my heels in the surf and I looked at her, lying in the rising tide with her black hair fanned in the water and her eyes wide, and I said the thing I’d decided to say a week ago, the thing that was the whole reason any of this would matter.

“The win needs your word,” I said. “I tricked you with the ground and the tide and a declared lantern. I sold you a soft patch and I hooked your ankle. If you call that filthy and unfair, then I got lucky in the mud and the stone gets nothing from me. So you tell me, Yrsa. Fair or not? Your word. It’s the only word that counts.”

She lay in the surf and looked up at me, and I watched her do the thing only a true professional can do, which is reconstruct her own defeat from the inside, walk back through it move by move, and find it sound.

“You read the heel,” she said slowly, the seventh wave running back down the runnel around us. “The left heel. How long have you had the heel?”

“Three days. I didn’t tell you, because telling you was spending it early.”

“And the soft patch. You sold it to me. You stepped there so I’d think it was firm, then you weren’t there, and you put me in the runnel-mouth with the lantern so I’d be standing where the seventh wave would hide the ground.” She was reconstructing it aloud, professional, and I could hear the admiration building under the cold scoring read like a flush under winter-pale skin. “You declared every tool. The lantern, the post. You didn’t hide one thing. You told the whole sea-wall how you’d cheat and then you cheated exactly that way and not one inch more.” She blinked tide-water out of her eyes. “You beat the blade saint with a tide-table and a heel-tell and a borrowed lantern and the truth.”

“Fair or not?” I said again.

Yrsa Kaldwyn smiled. In the surf, flat on her back, beaten, she smiled, and it was a real one, the bark of the laugh’s older cousin, and it changed her whole face.

“Fair,” she said. “And filthy. Gods, anchor, it was filthy. You ran me around a mud-flat for ten minutes and beat me with arithmetic.” She let her head fall back into the running water, and she laughed up at the dawn sky, the loud surprised crack of it escaping her again before she could catch it. “I like filthy. Fair. Witnessed. Call it on the stone before I change my mind, because I have not been beaten in ninety years and I am going to want to pretend this didn’t happen by tomorrow, and I want it on the rock before I can.”

We walked up off the flats soaked and filthy, the two of us, and the sea-wall came down off its perch to meet us, and the thing I’ll remember is that Yrsa walked up beside me and not behind me, beaten and walking beside the man who beat her, her chin up, daring anyone on that wall to so much as breathe a word about the saint who’d lost, and nobody did, because a saint who lost to a tide-table and walks up grinning is more frightening than a saint who wins.

“They’re going to make a song of this,” she muttered, low, as the wall closed around us. “I can feel it. The porter and the saint on the tide-flats. Gods help me, there’ll be a verse.” She didn’t sound as displeased as the words. “Tell the bard to get the heel-tell wrong in it. I’m not having a hundred years of duelists knowing my left heel loads. Let the song say you out-fenced me. It’s a lie, but it’s a lie that doesn’t get me killed in the next war.”

I called it on the stone in the square, with the whole sea-wall as witnesses and Yrsa’s own word given loud and plain: bested the blade saint, fairly, by her own call, in the tide-flats at dawn. The stone weighed it. It was true to the last grain of mud. And my name jumped on the grey face of it, a real leap of weight, BESTED THE BLADE SAINT, FAIRLY, BY HER OWN WORD, and the crowd swore the etch with their own witness because half of them had stood on the wall and seen it, and Bram collected three-to-one on his own purse and bought the square a round and told everyone the wyvern that took his arm had, on reflection, been the size of a barn and possibly two barns.

Yrsa put her own hand on the stone after me.

That quieted the square faster than Bram’s shouting ever could. She stood there soaked to the knees, black hair drying in jagged points at her jaw, and pressed her palm to the grey rock as if she meant to test whether it had courage.

“Fair,” she said again, for the stone, not for me. “By my word. He beat me with the ground and the tide and the truth. Any song that says he out-fenced me lies, and any duelist who believes that song deserves what happens to his heel.”

The stone brightened another fraction. The deed stayed the same; the woman weighed inside it refused to let the world file her loss as anything but hers to name. That mattered. The whole square felt it matter.

Maeva watched the etch settle with the deep satisfaction of a woman watching a treaty signed. “Two queens on your stone now, in everything but the swearing,” she murmured. “Survived the tomb. Bested the saint. The province is going to look at that grey rock and do the sums that end with a question, summoner, and the question is going to be: who is the porter, that legends out of history stand at his shoulder? And the answer is the one thing your Hero can’t survive, which is the truth.” She set a hand on the warm stone. “Heavy enough now to be inconvenient at scale. Good. Let’s go be inconvenient at scale.”

That evening, in the loft, Yrsa Tethered on her own words, and then she bolted the door.

“The beating isn’t why,” she said, standing in the middle of the loft with the lamplight on her, blunt, decided, her arms crossed. “Understand that, anchor. The how is why. You won the duel and then you dropped the point and asked if it was fair. You could have had the win clean and let the crowd call it for you and I’d have walked back through the door, because a man who’ll take a cheap win is a man who’ll spend a saint on fish. But you wouldn’t take it unless I called it fair. You wanted me to choose to have been beaten.” Her eyes held mine. “That’s the man worth choosing. The one who won’t keep the win unless I hand it to him.”

The anchor answered like steel taking an edge, and the ledger-words came, and they were hers, every letter, given not taken, a saint who could have walked back through the open door at any moment choosing, on her own words, in her own time, after a fair loss called fair by her own mouth, to stay.

[BOND: TETHERED – YRSA’S CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

I felt it settle differently than Maeva’s had. The empress’s Tether had come in afterglow, warm, an audit concluded in my favor. Yrsa’s came standing up, fully clothed, arms crossed, a decision announced like a duel-call, and the new awareness of her arrived not as warm metal but as a drawn blade, cold and bright and ready, the saint at the rim of me the way she stood at the rim of every room, watching the door.

Then she crossed the loft and bolted the door, and the clipped duelist’s voice changed into something else, terms stated like duel terms, exact, hers.

“Now. Here’s the rest of it, and these are mine too. Hands. Yours. No reverence; I’ve had ninety years of being a saint and I want none of it in this room. If I say stop, you stop, that instant, no questions. And you don’t go easy on me because I’m a woman or because you respect me or because you think a saint is delicate.” She started, with her own hands, to unwind the wrap that bound her chest flat for fighting, her own choice, daring me with her eyes to say a single soft word about it. “I came back to the world undefeated and starving, anchor. Ninety years the strongest thing in every room. Just once, I want to not be. So pin me, and mean it, and find out if the grip’s real, and don’t you dare be gentle about it.”

“Yes,” I said. Plain, because that was her register. “All of that. Yes.”

She came at me like it was a grapple, because that was the only way she knew how to start, intending, I think, to half-win it, to give the surrender while keeping the saint. I didn’t let her half-win it. She’d told me not to go easy, and a saint who tells you not to go easy and then tries to half-win is a saint testing whether you meant your yes, and I meant it.

I took her down to the floor mat with the same weight and leverage I’d used in the surf, no reverence at all, and I caught both her wrists in one hand and pinned them over her head against the mat, my body over hers, and I held the grip, and she tested it.

She tested it with a fighter’s real surge of saint-strength against my one hand, checking whether the pin was true or whether I’d flinch and let her up, and I held it, the grip real, my weight set, and she surged again, harder, and I held it again, and on the third test, when she found the grip wouldn’t break, when she understood the pin was real and the man over her wasn’t going to flinch or go gentle or let her keep the saint, she melted.

It was total and it was instant. There was no gradual. One heartbeat she was a saint fighting a hold, and the next every line of that long winter-pale body went soft and pliant under me at once, her eyes going from defiance to wide-open, and the change was so complete and so fast that it pulled a groan out of both of us.

“That’s it,” she breathed. “Oh, gods, that’s it. Don’t let go. Mean it.”

I meant it. I kept her wrists pinned in the one hand and got my other hand into the jaw-cut black hair and took her mouth, rough, as she’d ordered, no reverence, and she arched up into it, the small high chest she’d unwrapped herself pressing to my chest.

I took a moment over her then, because the surrender deserved the looking. Winter-pale skin gone flushed pink across her chest and throat, the long hard line of her laid out under me, the thin old training scars on her forearms and the new flush of a saint who’d finally been bested and held down for it, and her storm-grey eyes, the flat duelist’s eyes that scored every stance, gone wide and open and fixed on me with something raw in them that ninety years of being undefeated had never let her show. Her blade lay propped against the bedframe an arm’s reach away, exactly where she’d set it, and she didn’t look at it, and that, I understood, laid her trust bare: the saint who could end me in a heartbeat, pinned by one hand, her weapon in reach, choosing not to reach.

“You’re looking at me,” she said, breathless, half a challenge. “Stop looking and do something about it.”

“I’m allowed to look,” I said. “You unwrapped. That was for me to look. So I’m looking.” I tightened my grip in her hair, just enough, and watched her test the pin again instead of reaching for the blade. “And then I’m going to do something about it.”

I freed my cock with one hand while the other kept her wrists pinned, dragged her fighting leathers down off her hips and out of the way, and found her slick and ready between her hard thighs. I notched the head against her and took her there on the floor with her hair in my fist, hard, as she’d told me to, driving in to the root in one stroke. Her cunt was wet and gripping tight around me from the first rough push, clenching down on the intrusion, so tight I felt her stretch to take me, and her commentary, the famous flat duelist’s commentary, started degrading at once.

“Yes, like, that, harder, you, gods, harder than”

I pulled out, hauled her up and shifted her to the bedframe, bent her over it, and drove back into her from behind with one hand still controlling her wrists at the small of her back and the other in her hair. The angle sank me deeper, and I set a hard rhythm, my hips snapping against the taut muscle of her ass, the wet slap of it filling the loft. Her long body bowed under me, small high tits swinging with each thrust, bared by her own dare, the nipples gone tight, color blooming all the way down her throat. Her tactical vocabulary fell apart syllable by syllable, the flat duelist’s commentary that had scored a hundred fights collapsing into broken single sounds, her pussy fluttering and clenching around my cock on every drive, and the Tether carried her like blade-pressure through my body, sharp and exact, so I knew the exact moment she stopped holding any of it back.

“More, that, gods, please, anchor, please”

The saint said please. I filed it somewhere I’d never spend it.

I changed the angle, drew her hips back into me harder, kept the control of her wrists at the small of her back and her hair wound in my other fist, and the Tether gave me her tells the way a duel gives tells: pressure, clench, the half-breath before silence. I knew the exact stroke that made her go silent, the exact grip that made her pussy clench around my cock, and I gave her each one a beat before she could ask. The giving-it-before-she-asked undid her more than anything, the saint who narrated every fight reduced to wordless sounds against the bedframe because the man behind her was reading her like terrain and finding every line.

“How,” she managed, the words coming in pieces, “do you keep, gods, knowing”

“I feel you,” I said against the back of her neck. “Through the door. I know what you want before you do. That’s the trade now, Yrsa. You don’t have to ask. You don’t have to be the strongest thing in the room. I’ve got it.” And I felt that land in her like a key in a lock, the thing she’d come back to the world starving for, permission to set the weight down, and her whole body shuddered with it.

I brought her to the brink bent over the frame, and I felt it coming through the bond, the cliff-edge of it, and I put my mouth by her ear and I gave her the word, the word she’d spat at a hundred opponents across a hundred duels, reframed in one breath into the only release she’d ever wanted and never been able to ask for.

“Yield,” I said.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart on the word. She came saying it, “yield, yield, gods, yield,” the brink-word turned in her mouth from defeat into the thing it had always secretly been, the release a hundred opponents had wrung from her as surrender given back to her now as the only freedom she’d ever wanted. Her whole long body clenched and shook around me, the winter-pale length of her gone rigid and then loose all at once, and her pussy gripped my cock in hard rhythmic spasms. The bond shorted the distance between us to nothing, her release crashing into me and mine breaking back over her, each surge feeding the next and climbing, until I couldn’t have told you whose pleasure was whose.

I came hard with my hand fisted in her hair and her wrists locked in my grip, saying her name like a grip held in the dark, driving deep one last time and burying myself in her as it took me. Release hit in sharp hot strokes, my cock buried inside her while she clenched down around every pulse, and a thin edge of storm-grey light ran along her skin for the length of it, the bond’s mark, there and gone, the only light her register ever showed. She milked the load out of me with the aftershocks still moving through her, her cunt wringing the last of mine into her with a tight rhythmic clench she had no say over, and I stayed buried in her through it, both of us shaking, the saint and the porter undone together on a loft floor while a duel-won stone glowed in a square below. When I drew out of her, my spend slid down the inside of her pale thigh, and she didn’t move to catch it, too spent and too satisfied to care.

For a moment neither of us could speak, which for Yrsa was a familiar country and for me a rare one. Then she let out a long breath against the bedframe and said, hoarse, “Right. Yes. That. Again, later. Often.” Which was, from the blade saint, a declaration of intent roughly equivalent to a royal proclamation.

After, she pulled away from any softness and dropped to sit on the floor with her back against the bedframe, breathing hard, sweat-damp and loose-limbed, and she reached up without looking and tugged me down to sit beside her on the floor, hip to hip against the bedframe, and handed me the water skin off her belt.

We sat on the floor and shared the water skin like two soldiers after a fight, which is what she needed, no cuddling, no words about feelings, just shoulder to shoulder and the water passing back and forth. She’d have flinched from anything softer; I could feel it through the thread, how tenderness made her itch the same as gratitude did, a thing she’d take in passing but never sitting still. So I sat still and offered nothing soft and let her lean her shoulder into mine on the floor, and that, for Yrsa Kaldwyn, was the whole of intimacy, the sitting still beside someone you’ve decided not to have to guard against.

“Ninety years,” she said, eventually, to the far wall, not to me. “I died at twenty-four and I was the strongest thing in every room for ninety years in the dark, undefeated, and I’d have told you, if you’d asked, that I wanted a worthy fight, a battle worth dying on again. That’s what a saint’s supposed to want.” She passed the water skin back. “That’s not what I wanted. I wanted this. One room where I’m not the strongest thing in it. One man who can hold the pin and won’t flinch and won’t make it tender and won’t make it a debt. Ninety years I didn’t even let myself know that’s what I wanted, because a blade saint who wants to be held down isn’t a blade saint, she’s a, I don’t know what she is, but I know what the songs would do to her.” Her jaw worked. “You felt it. Through the door. When you said you’d got it, that I didn’t have to be the strongest thing in the room. You felt it land.”

“I felt it land.”

“Then we never speak of it again,” Yrsa said, “and you give me that exact thing whenever I bolt a door and state terms, and that’s the arrangement, and if you tell a living soul I’ll cut your line for real, and this time it’s not a joke.” But there was no edge in it, the threat worn soft as the water skin, and she leaned her shoulder harder into mine.

“That word,” she said, finally, staring at the far wall. “Yield. That’s yours now. You understand? No one else gets to say it to me. Ever. Not in a fight, not in a bed, not anywhere. A hundred people have made me say it. You’re the only one who gets to make me want to.” She took the water skin back. “That’s the deal. That’s all of it.”

“It’s yours,” I said. “I’m just the one who gets to say it.”

She made a rough sound that was almost a laugh, and then she reached over and took up her blade from where it leaned against the frame, the blade she’d kept in reach all night and never once touched, and she dragged her discarded wrap down the flat of it, cleaning tide-salt off steel that didn’t need cleaning, the way she handled a blade when she was thinking and didn’t want to be caught thinking.

“A blade goes brittle if all you ever do is swing it and never tend the join,” she said, to the steel and not to me, turning the edge against the lamplight. “Heat it too hard, too often, work it past its grade, and one morning it snaps in your hand at the worst possible moment and takes somebody down with it. I’ve buried men under that exact failure.” She laid the flat across her bare knees, possessive, done with it. “You temper like a bad smith, anchor. All heat and no rest. You burned past your elbows for fish, for me, for a priestess who watched you die. Well, you’ve got a finished blade now, lying right here in reach. You point, I cut. That’s the arrangement, and the arrangement means you stop hammering yourself down to a stub when the cutting’s already covered.”

Her eyes were soft, exactly once, in the lamplight, and then she scowled and the soft was gone and she tipped her head back against the bedframe and shut her eyes, her arm a warm line down the length of mine.

I felt it then, the bond’s gift settling in, the Tether’s edge sharpening: a faint blade-pressure that hadn’t been there, a thing I’d come to know as the feel of a cut before it landed, the saint’s instinct ghosting at the rim of my own. I’d feel blades now, faintly, as I felt her in the room without looking. Two queens held in me differently, the empress like struck-coin and the saint like a drawn blade.

“You’re thinking,” Yrsa muttered, not opening her eyes, her shoulder warm against mine on the floor. “Stop thinking, anchor. The funeral guests come tomorrow. Sleep. You’ll want to be rested when you ruin their morning.”

She fell asleep sitting up against my shoulder, mid-sentence, as if sleep itself had found a guard post, and I sat on the floor of the loft with a saint asleep on one side and an empress warm in the link somewhere below, and I thought about the funeral guests riding in at dawn to mourn a porter, and I did not, for once, feel like a man at the back.


Chapter 9: The Dead Man’s Stone

The Hero’s party rode into Marrowford to mourn me with banners, three bards, and a witness-stone, and the town did not weep as they’d been told to.

We’d planned it over breakfast: I told them the plan, and they improved it.

“You go to the stone,” Maeva said, “before they arrive, and you do nothing. You don’t make a scene. You let them come to a square where your name is already lit, and you let the mismatch do the work. The crowd has been singing your death for two weeks; let them feel, in their own bodies, the wrongness of mourning a man who’s leaning on the bar.” She buttered bread with imperial precision. “Then, at the moment of his eulogy, you correct the masonry. Six words. No more. The fewer words, the heavier they land. I learned that the hard way; I once gave a defeated duke a speech and he recovered. I should have given him a sentence.”

“And I stand where Saskia can see me,” Yrsa said, “and I don’t say a word, because the duelist needs to do the counting herself without anyone explaining it, and an explanation she can argue with. A stance she can only read.” She ate like the breakfast had wronged her. “She’ll want to fight you, anchor. Don’t give it to her. If anyone fights Saskia Roehn it’s me, and not today, and not in a square they’ll sing about. Today we just let her see what’s standing next to you and let her do her own counting.”

“And I,” Maeva finished, “am Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and I say nothing at all, because an empress saying nothing in the right way is louder than a herald.” She smiled the dangerous smile. “We are going to ruin this man’s morning with cold counting and silence, summoner. It’s how I unified three duchies. Nobody ever remembers being conquered by a woman who was simply, relentlessly correct.”

I watched the arrival from the steps of the Gilded Antler, with Maeva on one side as Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and Yrsa on the other with her arms crossed and her flat assessing stare already scoring Saskia’s stance from a hundred feet. The party came up the market road in procession, Cylas in white-and-gold with the blessing-sheen turned up for the crowd, Saskia behind him with the famous sword, Odette in her grey with a sleeve-hidden measuring charm ticking against her wrist, and Liria veiled at the rear, hands folded, eyes down.

The whole arrival was staged, and I’d seen the staging built a dozen times from the inside, so I read every seam of it. The grief was choreographed: Cylas rode with his head at the angle that read as nobly burdened from the witness-shards’ height, and the bards were positioned to frame him, and there was a black mourning-banner that had been pressed and folded so it would unfurl on cue, and a wreath that someone, probably Liria, had been made to weave. It was a production, and a good one, and it had played in every town between here and the last, and it had been built on the load-bearing assumption that the porter was dead and couldn’t contradict the script.

The bards struck up “The Porter’s Door” as they came, the heroic verse, the dead loyal porter, and that was their mistake, because Marrowford had been singing that song for two weeks with a twist nobody had told the touring bards about, which was that the porter was alive and had walked out of the tomb and had his name lit on the very stone they’d come to dedicate. A production is only as good as its assumptions, and their central assumption was sitting on the inn steps with an empress and a saint, watching them perform his funeral, and the moment the assumption failed the whole gorgeous machine had no idea it was already broken and kept playing its cues into a square that had stopped believing them. The townsfolk lining the road didn’t take up the chorus. They watched the grieving Hero ride in to mourn a man half of them had seen win a duel on the tide-flats yesterday, and the mood that came off the crowd was not grief. It was the held-breath quiet of a room watching a man walk toward a hole he can’t see.

From the angle nobody performs for, I read the rot in the procession that the crowd couldn’t. Cylas rode well, he always rode well, but the bards were working harder than they should have to, pushing the chorus, trying to lift a mood that wasn’t lifting. They’d lost the crowd already and hadn’t noticed. Saskia rode with one hand never far from the famous sword, scanning the crowd the way a duelist scans for the man who’ll be trouble, and not finding him, because the trouble was standing on the inn steps and she hadn’t looked there yet. Odette rode reading, actually reading, a small grey-cased book open against her saddle-bow, which told me plainly she’d decided the entry was theater and the book was the real work. And Liria rode at the rear with her veil down and her shoulders folded in, smaller than I remembered, a woman being carried somewhere she didn’t want to go by a debt she couldn’t pay off.

Cylas felt the crowd. I’ll give him that; his whole craft was reading rooms, and he rode into a room he couldn’t read, and the gold sheen on him thinned just slightly at the edges, as it did when a crowd didn’t love him the way it was supposed to. I’d seen the sheen thin a hundred times and recover, fed back up by the next cheer, but this crowd wasn’t cheering on cue, and the sheen kept thinning, by degrees, the further he rode into the held-breath quiet, and I watched a man whose strength came from belief ride into a square that had stopped believing and couldn’t work out why his own legs felt heavier.

The witness-bard noticed before Cylas did. He was a thin man with a silver-bound shard on a chain at his throat, sworn-neutral and trained to keep his face empty, but the shard turned faintly toward the stone before the procession reached the dais, tugged by the stronger truth already etched there. His hand went to it by reflex. He looked at the glowing lines behind Cylas’s intended wreath, then at me on the inn steps, and his mouth tightened as if he’d bitten into a lemon and found a nail in it.

Good, I thought. Let the stones see before the actor does.

The shard brightened once, faintly, as if clearing its throat.

It was ready before he was.

So was the town. The baker’s wife had stopped pretending to arrange her stall. The ferryman Coll stood by the horse trough with both hands on his belt, eyes narrowed. Even the children had gone quiet, which is how you know a square has stopped being a crowd and started being a witness.

They went to the deed-stone in the square to dedicate it to my memory.

That was the plan they’d ridden in with: a public memorial, a fresh tour-entry, the grieving Hero swearing to honor his fallen support, more belief gathered, the gold fed. Cylas mounted the little dais by the stone and the bards quieted and he put his hand on the grey face of it and began the eulogy, the lovely voice filling the square, our brother Dorian, who held the door, who gave his life so that we might

And the square was looking past him, at the stone behind his hand, where my name was glowing.

DORIAN MARSH. Survived the Sunken Crown. Bested the Blade Saint, fairly, by her own word. Lit, bright, with real weight on it now, glowing right there beneath the towering gold of the party’s own tour-entries, and the crowd had been reading it the whole time he spoke, and the gap between the song and the stone had opened under Cylas Aurent’s feet while he eulogized a man whose name was shining a foot from his hand.

I’d waited for the right line of the eulogy, because timing is the whole of a porter’s craft and I’d learned long ago that a thing dropped into the right gap lands ten times as hard as the same thing shouted at the wrong moment. I waited until he reached the line about my sacrifice, our brother gave his life so that we might live, and I walked up the side of the dais while the lovely voice was still warm on the word live.

“Good wreath,” I said.

I said it from the edge of the dais, flanked by an empress and a blade saint, and the square heard it, and Cylas Aurent turned with the eulogy still in his mouth and saw the dead man standing at the stone he’d come to dedicate to him, alive, scarred, dry-eyed, with a four-hundred-year-old empress on one side and an undefeated blade saint on the other, neither of whom should have existed and both of whom were looking at the Hero of the kingdom the way you look at a thing you’ve already weighed and found light.

“Wrong stone,” I said.

I let the two halves of it land separately, because they did separate work. Good wreath was for the crowd, a deadpan acknowledgment that he’d done a fine job of burying me, and the crowd, who love a man who can take his own funeral lightly, warmed to it. Wrong stone was for him, a fact, plain, that the monument he’d built was a lie the rock beneath his hand was already contradicting, and I watched the fact reach him and do its work, the eulogy dying in his throat, the practiced grief going slack on his face because there was no script for the dead man interrupting his own funeral to correct the masonry.

I have replayed his face many times. It did several things very fast. First, the blank shock of a man seeing a corpse. Second, a flicker of something that on a lesser man would have been guilt and on Cylas was closer to accounting, the rapid sum of a man working out exactly how bad this was. And third, the recovery, because Cylas always recovered, the charisma a reflex, and he reached for the only move a Hero has when the dead walk up at his own memorial.

He made it a miracle.

“He lives!” Cylas cried, and flung his arms wide, and turned to the crowd with his face transformed into joy, pivoting the whole disaster in one breath. “Our brother lives! I prayed for it, friends, I prayed and would not believe him lost, and the gods” the gold sheen flared, drinking the crowd’s surprise, the shock of the resurrection feeding the blessing as belief always fed it “the gods have returned him to us!”

I’d been counting on the blessing’s appetite. It could drink surprise as easily as worship, for a moment. The sheen brightened on Cylas as the square gasped at the living porter, because a crowd’s astonishment is a kind of belief, and for that one breath the miracle-pivot worked and the gold burned high.

But surprise curdles faster than worship, and curdled surprise is doubt, and doubt gutters the gold.

Because the people in that square were not fools, and they’d been reading the stone the whole time, and a miracle is a man returned by the gods, and the stone didn’t say returned by the gods, the stone said survived the Sunken Crown, sealed below the inner doors, and you don’t get sealed below the inner doors by the gods, you get sealed below the inner doors by someone who seals doors. The pivot bought Cylas a breath. The stone took the breath back.

And I helped the stone take it, with one quiet sentence, because a porter knows that the cheapest way to starve a borrowed flame is to ask it a question it can’t answer in front of the people lending it the light.

“It’s good to be prayed back,” I said, mild, into the gap, loud enough for the front ranks. “Funny thing, though. The gods returned me from below the inner doors. Which is strange, because the song says I died holding the door open for the rest of you. A man can’t hold a door open and be sealed behind it both. So either the gods un-sealed a door, or somebody sealed one.” I let it sit one heartbeat. “I’m sure it’s the gods. They do good work.”

I never said betrayal. I never said his name. I praised the gods and thanked him for the prayer and pointed, very gently, at the one fact the miracle and the stone couldn’t both contain, and the crowd’s murmur, which had been a low tide, turned, and you could hear it turn, fixing now not on the seal they’d already chewed over for two weeks but on the timing of it, two days he was down there, two whole days, and the gods waited out a tide before they fetched him, gods don’t keep a man waiting on the turn of the water, men do, and the gold sheen on Cylas Aurent went ashy another visible degree as the doubt fed back into him as belief used to.

Beside the dais, Saskia read the stone.

Her eyes went to the line that said bested the blade saint, fairly, and then to Yrsa standing at my shoulder, and the duelist in her recognized the saint in Yrsa the way a wolf recognizes a bigger wolf, the stance, the balance, the cold scoring gaze aimed back at her. Saskia Roehn’s sneer, the one she’d worn for five years, died in stages, not all at once, by degrees, as she understood what was standing next to the dead man she’d cut the line of.

Across the dais, Odette scanned Maeva.

That was the one that mattered. Odette Calloway looked at Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, with the flat slate clerk’s-eyes, and the mage’s professional attention caught on something and snagged, and went very still. Because Odette knew summoning. Odette knew leash-arts; she’d come to requisition leash-codices, I’d learn within the hour, she knew exactly what a summoned thing looked like, and a summoned thing looked diminished, leashed, fading at the edges, obedient. And Lady Maeva stood in the square at full power, whole, free, diminishment absent, radiating the unbothered total presence of a woman who’d unified three duchies, and that was impossible, that was a thing the archives said could not be, and Odette Calloway’s stillness went specific: the stillness of a clerk who has just seen a number that cannot exist on a page that cannot be wrong.

She reached into her sleeve and touched the edge of a measuring charm, a flat brass thing no one else would have noticed because no one else had spent five years watching her hands for the moment she decided a room contained work. The charm gave no reading I could see, but Odette’s face told me enough. A leashed summon would have pulled the charm down, dimmed, diminished, obedient enough to be weighed. Maeva did not pull. Maeva did not dim. Maeva, if anything, made the brass flinch back into Odette’s sleeve.

The mage’s fingers closed around the charm until the knuckles went pale. Then she let it go and smoothed the sleeve as if nothing had happened.

Receipt, I thought. Not paper yet. But a receipt.

Yrsa, beside me, never stopped watching Saskia, and Saskia, having finished reading the duel-etch, started watching Yrsa back, and the two of them held a conversation across the square that didn’t use a single word. Saskia’s hand drifted to the famous sword, an old reflex, the duelist sizing the bigger duelist, and Yrsa went still in the particular way she went still before a strike, the drawn-sword line of her loading low and quiet, and the message of that stillness was plain to anyone who’d ever fought: try it. Saskia read the message. Saskia’s hand came off the sword. And the copper-haired duelist who’d cut my line learned, in the space of a held breath, that the woman beside the dead man was not a fight she wanted in a square full of witnesses, and the sneer she’d worn so long died another stage, because a sneer is a thing you wear when you’re certain you’re the most dangerous person in the room, and Saskia Roehn had just stopped being certain.

And I watched Liria.

The priestess at the back, veiled, her folded hands shaking, looking at me alive, looking at the blood she’d had on her cheek when I hauled her out of the water, her lips moving, almost speaking, the almost-word right there at the edge of her, and Odette’s hand found Liria’s elbow without Odette ever turning her head, a clerk’s grip, gentle and final, and the almost-word folded back up inside the priestess like a hand closing. But it had been closer this time. On the landing, weeks ago, the almost-word had folded the instant Odette appeared. Here, in the square, with my name glowing and the blood-memory on her cheek, it had taken Odette’s hand to fold it, and even then I’d seen it fight the folding, and a thing that fights the folding is a thing that, one day, won’t fold.

I gave no accusation.

This was the part the crowd wanted and didn’t get, and the part that cost Cylas the most. They wanted the j’accuse: the dead man crying murderer, betrayer, you sealed me in. Cry it, and Cylas spreads his hands and grieves that the tomb has unhinged his loyal porter, and Saskia offers her famous sword against the slander, and now it’s a duel of honor, Saskia’s game and not mine. So I gave them a living body that had survived sealed below the doors, set beside his bought song, and let the crowd close the gap from inside its own conviction, where nothing he said could reach.

So I gave them the opposite, which was worse.

“Thank you for the song,” I said, to Cylas, plainly, in the hearing of the square. “It’s a lovely song. The bit where I’m brave is very good.” I let it sit. “I’m not dead, as it turns out. Sealed below the inner doors, two days, walked out at the turn of the tide. The stone has it. You should update the memorial. It’s a little premature.”

And then I stopped, and I let the silence do the work, and the silence did more work than any accusation could have, because the square filled the silence with its own low murmur, person to person, and the question that moved through it this time was not where the seal came from but where the rescue went, two days he was sealed and his own party rode three towns over dedicating stones to him, they never came back down, a man’s friends come back for him, these came back to bury him, they didn’t dig, they grieved, you don’t grieve a man you could’ve dug out. I never said the word. The crowd said it for me, in a murmur that went around the square like water finding its level, and Cylas Aurent stood on the dais with the gold going thin at his edges and could not, this time, find the line that fixed it, because the line that fixed it was an answer to a question no one had asked out loud and he couldn’t answer a murmur.

Then I gave him the deed-race, because the surest revenge was a contest he couldn’t refuse and couldn’t win.

“There’s real work in this province,” I said, loud now, to the square, the porter who’d found a name. “The kind no one bothers to write a song about. There’s a breach in the Mirefen, in the deep fen, and the warrens are growing toward it, and if it opens it floods three districts with wight-fouled water and the plague that’s already in Cinderwell spreads down every spring-line in the province. I’ve mapped it. I know where the root is.” I put my hand back on the stone and I swore it forward, the dangerous kind of oath, the kind that scars you grey if you fail it. “By the next full moon, I will close the Mirefen breach at the root. Sworn by Dorian Marsh.”

The stone took the forward-oath. It glowed, my name brightening as the public promise settled into it, and the grey scar waiting in it for me if I failed.

And Cylas Aurent, cornered by his own crowd, by the murmur, by the dead man swearing real work in daylight, had to match it or be the Hero who let the porter out-promise him in a square full of his own bards.

“Then the kingdom’s Hero will not stand idle,” Cylas said, and the gold flared as he reached for the crowd again, the reflex, the recovery. “My party will assist the province. We’ll secure the causeway approach to the Mirefen and clear the way for the relief. Sworn by Cylas Aurent.”

He swore it to claim the stage, the causeway, the visible front, the part the bards could sing. He didn’t know the breach closed from the bottom and not the approach, that he’d just sworn, in front of the witness-stone, to do the loud half of a job while I did the half that mattered. I knew it. I’d mapped it. I let him have the causeway with the same generosity Maeva had let the silk-merchant feel honored to be haggled.

It was a trap built entirely out of his own pride and the truth. I hadn’t tricked him into anything; I’d sworn a deed I could land and let him reach, cornered by his failing sheen, for the part of the job a song could see. A man whose strength is belief always reaches for the part the bards can count. He took the stage. I took the work.

The deed-race was born of oath and pride in the square, with no committee, no petition, no procedure. Two men swore two oaths in front of a witness-stone, and the province had a race. The stones would weigh which oath landed truer. Nothing else mattered.

The stone took my oath first. Mirefen breach, closed at the root by the next full moon, sworn by Dorian Marsh, support-class summoner, Anchor, whatever that last word meant to the crowd yet. The letters burned white, then settled into hard gold, and I felt the cost of a forward-oath settle on my name like a loaded pack. If I failed, the scar would go grey where everyone could see it. If I succeeded, the province would read the truth off the rock.

Cylas put his hand over mine on the stone because he could not bear to swear from below me, and the blessing flared around his fingers.

“The Hero’s party will assist the province,” he said, lovely and loud, claiming the causeway approach because it was the visible road, the bard-road, the road that let him charge monsters where people could count them. “We swear the same moon. We swear the same breach. Let the stones weigh which company serves Veltmark best.”

The stone called him best. It would never once call him truest. He still didn’t understand the stones as well as he understood crowds.

The witness-bard’s shard chimed once as both oaths took, and the square exhaled. People love a race. They love it more when one runner is a Hero and the other is a dead porter with queens at his shoulders.

The party left the square in a procession that had lost its music. The bards didn’t strike up; there was nothing to strike up; you can’t sing “The Porter’s Door” with the porter standing dry-eyed at the door it was named for, and a witness-shard had caught the living porter and the fading Hero and the murmur that named the thing no one had to say. I watched them go and I felt no triumph, exactly, which surprised me. I felt the cold clean satisfaction of a load delivered to the right address. The crowd had done the naming. I’d sworn one true thing and let a stone hold it and let a square fill the silence, and the silence had cost Cylas more than any accusation could have, and it had cost me nothing but patience, which I had in great supply.

The touring company’s music died at the edge of the square. A local one started up to replace it before they were fully out of earshot.

There was a Marrowford lad who’d been working a new second verse to “The Porter’s Door” all week, a thin boy with a borrowed lute and more nerve than tuning, and he chose the exact moment the Hero’s procession reached the road to try it on the crowd. His version did not have me dying. His version had the door sealed behind me, and the porter counting the tide in the dark, and walking out at the turn of the water with a queen at his back. The melody was the company’s. The words were Marrowford’s now. He rhymed “inner door” with “wanting more,” which is a crime against masonry and language both.

The square took it up anyway, badly, half of them a beat behind, and a crowd will forgive a clumsy verse it owns faster than a polished one it’s been sold.

“That scans like a cart with a square wheel,” I told the boy, and dropped a coin in his cup, because a man should be paid for the fiction even on the day the fiction finally comes true. “Keep the tide. Lose ‘wanting more.’ I never wanted more. I wanted out.”

He kept the tide. He kept “wanting more” as well, the little thief, because it rhymed and because nobody who’s actually been sealed in a tomb gets a say in how the song about it goes. That’s the version Marrowford sings to this day. I’ve stopped correcting it. Yrsa says a man who argues with a ballad has already lost, and a man who argues with a ballad about himself has lost twice and should buy a round to cover the embarrassment.

“You didn’t gloat,” Maeva observed, beside me, low, as the procession dwindled up the Veltmark road. “I watched you. You had the whole square and a dimming Hero and you said six words and stopped. A lesser man would have made a speech.”

“A speech is a thing he could answer,” I said. “Six words and a stone he can’t.”

“Yes,” the empress said, with deep satisfaction. “That is exactly the lesson my husband never learned, and exactly why the histories had to sing him for four hundred years to make him sound like what I actually was. The man who has to explain himself has already lost the room. You let the room explain him.” She looked at me sidelong. “You’re a frightening man, summoner, in a very quiet way. I find I enjoy it enormously.”

Maeva fixed my collar after, on the Antler steps, in the thinning crowd.

It was a small thing. My collar had come askew somewhere in the swearing, and she reached up and set it right with both hands, an empress’s hands smoothing a porter’s worn collar, and it was the most private thing two people had ever done in a public square, a coronation in the size of a collar-fix.

“There,” she said softly, just for me, the audit softened into warmth. “You sounded like a man with a name, summoner. Took you long enough to use the voice. Now keep using it.”

“Took him long enough,” Yrsa agreed, from my other side, watching Saskia mount up across the square. “Saint’s measure: he’ll do.” She was still tracking Saskia, her storm-grey eyes never quite off the copper-haired duelist. “She wanted to come at you, that one. I watched her want it the whole eulogy. The clerk talked her down, but it’s in her, the wanting, and a duelist who wants a fight she’s been refused gets reckless.” Yrsa’s gaze sharpened. “She’ll come for me eventually, not you. Saint to saint. She has to; she’s spent five years certain she’s the most dangerous edge on the continent, and she just stood in a square and learned she isn’t, and a duelist can’t carry that. She’ll need to test it. I’ll let her, when she asks honest. Not before. Not in a square they’ll sing about.”

“You’re already planning her duel,” I said.

“I see the fight when I meet the person I’ll have it with,” Yrsa said. “She’s a fight I’ll have someday, the way you saw the breach was a deed you’d do someday. We just know our work when we look at it.” She finally turned from Saskia. “Your work today was six words and a stone. Mine was standing still so a duelist could count. Hers” a tilt of the head at Maeva, fixing my collar “was silence. We each did our work. The Hero did a eulogy for a man who interrupted it. That’s the whole day, anchor, and we won it without drawing steel, which is the only kind of winning I never learned alive and find I like dead.”

I went back into the Antler, and I did one more thing before the day was done, the thing the shape of my revenge required, which was that I watched them.

The party took the far corner of the common room before they rode for the causeway, a council in the open because they thought the dead man was busy being celebrated, and I sat at the back-bar with Bram and I watched them as I watch everything, reading the table across the room: the body language, the lean of the shoulders, the fragments that carry across a taproom when you’ve spent five years learning which words travel.

Cylas’s fury was not the loud kind. He sat very still and very reasonable, and the gold sheen had come back up now that he was among his own believers, fed by the small private worship of his own party, and whatever he was saying to the others was low and even and I caught only pieces, should have stayed a story, and bait that walks back, and the word liability, said the way a landlord says a word about a tenant he means to evict. His fury was quiet and reasonable, and that was the most dangerous thing about him, because he hadn’t spent a copper of it in the raging as a louder man would have. He’d been banking it since I said wrong stone, and a banked fury draws interest. I’d watched him be charming for five years and I’d learned that the charm was the surface of a very cold accountancy, and the accountancy was running now, behind the summer-blue eyes, totting up what the dead porter had cost him in one square and what it would cost to make the cost stop.

He didn’t look at the door I’d left through. That was the tell. A man with nothing to hide would have glanced at the man who’d just bested him; Cylas kept his eyes on Odette’s ledger and his voice low and reasonable, and I knew, watching it, that the loud charming Hero was a costume and that the thing wearing it had just decided I was a problem to be solved rather than a rival to be beaten, which was worse, and I filed that too, in the column with everything else, and went on watching.

Saskia wanted the duel. She kept touching the famous sword and glancing toward the door I’d gone through, and her lips shaped something to Cylas that I read as let me, and Cylas’s flat reasonable refusal, and Saskia’s jaw working, the duelist denied her clean answer to the dead man and the saint who’d out-stanced her.

Odette held my attention longest, because Odette wasn’t angry at all. She had her ledger out and she was writing, calm, the only calm person at a table coming apart, and that stillness, while everyone around her unraveled, was what made the back of my neck prickle. I read her in pieces: the words that carry across a taproom to a man who’d long since learned which ones travel. Diminishment absent, she said, and Cylas didn’t understand it and Odette didn’t bother to explain. The archive at Vael, she said. And codices, the grey-cased books, said the way a craftsman names her tools. And then, clearest of all, because she said it looking directly at the door I’d left through, in case the kingdom’s assets need recovering.

She wasn’t proposing murder. Saskia wanted a duel, a clean killing, exactly what she enjoyed. Cylas wanted me to have stayed a story. But Odette wanted to study the impossible thing, the summon without diminishment, the anchor the archives said couldn’t exist, and the way you study an impossible asset is you don’t kill it, you recover it. She counseled patience to Cylas, and there was no mercy in the counsel, only method. A clerk does not waste a unique specimen on a rash duel. A clerk catalogs it.

Assets. Recovering. I planted them in the notebook that night beside leash-codices, archive at Vael, diminishment absent, and a clerk who counseled patience while she requisitioned the tools of a leash.

Liria they sent to pray. Cylas dismissed her toward the little temple at the edge of the square with a low word, go and pray for guidance, and I watched the priestess go out the door toward the temple.

She didn’t go to the temple. She stood in the square in the dusk, veiled, her folded hands shaking, looking at the deed-stone where my name glowed, and not praying. Just looking. A witness the stone would believe, if she ever swore, standing in the dusk between the man who used her and the man who pulled her out of the water, not praying, for once, at all.

I didn’t go to her. Every instinct I had said cross the square, ask her the gentle question, give the folded woman the chance to unfold. But I’d watched Odette’s hand find her elbow on a landing once and seen the almost-word fold back up, and I knew the priestess would swear when she could stand at the stone without folding under Odette’s hand again, and not a moment before. Pushing her toward the stone would only fold her tighter. A witness you press is a witness you lose.

So I watched her stand in the dusk not praying, and I let her stand there, and I went up to the loft to plan a breach with two queens, and I left the priestess to find the floor under her own feet, in her own time, which the porter knew, even then, was the only way she’d ever truly stand.

“The small one,” Yrsa said, when I came up, having watched the same thing from the window with the duelist’s read that missed nothing. “The priestess. She’s the one who’ll break, if anyone does. The duelist’s too in love with herself, and the clerk’s loyal to her books. But the praying one’s already broken. She just hasn’t fallen yet.” She turned from the window. “Don’t catch her, anchor. I know you want to. You catch everyone. But that one has to fall by herself, or the stone won’t take her weight.”

“I know,” I said.

“I know you know,” Yrsa said. “I’m telling you anyway, because you can know a thing cold and still do the opposite the second someone starts falling, and that’s you all over. It’s your whole rot. Let this one fall.”


Chapter 10: The Empress Sworn

Closing a breach is mostly carrying things to the right place before anyone fights anything, which meant the week before the full moon was the closest I’d come to happiness in five years.

I had a real problem with a real shape and the tools to solve it and two queens who did what I asked because the asking was always right, and I spent the week being a porter at the scale a porter dreams of. I rendered ward-pitch from the wight-bones we’d taken at the bog-nest, because old wight-bone boiled down makes a pitch that the warren-spawn won’t cross, and I laid it in lines along the fen-paths to channel the brood when it came. I read the tide-tables for the deep fen, where the old sea-marsh still breathed with the lake, and I marked the windows when the drowned galleries under the breach would be low enough to drop the channel-gates. I recruited the farm militias as beaters, the edge-farm folk who’d watched me count their dogs, because beaters who know the ground are worth more than soldiers who don’t. And I set caches at three fallbacks, food and ward-pitch and spare lanterns and bandage, because a plan that doesn’t have three fallbacks is a plan that kills people, and I’d stopped letting people get killed by plans the day I walked out of the Sunken Crown. Three fallbacks, not one, because one fallback is a man’s optimism and three is a man’s experience: the first cache is for when the plan goes wrong the way you expected, the second for when it goes wrong the way you didn’t, and the third for the day the second cache is also on fire. I’d learned that on roads, where the difference between an inconvenience and a funeral is usually whether somebody packed the third cache, and the somebody was always me, and now the somebody was me at a scale that could save three districts, and I packed the third cache for the Mirefen with the same care I’d once packed it for a Hero who never knew it was there.

Yrsa inspected my fallback caches and pronounced them, grudgingly, “You’ve buried people you didn’t have to and decided not to do it again.” Which was exactly right, and exactly the thing I’d never said out loud, and I didn’t ask how she knew, because she’d held a bridge so her unit could run and then died on it, and a woman who’d done that recognized third caches without needing them explained.

The channel-gates were the heart of the plan and the thing I was proudest of. The breach was a low drowned place where the old sea-marsh broke its banks, and under it ran the nest-galleries, flooded passages where the warren-mother brooded and the spawn bred. You can’t dig out a flooded nest and you can’t burn what’s underwater. But the galleries flooded on the tide, and a thing that floods on the tide can be drowned past recovery if you drop the right gates at the right windows: barrel-stave gates, weighted, set in the gallery mouths, dropped at high water to seal the nest under its own flood with no slack to breathe in. Drown the galleries from the bottom while the spawn are out and the breach closes itself, permanently, because there’s no nest left to keep it open.

But to drop the gates you had to clear the gallery mouths of spawn first, in the open, which meant a fight on the drowned ground at low water, which meant beaters and a killing-floor and a caller who could read the tide to the inch. So the plan had three parts stacked: clear the mouths at low water, draw the brood onto a killing-floor I’d ward-pitched, and drop the gates at the high-water window to drown what was left. Three parts, each with its own tide, each with its own fallback, and I drilled it on a sand-table in the Antler’s back room until the militia could walk it in their sleep.

The sand-table became Marrowford’s favorite nuisance. Bram gave me the back room and complained every hour about mud on the floor, then stood in the doorway with his one arm folded and corrected any farmer who stepped a bean-marker through a channel I’d marked drowned. The cooper brought barrel hoops and shaved them down into gate-markers. The edge-farm children stole three beans for counters and were conscripted by Maeva into replacing them with pebbles sorted by size, which they did with the solemnity of a royal levy.

“No,” I told Holt, moving his marker back. “If you chase the brood there, you’re below the tide-line when the second pulse comes. You drown with the thing you’re chasing.”

“Feels cowardly stepping back before they’re dead.”

“Feels dead staying forward after the water says leave.”

Yrsa, leaning on the wall, grunted. “Listen to him. Water doesn’t care if you’re brave. I approve of water.”

By the third run Holt stepped back on the count without being told, and the whole table moved with him, bean by bean, a line of farmers learning that survival could be drilled the same as courage.

Maeva turned Marrowford into a war effort by charm, which I’d thought was a figure of speech until I watched her do it.

She went through the town as Lady Maeva and made closing the breach the thing everyone wanted to be part of. She got the cooper to donate barrel-staves for the channel-gates by making him feel his staves would save three districts, which they would. She got the fen-farmers to lend their flat-boats by making the lending sound like the honor it was. She got Bram to open the wager book on the breach-close so that half the town had coin riding on me succeeding, which meant half the town was now invested in my forward-oath landing true. By the end of the week the whole town was leaning into the breach-close the way a town leans into a harvest, and I’d watched an empress do the thing the histories credited her husband for, turn scattered people into one purpose, and I’d watched her do it in a bog-town in an afternoon.

The militia drills were their own comedy, because Yrsa ran them and Yrsa had opinions. The edge-farmers came in with billhooks and boar-spears and one ancient halberd a grandfather had brought back from a war nobody remembered, and Yrsa inspected each weapon with the flat professional despair of a saint among amateurs and condemned most of them, except, again, the cleaver-grade tools, the honest farm-steel, which she pronounced “better than half the army blades I died beside, because a man sharpens a tool he eats with.” She taught them not to fence, which they’d never do, but to hold a line and step back together and trust the beater beside them, which was the only thing they’d need, and she taught it by making them hold a line against her, once, which cured them forever of overconfidence and gave them a story they’d tell their grandchildren.

She also taught them how to retreat, which offended every farmer in the yard until she explained it in the only way Yrsa explained anything: by knocking three of them flat when they tried to stand bravely in the wrong place. “Brave dead men feed wights,” she said, hauling the first one up by his collar. “Step back together and you live to swing again. Again.” By sunset the edge-farmers could give ground in a line without turning their backs, and I watched the drill with a satisfaction that had nothing to do with glory. A line that can retreat is a line that can survive long enough for the seventh-wave count to matter.

I added the retreat steps to the sand-table that night, moving bean-markers back in pairs instead of forward in a heroic clump, and the farmers grumbled until Maeva asked which of them planned to make his widow proud by dying in the wrong square. That ended the grumbling. Nobody wants to be the man an empress uses as a bad example in front of his wife.

Even the bean-markers stood straighter after that.

The next run went clean. Not pretty, not brave, clean. The line stepped back together, billhooks low, boar-spears level, each man watching the shoulder beside him instead of the fear in front of him. Yrsa grunted once, and the farmers took it like a medal.

Maeva, meanwhile, read my almanac to the militia-wives in the evenings, having decided the century’s calendar was a personal affront she could at least correct locally, and held court over the cook-fires pricing every modern convenience against the world she’d died in. She approved of the new iron cook-pots (“we’d have killed for these; you cook a siege-camp’s stew in copper and you poison your own army by the third week”). She disapproved of the fashion for printed almanacs over hand-copied ones on the grounds that “a thing too cheap to lose is a thing nobody learns by heart, and a calendar you don’t know by heart is a calendar that’ll surprise you on the worst day.” And she rated my tea, again, “honest,” and counted out the militia-wives’ grain stores against the muster-roll in her head faster than their own tallyman could with chalk, and pronounced their winter provisioning “adequate, badly distributed,” and fixed it in an afternoon by moving three families’ shares around, as she’d once moved a province’s, and the wives loved her for it without quite knowing what they’d just been managed by.

“You did this for three duchies,” I said.

“I did this for three duchies,” she agreed, pricing the loaded flat-boats with satisfaction. “It’s the same craft at any scale, summoner. People want to be part of something that’s going to matter. You give them the part and the mattering and you make the asking honest, and they’ll carry barrels into a bog for a foreign lady they met last week.” She glanced at me. “You do the same thing, you know. With your fallbacks and your counted dogs. You make people feel safe enough to be brave. We’re the same trade, you and I, at different ends of it. I make them want to march. You make sure they all come home.”

My weight climbed all week, deed by prep-deed, and I felt it climb, and I budgeted against it, because the registry had named the next door and this time I meant to pay it clean.

Scouting the breach with Yrsa, two days out, we found the thing that turned the breach from an accident into a crime.

“Carrion,” Yrsa said, crouched at a warren mouth in the deep fen, the scoring stare aimed at the ground now instead of a stance. “Someone’s been feeding these. Look.” She pointed at the drag-marks, the bones, the deliberate piles. “Wights nest where there’s death. Scatter enough carrion at a warren mouth and the nest grows fast, and grows organized, because there’s a reason to spread, a feeding-pattern to follow. Someone’s been hauling carrion into the fen for a season. These warrens didn’t grow toward the breach by accident. Someone grew them that way.”

I read the drag-marks and I didn’t like where they pointed, the same way I hadn’t liked the warren mouths on the ridge a month ago. They ran deeper than the province believed, organized, fed, aimed, and aimed at the breach, the one low drowned place that, if it opened, flooded three districts with wight-fouled water.

“Who feeds a breach,” I said.

“Someone who wants three districts flooded,” Yrsa said. “Or someone who wants a deed-race to have stakes high enough that the Hero can’t be seen to lose it.” She stood, brushing fen-mud from her knees, eyes hard. “I’m not saying it’s your golden boy, anchor. I’m saying carrion got hauled into a fen by somebody, and your golden boy just swore in a square to be the one who saves the province from it, and a man who saves a province from a disaster he arranged is a man who gets a very good song.”

I kept it. I didn’t have the receipt yet, the proof of who hauled the carrion, but I sketched the drag-marks and added them to the notebook against the day a witness would swear, and the file on Cylas got one page thicker and one degree colder.

“You’re not surprised,” Yrsa said, watching me sketch.

“I’m a porter. I read drag-marks on roads for a living. Somebody’s been hauling carcasses into a fen for a season, and there’s only a few reasons to do that, and none of them are good, and one of them is a Hero who needs a disaster big enough that saving the province from it makes a song worth a kingdom.” I closed the notebook. “I can’t prove it’s him. The drag-marks don’t have a name on them. But I can prove a fen got fed, and I can prove the warrens grew toward the breach, and I can hold those receipts until the day they meet a witness who’ll put a name to the hand that did the hauling.”

“And if that day never comes?”

“Then I still close the breach,” I said, “and the province is still saved, and the song still curdles when the stone says who closed it. The receipt’s a bonus. The deed’s the point. I don’t do the deed for the receipt, Yrsa. I do the deed because three districts flood if I don’t. The receipt’s just what I pick up off the ground while I’m there.” I shouldered my fen-pack. “That’s the whole difference between me and him. He’d flood the districts for the song. I’d close the breach for the districts and let the song fall where it falls.”

Yrsa was quiet a moment, studying me, and then she said, gruff, “That’s the second thing you’ve said this week that I’m going to pretend I didn’t find admirable,” and turned and walked the fen-line, scouting, and her place in the link tasted, faintly, of a drawn blade gone briefly, reluctantly soft.

The plague thread crossed the breach thread the same day, and that was the call.

A second Cinderwell family came down to Marrowford, more hollow than the first, and the sickness in them followed the water as the first family’s had. When I overlaid my fen-maps with the plague-reports, I saw a shape I couldn’t read. The sickness wasn’t spreading like a sickness. It was spreading along the spring-lines, the underground water, strongest where the rains crossed the warren ridge above Cinderwell, and there was a cause under it I couldn’t see, a thing happening in the dark of the ground that my maps could show me the effect of and not the source, and I needed eyes that saw around corners, eyes that saw a half-second further than mine, eyes that had seen, two hundred years ago, exactly what a Hero’s sloppy work does to a spring-line.

I sat with the overlaid maps half a night, the fen-map and the plague-reports and the warren-mouths and the spring-lines all laid over each other on the loft floor, and I couldn’t read the shape, and not being able to read a shape is a rare and unpleasant feeling for a man who reads shapes for a living. Everything pointed back at the warren ridge above Cinderwell, at the ground the party had “cleansed” last spring, and there it went dark on me. Whatever the cause was, it was happening underground, in the warrens and the graves and the spring-line, where no surface-map could follow.

“You’re stuck,” Maeva observed, finding me on the floor among the maps at an hour with no business in it. “You’re never stuck. I find it fascinating.”

“I can see what it’s doing. I can’t see what’s doing it. It’s underground, in the warrens and the graves, where a map can’t go. I need eyes that see around corners.” I sat back on my heels. “The registry’s been showing me a name for it. A seer.”

“Then call the seer,” Maeva said, simply. “You’ve the weight, once the prep lands. You said so yourself. No overdraft.” She crouched beside me among the maps, the old weighing-gaze warm now. “And summoner. When you call her. Whatever she is, whatever she’s seen, you call her the way you called me. Whole. Free. Asking nothing. A seer will know the difference between a leash and a door faster than I did, and a seer who feels a leash will step back through it and you’ll never see her, and a seer who feels a door, a true open door, after two hundred years of watching Heroes arrive late on purpose, that seer might decide the man who opened it is worth seeing from the inside.” She stood. “But that’s hers to decide. Don’t plan her. We’ve discussed this. Plan the deeds. Meet her honest. Empty hands.”

The registry came, ledger-quiet, behind my ribs.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE SEER WHOSE WARNINGS WERE WORTH A CITY.] [NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE, ORACLE.] [COST: WITHIN WEIGHT ONCE THE PREPARATION DEEDS LAND.]

Within weight. Not beyond it. Not an overdraft. I’d climbed enough, deed by prep-deed, that once the breach-prep deeds landed on the stone, I could call the oracle clean, with no body-cost, no fresh tracery, the price paid out of earnings at last and not out of flesh. I did the sum and I budgeted the call for after the prep landed, and I felt, doing it, the difference between the man in the tomb who paid with his arms and the man in the loft who paid with his earnings, clean and counted, and the difference was my own progression set down as a clean sum, and I let myself feel it.

“You’re growing,” Maeva observed, that evening, watching me budget the call instead of brace for an overdraft. “You can feel it. The arithmetic doesn’t cost you flesh this time.”

“This time,” I said.

“This time,” she agreed. “Come down to the back room, summoner. The town’s gone home and the sand-table’s ours for the night. I have something to give you, and I’m going to give it properly.”

She’d been building to it all day, I understood later, deliberately, with the whole campaign laid out before the first move. She’d watched me catch the overdraft-reflex and overrule it, budget the oracle’s call clean instead of cheap. She’d watched me steady a militia line. She’d watched me, that afternoon, accept a farmer’s thanks without deflecting it, just say you’re welcome and let it land, and I’d seen her note it, the audit finding a sum it approved of. And that evening, with the breach four days off and the prep landing and the man she’d chosen finally beginning to take up the space she’d been telling him to take, she decided it was time to do the most dangerous thing an empress can do, and she did it on purpose, with open eyes.

The back room was buried in maps, the breach-plans spread over the sand-table and every bench and crate, and Maeva swept a clear space across the wide map-table with one pass of her arm and stood in the candle-gold with the rebuilt ceremonial bodice laced and straining, and she began to take the pins from her crowned braid, one at a time.

I knew, by then, what the pins meant. Each pin out of the crowned braid was a clause of consent, a sentence in the language I’d learned to read on her, and she took them out slowly, watching me watch her, and as she took them she told me the hemlock garden entire: not the campaign-report version she’d given me in the tomb, but the thing itself.

“I trusted one man with everything, once,” she said, a pin coming free, the braid loosening. “Aldous. My husband-king. I built him an empire because I loved him, or because I’d decided I loved him, which at the time I could not tell apart, and I handed him the credit because I thought we were the same purpose, two hands on one crown.” Another pin. “And he stood in our garden, the physic garden I’d planted, with the hemlock I’d grown for medicine, and he made a tea from it, and he handed me the cup with his own hands, and he held my hand while it worked, and he wept, and the weeping was real, summoner, that’s the part I’ve had four hundred years to understand. He loved me and he poisoned me, both, truly, because he could not survive being the second-most-capable person in his own empire, and love does not protect you from a man who needs to be first.” The last pin came free and the golden cascade fell down her back, the event of it, and she stood there with her hair down and her oldest wound open. “I swore I would never hand anyone everything again. All those centuries in the dark, I kept that oath. It was the only thing I had that was mine.”

She crossed the room and she stood in front of me, and she took my burn-scarred hands in both of hers.

“And then a porter freed me with his last coin and asked nothing, and tried to talk me out of trusting him because he didn’t want to lie about the load. So I’m breaking the oath I kept for four hundred years, summoner, with open eyes, knowing the price, knowing exactly what it costs to hand a man everything.” Her green eyes held mine, unguarded, the empress and the woman both. “Here is everything. Again. Freely. My oath. I’m Sworn to you, Dorian Marsh, and I have not sworn myself to anyone since I poured my own death from a teapot.”

Gold gathered under my breastbone, the Standard answering before it had a name, widening in answer to the oath she had placed between us.

She presented herself to me like a treaty, then, the offering made physical, and she reached up and unlaced the ceremonial bodice herself, deliberate, and this time she let it lose entirely, the engineered failure she’d built for weeks finally allowed, her breasts spilling warm and full into the candle-gold, and she put my hands on them and held them there.

“Witness me Sworn,” she said, court-formal, the diction full and warm. “What the church kept covered, what no one since the garden has been given, you’ll have. It was never theirs to ration. It’s yours to witness. Attend me, summoner.”

I attended her, and this time I gave her no quick claim of a peak. I pressed the heavy softness of both breasts together around my face and breathed her in, mouthed the deep line of the valley between them, the sternum, the upper swell of each in turn, slow, unhurried, while her court-formal praise narrated over me, tribute, witness, attend, the coronation vocabulary. Her hands threaded into my hair, not directing now, only holding. I made her wait. Only when she’d begun to arch up after my mouth did I finally close my lips around one dark peak and draw it deep, and her gasp broke the cadence of the praise mid-word, and I kept her there at the edge of it, working her slow with tongue and the flat of my teeth and the heavy weight of her own breasts lifted to my mouth, until both nipples stood hard and wet and dark and the diction frayed sentence by sentence and her pussy grew slick against my thigh through the bond.

And then she gave me the thing that was hers and no one else’s, the signature she framed as bestowal.

She backed me down onto the cleared map-table and knelt over me, deliberate, an empress arranging a ceremony, and she gathered her breasts in both hands and held my gaze until the looking itself became part of what she was giving.

“Here,” she said, low, and she gathered them around me, presenting it, the empress bestowing what the church’s painters had hidden, and she took my cock between them. The soft warm flesh closed around my shaft, swallowing me in heavy heat, slicked by her hands and the heat of her breath, the head of me appearing and disappearing in the deep gold-gilded cleavage with each stroke, candle-gold shining off the slick crown when it pushed up into view. Her green eyes audited me the whole time from above, watching my face while she fucked me with her tits, and that warmth undid me more than the friction did. “Yes. Four centuries they painted me modest and the fools failed and I let them fail, and now you’ll have what they hid. Tribute, summoner. Witness what they hid.” She set a slow rhythm, pressing the soft mass tighter around me, her own hands working the heavy softness up and down my cock, and dipped her head to flick her tongue across the head each time it crested the top of her cleavage, narrating it low in the same imperial register she kept for everything she meant to hold onto. “Slower. There. You may put your hands over mine. Feel what I’m giving you now. The painters wanted it and the church wanted it modest and the husband-king wanted the throne, and you, who wanted nothing, have me choosing this.”

The praise frayed as it always did, coming apart sentence by sentence as her own arousal climbed, the bond looping her pleasure into me and mine into her, and the empress who’d begun by conducting was, by degrees, no longer in command of her own ceremony. “There, gods, you, the way you, oh, attend, attend me, I, summoner I cannot keep the, the words, I”

I let her conduct it until the conducting broke, and then I took the tempo. She’d sworn herself to me an hour before with her hair down and her oldest wound open, and this was the same oath spoken again with her body, the empress handing over not only everything but the keeping of it. I drew her up off the bestowal and turned her, and I laid her back in the cleared space among the breach-maps. She rose to me astride, her throne posture, the position that was hers, reached down and fit me to her soaked entrance, and sank down onto my cock with a low broken sound, her pussy closing wet and tight around me as she took me all the way down, riding me slow at first with her hands flat on my chest and her gold hair coming down around us both, her full tits swaying heavy over me with every roll of her hips. Then I set my hands on her hips and took the pace from her.

She let me. She always let me, and it was always the point. I drove up into her and slowed her when she’d have raced and quickened when she’d have lingered, snapping my hips up to bury myself balls-deep each time she came down, my cock sliding deep through the wet grip of her pussy until our joining was wet and loud between us, while the empress’s court-language came apart entirely into plain hunger. Her eyes lost the room, the maps, everything but me. Every ounce of imperial control she’d carried for four centuries poured out of her as need. “Take it, summoner, take the keeping of it, I swore it at dusk and I’m swearing it again now with this, take it, gods, harder, I cannot, I will not keep the words, there, I’m” and her cunt began to clench in fluttering waves around me, the gold already starting to gather under her skin, building toward something larger than the Tether’s faint lacing, a flood of it waiting at the edge.

Her climax took her astride me. Her cunt clamped down and rippled along my cock in hard spasms, milking me, her whole body going taut and then loose, the gold light surging up bright under her skin as she came apart with my name breaking out of her in place of any decree.

“Take it,” she said through the aftershocks, abandoning all ceremony, “take it from me, summoner, finish for me, on me, tribute, I want to wear it, I want”

I pulled free at her command, the loss of her wet heat almost too much, and worked myself once, twice, in my fist over her, and finished over her chest with her name leaving me rough and low. My cum spurted across her heavy breasts in thick hot streaks, rope after rope of it landing white on sun-gold skin and candlelight, pooling in the deep cleavage she’d just had wrapped around me, and she pressed her own hands to it where it landed and worked it into her skin and claimed it as she claimed everything, “tribute received,” breathless and gold-lit and gloriously undone.

And at the peak the oath sealed.

Gold sigil-light washed up out of her skin and out across the whole room, not the faint lacing of the Tether but a flood of it, gold light running over the maps and the walls and the candle-flames, and every flame in the room, at the moment the bond crossed, straightened. The guttering candles drew up into parade-straight columns of steady gold flame, standing to attention, and the ledger-words came with them.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE STANDARD (LOW POTENCY).]

“There,” Maeva breathed, sprawled gold-lit in the wreck of her maps, fond and satisfied and watching the flames stand straight. “Now you have the Standard. Now you can make a room steady the way I do. It’s a low echo, you’ll have to grow it, but it’s yours, summoner. A facet of me, in you.” She pressed her gold-lit palm flat to the center of my chest, over the place the new echo had settled, and held it there as if she could feel her own legend taking root under his skin. “Do you feel what Sworn means? My ceiling’s risen. I’m more than my legend now, because of you. Four hundred years I was as strong as I’d ever been, frozen at the height of myself. Now I can grow past it. That’s what you give a queen, anchor. A height she never reached. The others leashed what they called. You raised it.”

The candles stayed straight longer than they should have, even after the first flood of gold drew back. Little flames do not hold military posture on their own, but these did, each wick a tiny soldier at attention while Maeva lay among the breach-maps with my cum cooling on her breasts and a look of triumph so intimate it had no court in it.

“You see,” she said, softer, following my gaze to the flames. “That’s the difference. A Sworn bond makes even candles remember how to stand.”

Afterward she lay in the candle-gold and the ruined maps and planned my wardrobe, drowsily, an empress in glorious sprawl, telling me the coat she’d commission, dark grey wool, she’d decided, with a collar that stood, “to make you stop hunching like a man apologizing for his own height,” and the better boots, and how I’d carry the Standard once I’d grown it, “from the spine, summoner, command comes from the spine, you carry yours like a question and we’re going to make it a sentence.” I let her plan, and I let my name stay bright in my own chest for once, as she’d been teaching me, and I did not feel like the cheapest thing I owned.

“You’ll have to learn to be looked at,” she murmured, half-asleep, her gold hair spread across my chest. “It’s coming, the being looked at. The province is going to start looking at you as it looks at him, and you’ll want to step back into the frame’s edge, where you’ve stood for five years, and I won’t allow it. An anchor at the edge of the frame is a leash that hasn’t noticed it’s loose. You’ll stand in the center, summoner, where the banner goes, and you’ll let your name stay lit, because that’s the whole of the correction I’m making to you, and I am, as I’ve said, thorough.”

The Standard’s first test came in the morning, and it was small and it was proof.

I was at the training yard while Yrsa drilled the militia beaters, and the sparring got ragged, the farm-folk losing their nerve against the practice-press, the line wavering. And I raised my voice, just to steady them, the way you steady a column, and the Standard moved in me, low and new, and the line firmed. The wavering militia steadied at my voice, drew up as the candle-flames had drawn up, allies steadying, and a teamster who’d swung a wild frightened haymaker at a sparring-partner had his blow flinch off-line, the enemy-flinch, the swing going wide of its own accord at the sound of my steadied command.

It was a low echo. It barely registered. But it registered, the Standard live in a porter’s voice, and I felt the door’s facet of an empress working in me. It was nothing like Maeva’s; hers made lamps stand at attention and crowds firm and enemies break. Mine made a wavering line of frightened farmers hold one beat longer. A seedling of the thing. But a seedling is a thing that grows, and I’d been given a growing thing by a woman who’d just told me she could grow past her own legend, and I understood, holding the steadied line, that we’d grow together, the empress and the anchor, each making the other larger, which is the opposite of what a leash does, and I thought: let the archives call it impossible. Let them watch.

I tested it the rest of the morning, quietly, as I test any new tool. I found it answered to the spine, as Maeva said command did; when I stood as she’d been at me to stand, the Standard came easier, and when I hunched into the frame’s edge from old habit, it guttered. So I practiced standing. A porter learning to take up space, one steadied militia-line at a time, the empress’s facet teaching my own body the lesson the empress’s mouth had been teaching me for weeks.

Yrsa watched it happen, leaning on the rail, loose and unhurried, scoring it the way she scored a stance.

“Useful,” she said. And then, because I was smiling, the Standard live and the line steady and an empress Sworn and the oracle’s door budgeted clean: “Stop smiling, anchor. You look like a man who’s pleased with himself. It’s unbecoming.”

But the smile she keeps killed got loose anyway, just for half a second, and she let it live before she stamped it flat again and turned back to the militia and barked them into order.

Maeva came down to the yard to watch the Standard’s first test and weighed it with proprietary pride, because it was her facet living in me and a craftsman admires her own work wherever it turns up. “Low,” she pronounced, “as I said it would be. You steadied a line of frightened farmers for one extra beat and turned one wild swing an inch. Mine empties throne-rooms and makes armies hold against routs. But mine took a coronation and a war to grow, and yours took a single night, and you’ll grow it the same way I grew mine, by using it until it’s larger.” She set a hand flat on my chest, over the place the Standard sat, and watched the line hold under my voice. “And you carried it from the spine without my telling you to, this time. We’ll make a banner of you yet. You hunch less already. I’ve been counting.”

“You count things too,” I said.

“I count you,” the empress said. “It’s a short list and you’re near the top of it, which, given the company you keep, is either the greatest honor of your life or a sign of the company’s poor judgment, and I’ll let you decide which while you grow my Standard into something that can hold a wall.”

I stood in the morning yard with the Standard warm in my chest and two queens at the edges of my senses and a clean call budgeted toward a third, and I let myself be, for one whole morning, a man who was pleased with himself.

The prep landed on the stone over the next three days, deed by deed, and I felt my weight climb with each one, the channel-gates sworn, the ward-pitch lines sworn, the militia drilled and the caches set and the tide-windows mapped, each a small earned etch, and the budget for the oracle’s call filled the way a careful purse fills, copper by deed by copper, until the sum behind my ribs read clean: within weight. No overdraft. No fresh tracery. A call I could pay honest.

I told Maeva and Yrsa the night before I meant to make it, over the maps, and Maeva approved with a tactician’s satisfaction and Yrsa approved in her own register, which was to say she grunted and observed that I’d “finally started listening, calling without burning my arms off to make a point of it,” and then, unasked, crouched over my fen-pack and went through it strap by strap, testing each buckle with the same hard short tug she gave a bench before she trusted her weight to it, re-seating the third cache where the load had been riding wrong against my bad shoulder. When I started to thank her she cut it off before the word could form. “Don’t. It’s not for you. A caller who throws a shoulder mid-deed gets people killed, and I’m standing in the splash radius of that. Self-interest, anchor. Leave it lie.” And she stayed exactly where she was, daring me to make it anything else, which was a newer trick than fleeing and harder to argue with.

“What’s she like,” Yrsa asked, from the door, gruff, not quite looking back. “The oracle. The registry names them. The blade saint, the seer whose warnings were worth a city. You’ll have read it.”

“I’ve read it,” I said. “Sundermere. She warned a city that burned anyway, and the histories filed the ashes under a Hero’s myth. Anything more than that belongs to her, if she chooses to spend it.”

Yrsa was quiet a moment. “Then she’ll want to know what kind of man you are before she stays,” she said. “Same as I did. The good ones always do.” A pause. “Pay the call clean, anchor. Don’t burn for her. Show her a man who learned. It’ll mean more to a seer than blood would.”


Chapter 11: The Oracle and the Lamplighter

It was raining on the stone-yard the morning I called the oracle, a thin grey lakeside rain that beaded on the deed-stone and ran through the etched grooves of every glowing name.

I stood in it bare-headed with enough weight to open a door clean.

That was new.

The last two doors I’d opened had read beyond my weight, and I’d paid them both in flesh: blood and fever for Maeva, greyed sight and fresh tracery for Yrsa.

This time the sum read different. A week of breach-prep had landed on the stone: ward-pitch lines, channel-gates, drilled militia, mapped tide-windows. Small weights, one after another, until when I touched the wet stone and let the registry read me, it read me as a man who could afford what he was about to buy.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE SEER WHOSE WARNINGS WERE WORTH A CITY.] [THE DOOR IS OPEN – THE CHOICE IS HERS.]

No overdraft warning. No price the body pays. Just weight going out of my name to hold the door open, a clean withdrawal from a balance I’d earned. My Renown dimmed, spent and not coming back, but no fever came, and no new vein climbed my skin.

I stood in the rain whole and tired and a little lighter, and watched the door open in the air over the wet stone.

It opened slow. The others had come fast, Maeva rising in funeral-gold like an event, Yrsa arriving mid-swing because the call caught her mid-swing in death. This one opened like a person who is in no hurry deciding whether to come in out of the rain.

Nahari of Sundermere stepped through barefoot.

I’d read her registry name and I’d read the histories Maeva had helped me dig out of the Antler’s water-stained almanacs, and none of it had prepared me, because the histories described a seer and the woman who stepped through the door was a presence that rearranged the rain around her. She was not tall. She came maybe to my collarbone. But she walked out of the door and onto the wet stone-yard the way the lake walks onto a shore, without hurry, certain of its own arrival, and the eye went to her and stayed.

Deep brown skin, rain-beaded and luminous even in that grey light, and silver-white hair, straight and heavy, falling past her waist, the most arresting contrast in any room I’d ever stand in, silver on deep brown like moonlight laid over dark water. She wore layered wraps in ember and ash and bone, cloth that moved when she moved and went on moving a half-beat after she’d stopped, and her bare feet rested on the cold wet stone as if the stone had agreed to be warm for her. An old script tattoo circled one ankle, fine bone-dark lines I couldn’t read. She had wide hips and a soft, unhurried way of carrying her weight that drew the eye down the line of her and held it there a beat too long before I caught my own gaze and brought it up, and her chest was understated under the layered cloth, deliberately framed downward, so that the whole architecture of her pointed the eye low and slow.

Her eyes were near-black, dark and deep, and they blinked slowly, and they were the last thing in that whole rainy yard to settle, moving over the stone and the names and the rain and Maeva at the yard’s edge and Yrsa already shifting her weight to stand between this stranger and me, and her gaze came to rest on me last, as the others’ had, and when it landed it had a quality I’d never been looked at with before, which was the quality of being recognized.

“You’re early,” she said.

Her voice was low and slow and warm, the words landing exactly when they meant to, each one a small private delight as she tipped her head.

“Earlier than I saw,” she went on, and a slow warmth moved through the dark eyes. “Three days earlier. You closed your breach-prep faster than the glass showed me, which means you didn’t overdraft to call me, which means you’ve learned to be heavy, which I did not see, and oh.” The slow blink. “Oh, that’s good. I hate being right on schedule. Two hundred years of being right exactly when I expected to be right. You’ve started already. Good.”

“Nahari of Sundermere,” I said. “I’m Dorian Marsh. I called you because I have a plague spreading along a spring-line and I can see what it’s doing and not what’s doing it, and I need eyes that see around corners.” I stood in the rain with empty hands, as Maeva had told me, and I said the rest plain. “The door’s open. You felt it open. You can feel, I think, that it’s a door and not a leash. Whatever you decide, you decide free. I’m not going to pretend the call was anything but me needing your eyes, because I won’t start by lying to a woman who sees through lies for a living. But the staying’s yours. I asked for nothing but the looking, and even the looking you can refuse.”

Nahari of Sundermere looked at me for a long, slow moment in the rain, and then she laughed, low, a warm unhurried sound.

“He apologizes for needing me,” she said, to no one, to the rain, to Maeva at the yard’s edge. “Two hundred years I waited and the man apologizes for needing me.” She came a few barefoot steps closer over the wet stone, and the dark eyes were doing something complicated and amused. “I’ll tell you what I told the glass, anchor, when the glass first showed you to me, decades before your mother bore you. I have seen the night I choose you. I have seen it from the outside: the lamp and the rain and the words. I have known for two hundred years that there would be a night I’d choose you.” Her gaze arrived a beat after the words, as if the future had sent it late on purpose. “And I have not decided whether to let it happen.”

“That’s not how prophecy works,” I said. “Or it’s not how I’d want it to.”

“Good,” she agreed, pleased. “Then we want the same thing. The glass shows what is worth choosing; the choosing still belongs to the woman seeing it. That’s the part the Heroes never understood and it’s why their blessings are leashes and yours is a door. A vision that compels is just a chain dressed up as sight, a picture painted on the link so you’ll walk toward it gladly. The glass showed me a man worth choosing. It left my hand mine.” She held up one hand, dark and ringed in bone and glass, and turned it in the rain. “I’ll choose you, if I choose you, for what you do when you think no one who matters is watching. The glass can show me the night. The choosing has to happen from the inside, like a living woman, and I have been very tired of doing everything from the outside.”

“Then look,” I said. “Decide later. I’ve a village dying in the meantime, and I’d take your eyes on it whether you ever stay or not.”

“Yes,” Nahari said softly, and the dark eyes did the recognizing thing again, deeper this time. “You would. That’s the right answer. The glass didn’t tell me you’d give it. Good.” She turned her slow gaze to the deed-stone and read my glowing name down its grey face. “Cinderwell. The water. Yes. I smelled it coming three days off, you know, the way you smell rain. I’ll look. Take me to your dying village, porter-of-the-open-door, and we’ll see what’s eating the spring.”

Maeva crossed the yard to us then, and I watched two of the most formidable women who ever lived take each other’s measure in the rain, and it was like watching two cats decide whether to fight or to share the warmest spot on principle.

“Lady Maeva,” Maeva said, offering the cover-name with her court smile, because the yard had ears.

“Empress,” Nahari said, not taking it, mild, and the warmth went out of Maeva’s gracious smile because the oracle had read her in one measured look, four hundred years and a hemlock garden and a drowned crown, and filed it without effort. “Don’t worry. The yard heard ‘Lady Maeva’ and the yard will go on hearing it. I keep secrets the way I keep hair, all the time, with both hands, ritually.” A pause, her fingers smoothing one silver strand over her shoulder. “Castellan. You unified three duchies and your husband took the credit and then took your life. I’m sorry. They sang him for four hundred years. They’ll stop, now. I’ve seen the part where they stop.”

And Maeva, the empress who priced every room and gave nothing away, let the silence run one full heartbeat, the rare pause of a woman handed something she hadn’t already counted, and then inclined her head, the small precise bow of one sovereign to another, and said, “I like her, summoner. I can’t read her at all. Do you know how long it’s been since I met someone I couldn’t read? I’m going to enjoy this enormously and you’re going to find it tedious.” Which was the highest compliment Maeva had in her, and Nahari received it with a slow pleased blink, and I understood I’d just summoned the one woman in the world the empress would never beat at chess and would happily lose to forever.

Yrsa, who had spent the whole exchange coiled and ready on the balls of her feet, her storm-grey eyes scoring the barefoot stranger and her body angled to put herself between Nahari and me, finally relaxed it a fraction, having decided the oracle was not, in the next ten seconds, going to be a threat.

“You see things,” Yrsa said to her, blunt, the duelist getting the only fact that mattered to her on the table. “Before they happen.”

“A half-second,” Nahari said. “Sometimes more. Enough to move someone out of a mistake before the mistake exists.”

“Then you’re worth guarding,” Yrsa said, “because a thing that valuable in a fight is a thing the enemy wants dead first,” flat, a tactical assessment, and then she appointed herself the oracle’s bodyguard in the same breath, silently, by shifting her stance one final time so that her sword-side faced outward from where Nahari stood, and she didn’t say a word about it, and I watched Nahari notice and not comment and file it with a small private warmth, and the two of them had settled something without a single word that I’d have needed a paragraph to settle.

We went to Cinderwell on the guild road, half a day west and up, and the road was where I learned what it was to travel with a woman who answered questions a beat before you asked them.

“It’s the third milestone,” Nahari said, before I’d asked how far. “You were about to ask. The one with the moss on the north face. We’ll reach it at the next bell.” We reached it at the next bell. An hour on, when Yrsa’s hand drifted to her water skin, Nahari said “there’s a spring forty paces ahead on the left, cleaner than what you’re carrying,” before Yrsa had said a word about being thirsty, and there was. She did it lightly, a half-prophecy here, a small foreseen kindness there, and twice I caught the joke in it, the maddening pleasure she took in landing the answer just before the question, and twice the joke turned out to be a real prophecy under the joke and the prophecy under it turned out to be a small mercy, a warning that kept Yrsa’s boot off a loose stone, a remark that made Maeva laugh in spite of herself.

“You do it on purpose,” I said, somewhere on the climb. “The answering before. It amuses you.”

“It amuses me,” Nahari agreed, barefoot on the wet road and not minding it. “And it tells me things. Your empress finds it charming and files it as a tool she’ll want to borrow. Your saint finds it useful and slightly insulting and respects it more for the insult. And you.” Her dark eyes slid to me, patient and exact. “You find it restful. You’ve spent five years being the only one who sees what’s coming. You’ve never had someone see the corner before you did.” She faced forward again. “That’s the first thing about you the glass got exactly right. You are so tired of being the only one watching the road.”

I didn’t answer that, because there was no answering it. She’d read me down to the keel in half a day, after reading Maeva in a blink, and the unsettling thing wasn’t that she was right, it was how gently she’d done it, as carefully as a person sets down something fragile.

Maeva and Nahari played at conversation the rest of the climb, two women fencing with words where the points never quite landed because each saw the other’s coming. By the top, both claimed to have won and neither would say what game it was, and Yrsa muttered that listening to them was like watching two people knit the same scarf from opposite ends and argue about whose pattern it was.

Nahari laughed outright, low and delighted, the first real laugh I heard from her.

“You unified by knowing what people wanted before they did,” Nahari said, on the climb, mild. “That’s a kind of sight.”

“It’s reading,” Maeva said. “It’s craft. I priced rooms. You price the next hour. They’re cousins, our trades.”

“They’re nothing alike,” Nahari said, pleasant. “You read what is. I read what’s coming. You’d have ruled Sundermere beautifully. You’d have ruled it right up until the night it burned, and you’d never have seen the fire because the fire wasn’t in the room yet.” Her voice stayed warm; the warmth only made the old ash under it easier to hear. “That’s not an insult. It’s why I’d have liked you. A woman who reads the room is a comfort. A woman who reads the fire is a curse. I’ve been the curse two hundred years. I’d have traded it, some nights, to be the comfort, and not know.”

And Maeva went quiet at that, the gracious smile fading into something more honest, and she said, after a moment, “I drank hemlock I’d grown myself and didn’t read the man pouring it. So I’d say the comfort has its own curse, oracle. We’re both women who saw everything except the one thing under our own roof.”

The two of them walked a while in a silence that was companionable rather than fencing. I understood I was watching a friendship begin, and I held onto that, because it was a thing worth keeping.

Yrsa, who did not read rooms or fires and was profoundly suspicious of anyone who claimed to, walked point the whole climb with her hand near her blade and the scoring read running on every bend of the road, and when Nahari said “no one’s ahead, saint, the road’s empty to the ridge,” Yrsa said “I’ll trust my own eyes, oracle, no offense,” and Nahari said “none taken, that’s why you’re worth guarding me; trust a seer and you stop looking for yourself,” and something jumped in Yrsa’s jaw, the smile she never let finish, and she said “stop being right, it’s irritating in a person you’ve just met,” and kept walking point, and that was the two of them settled for good, the saint who trusted only her eyes and the seer who approved of exactly that.

Then we came over the ridge and down into Cinderwell, and the laughing stopped.

I’d seen plague villages before. Cinderwell had gone past plague into something worse, into the mood a place gets when fear has had time to curdle into cruelty.

The doors were lime-washed, white slashes painted across too many lintels, and the well in the village square was roped off with a man guarding it with a billhook held low and a grip already chosen. People drew water from the rain-butts and the high spring instead, and they drew it afraid. A small funeral was breaking up at the edge of the square, a child’s funeral, the box too short. The local deed-stone stood grey and nearly dark, its few names barely glowing, a village whose deeds had stopped because fear stops the brave small things that light a stone.

And there were the refugees, a knot of them by the chapel wall, the families who’d fled the warren-ridge holdings and come down sick or come down with the sick following them, and the village had decided the refugees brought it, and there was a mood on the square, a hanging mood, the kind that’s three drinks and one more dead child away from a rope, and the refugees knew it, and they stood with their backs to the chapel wall and their children behind them and waited to see whether today was the day.

“Lime on the doors and a guard on the well,” Yrsa said, low, reading the same shape I was. “And a mob that hasn’t decided it’s a mob yet. I’ve seen this. It ends with a hanging or a fire unless someone gives them a true thing to do with the fear.”

“The water,” Nahari said.

She had stopped at the edge of the square, very still, her attention narrowing until even the rain waited on it, and her dark eyes had gone unfocused in a way I’d come to know meant she was seeing more than the square, and she stood barefoot on the cold ground and read the shape of the thing like a tide.

“The sickness walks the spring-line,” she said, slow, certain. “The underground water. It’s strongest where the rains come down off the warren ridge above the village and cross the deep springs. Here.” She traced a line in the air, following something only she could see, the dark water under the ground. “And here. It pools in the low wells and thins in the high ones. Your maps showed you this. You overlaid the springs and the sickness and you saw it walk the water.” Her gaze came back to me, and there was a frustration in it, the rare frustration of a seer who can see the effect and not the cause. “I can see what you saw, anchor. The water carries it down off the ridge. But I can’t see what’s poisoning the water up there. It’s underground, in the warrens and the graves above the spring-heads, in the dark of the ground, and the glass shows me the now and the next, not the buried past. Something happened up on that ridge, and the something is leaching into the spring-line, and I can see the leaching and not the wound it leaches from.” Her hand lowered, fingers closing on air as if she hated having nothing solid to hold. “I need eyes that watched the nights up there. Someone who was here. Someone who walked that ground in the dark and saw it go wrong, before the wrongness went under the water where I can’t follow.”

“Someone who’s dead,” I said, because the village was full of dead, because the funerals had been going for weeks, because the people who’d watched the ridge go wrong were under the short boxes and the lime-washed doors, and Nahari turned her slow gaze on me and saw the thought arrive in me and let it.

“Someone who’s dead,” she agreed, quiet, and waited, watching, and I understood the watching was the test, the whole test, the thing she’d choose me for or not, and that she would not tell me what to do, because telling me what to do would have made the choosing hers and not mine, and the choosing had to be mine.

I asked the well-guard who’d kept the village in the worst of it, who’d walked the dark when everyone else hid, and the man’s hostile face softened by a crack, because even a frightened village remembers its own, and he told me, gruff, that it was the lamplighter girl. Esra. Nineteen. She’d kept the lamps lit through the plague, walked the village every dark dusk with her pole when the rest of them had barred their doors, lit the square and the chapel and the well so the sick had light to die by and the scared had light to be scared in, and she’d kept it up until the sickness took her too, three weeks gone, and they’d buried her up the ridge-path because she’d asked to be, near the high spring she’d loved, and the village had been a darker and a meaner place every dusk since, because the girl who lit the lamps was under the ground and nobody else would walk the dark.

“She walked the ridge,” the well-guard said, and his voice cracked on it. “Every dusk. She’d have seen anything there was to see up there. She saw everything. She was always going on about the lights, the graves, something about the graves, and we thought it was the fever talking at the end.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Should’ve listened to the girl. She kept us lit and we buried her up a path and stopped listening.”

While the well-guard talked, Maeva drifted into the square, unhurried, and put herself between the hanging-mood and the refugees by the chapel wall. Then she started doing the thing she did, the crowd-craft, low and gracious, a foreign lady asking a frightened woman whether the rain-butts held and complimenting a man’s billhook and standing, just standing, in the gap where a mob wants to form, taking up the space a mob needs to be empty before it can become a mob. She bought us the time. She always bought the time. I watched her hold a square off a rope with nothing but presence and the right small questions, and I understood again that I’d Sworn myself to a woman who could disarm a mob as Yrsa could disarm a man, by reading exactly where the weight was about to fall and standing there first.

A nineteen-year-old lamplighter, dead three weeks of the plague she’d kept the lights against. No song would ever name her. No deed-stone glowed with her weight; she’d never done a single thing the bards counted as a deed, never killed a monster, never closed a breach, never bested a saint. She’d lit lamps. She’d kept the nights. And she’d walked the ridge in the dark when no one else would, and she’d have seen what poisoned the spring.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.]

The registry came faint, almost questioning, because what I was reaching for wasn’t a legend at all.

[CALL: ESRA OF CINDERWELL, LAMPLIGHTER.] [LEGEND GRADE: NONE – A LIFE, FAITHFULLY KEPT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT – OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

Beyond current weight. The world weighed a girl who lit lamps at nothing, weighed her death at nothing, weighed her testimony at nothing. The door did not. The door to her was the same miracle-grade door that had opened for an empress, and it cost what it cost.

I’d spent a week becoming heavy enough to call a seer clean. I was not heavy enough to call a lamplighter, because a lamplighter was a greater thing than the world had a way to weigh.

I didn’t hesitate.

I’d hesitated over the breach budget, careful, husbanding my weight, learning at last not to spend myself like the cheapest thing I owned.

Then a dead girl who lit lamps could give a poisoned village its truth back, and I did not hesitate for half a heartbeat. Some sums you don’t do. I put my hand to the dim local stone and paid the overdraft for a nobody.

The burn came up worse than it had ever come.

In the tomb it had been agony and I’d been dying anyway, so the agony had somewhere to go. On the convoy road it had greyed my sight and I’d been mid-battle, so the agony had a job to do. This time I was kneeling in the mud of a quiet square with nothing to die from and nothing to fight, and the price came due with my whole attention free to feel it, and that was the worst of it, the having nothing to do but burn.

It went up both forearms and past both elbows and reached for my shoulders, the silver-grey tracery branching under my skin, each new line a bright wire of pain laid under the flesh. The fever hit between one breath and the next, deep wrong cold from the marrow, and my teeth set against it and my breath went short and ragged. The square greyed at the edges.

My legs went. I finished the call on my knees in the mud, both arms blazing to the shoulder with the price of a girl no song would ever sing. The field-medic part of me noted, distant and clinical, that this was the most I’d ever overdrawn and that there’d be days of weakness past the tracery. I noted it and stayed on my knees.

Then I held the door open with the last of myself and did not let it close.

I heard Yrsa swear and start toward me and I heard Maeva say her name once, sharp, a single command that stopped her, because Maeva understood, Maeva had watched me do this and had decided not to catch me, because catching me would have made it less than it was, and an empress who’d been spent her whole first life knew that some prices have to be seen to be paid, and she held Yrsa back with one word and let the square watch the porter kneel in the mud and burn for a lamplighter.

And Nahari of Sundermere went very, very still.

The door opened slow, as hers had, and through it came a small wiry girl in a soot-smudged smock, cheeks streaked with old lamp-soot, hands proud and sure around a lamplighter’s pole.

She was nineteen and she was dead and lamplight clung to her edges. She looked around the square at the lime-washed doors and the roped well and the funeral just ended. Her soot-smudged face crumpled for a moment, because she knew where she was and how long she’d been gone and who was under the short box.

Then she squared her thin shoulders and gripped her pole, because there was light to be kept and she was the one who kept it.

“Esra,” I said, from my knees in the mud, my voice gone to gravel with the burn. “Esra of Cinderwell. Thank you. I’m sorry to call you back to this. We need your eyes.”

And the girl stood straighter still at her own name said with thanks in it, as I’d learn she always did, a nineteen-year-old nobody who’d never once been thanked by name on a deed-stone, standing straighter because a stranger on his knees had thanked her, and her testimony, when it came, was precise the way only the testimony of the unfamous ever is, because the unfamous have nothing to gain by shaping it and no song to protect.

“The warren up the ridge,” she said, and pointed her pole up the ridge-path, sure. “Last spring. The Hero’s party came through, the golden one, Cylas, with the banners. There was a goblin-warren up there, under the old grave-field, the plague-cairns from the old dying two hundred years back, and the warren had got into the cairns and was nesting in the bones, and the village asked the Hero to clear it, and he did, sort of.” Her soot-smudged face went hard, a nineteen-year-old’s contempt, clean and total. “He killed the goblins in the mouth of it, the ones you could see from the path, where the banner-folk could watch, and he swore the warren cleared on the stone and took the deed-credit and they sang it that night, the Hero who cleansed Cinderwell ridge. And then he left. He never burned it. You have to burn a warren that’s nested in plague-cairns, everyone up here knows that, you burn it to the root or the disturbed bones leach into the ground, and he didn’t burn it, he killed what showed and swore it clear and rode off with the song, and the warren grew back in the dark and the disturbed plague-cairns started leaching into the spring-head.” She gripped her pole. “I walked it every dusk lighting the high lamps. I watched the spring go wrong all summer. I told them. I told them it was the cairns leaching, I told them the Hero never burned it, and they said the Hero cleansed the ridge, the stone says so, the song says so, and a lamplighter doesn’t know cleansing from a hole in the ground.” Her voice cracked, the old grief of being right and disbelieved. “And then the water made us sick, the way I said, and they roped the well and blamed the ridge-folk who came down with it, and they buried me up by the high spring three weeks ago, and they’re going to hang somebody innocent over a thing a Hero did for a song.” She looked at me, fierce, nineteen and dead and finally, finally being listened to. “Burn the warren. To the root. Re-cut the spring above the leach-line. It’s not the ridge-folk. It was never the ridge-folk. It was a song nobody burned the warren for.”

The square heard it. The whole hostile frightened square heard a dead girl they’d buried up a path tell them the thing she’d told them living and they’d refused, and the funeral-keening stopped, and the well-guard put his billhook down in the mud, and I watched the hanging-mood break apart against the testimony of the lamplighter they’d stopped listening to, and the refugees by the chapel wall straightened off it for the first time, because the dead girl had just said it wasn’t them, and the dead girl had no reason to lie.

And then Esra gave me the thing I hadn’t asked for, the unasked extra, in a smaller voice, the way the dying sometimes hand you the worst of it last.

“There was something else,” she said. “Up on the grave-ridge. In my last nights, when the fever was on me and I couldn’t always tell the seeing from the dreaming, I’d be up there lighting the high lamps and there’d be a thing walking the cairns.” Her soot-smudged face had gone uncertain, a girl trying to report a thing she wasn’t sure was real. “Tall. Pale. It didn’t hurry. It walked the grave-ridge where the old dead are, the legend-dead, there’s old champions up there from the first dying, and it walked among them, and where it walked the lamps went dim. My lamps. I’d light them and it would pass and they’d gutter, and I thought it was the fever, I thought I was dreaming the pale walker, but the lamps were really guttering, I’d have to relight them after it passed.” She gripped her pole. “It was eating the lights. That’s what it looked like. A tall pale thing walking the graves of the old champions, eating the lights, slow, like it had all the time there was.”

Maeva stood rigid at the yard’s edge, her hand white on the fence-rail. Nahari had not moved at all. And I knelt in the mud with my arms on fire and burned it into memory, the tall pale thing on the grave-ridge eating the lights of the legend-dead, the first eyewitness anyone living had given of the thing Maeva had named a deniable seed in the tomb, the tenant’s landlord, and I knew without being told that I’d just heard the first true thing about the largest thing, and that a nineteen-year-old lamplighter dying of a Hero’s neglect had seen the shape of the world’s whole cruel machine and reported it precise because she had no reason not to.

“Thank you, Esra,” I said again, and meant it down to the burn in my bones. “You’ve cleared the ridge-folk and named the cause and given us the root. The breach we close in four days; the warren we’ll burn before it. Your village will drink clean water because you kept walking the ridge when no one would, and because you told the truth twice.” I gathered the last of myself, kneeling, the burn screaming. “You did your whole job. Every night of it. You kept the nights. Now I’m going to do something for you, and then I’m going to let you rest.”

The girl’s soot-streaked face crumpled again, and steadied.

“I never saw the dawn after,” she said, very small. “The last dawn. I went in the dark before it. I always wanted to see one dawn from the high spring where it comes up over the lake, I was always working the dusk and sleeping the dawn, lamplighter’s hours, and I never once watched the sun come up from up there, and then I was gone in the dark and I thought, that’s it, that’s the one I’ll never.”

So I held the door open until dawn.

It cost me. The overdraft was already past anything I’d paid, and holding a closed-grade door open past the call’s need cost more, fever on fever. Maeva knelt beside me at last because there was nothing left to prove and held my shoulders so I wouldn’t fall. Yrsa stood guard over us with her blade out.

Nahari sat down in the mud across from the dead girl, barefoot and unhurried, and talked to her through the long hours till dawn. She asked about her lamps and her pole and the high spring and the dawn she wanted, and kept a dead lamplighter company through her last dark with two hundred years of patience spent on a nobody.

And the dawn came up grey and then gold over the lake, and Esra of Cinderwell stood at the high edge of the square where she could see it come up over the water from near her own beloved high spring, and she watched her one dawn with her pole in her proud hands and the lamplight fading off her edges as the real light came up, and she watched it the whole way up, every minute of it, and the village watched her watch it, and when the sun was fully up and warm on the square she turned to me with the soot-streaked face gone peaceful and said, “That was a good one. That was worth coming back for, just that,” and I let her go, and I let the door close gentle, and the lamplighter went into the dawn she’d never seen, and a hard plague village wept in its square for the girl it had stopped listening to, and so did I, kneeling in the mud, brief and earned, the only tears I’d shed since the tomb.

When the door had closed and the square was quiet and the dawn was full, Nahari of Sundermere got up out of the mud, unhurried, and came and crouched in front of me where I knelt spent and burning and wet-faced, and she looked at me from a hand’s breadth away, and she was not amused anymore, not playing, not maddening, just looking, and what was in her face was the recognizing thing gone all the way down to the bottom of it.

“That,” she said, very quiet, just for me. “That is the man from the glass.”

She reached out and turned my burning forearm to the dawn light and looked at the fresh silver-grey tracery climbing past the elbow toward the shoulder, the price of a lamplighter, and her dark eyes traced it with a third grammar, slow and reverent, as if the burn had been written there for her to read.

“Two hundred years,” she said, “I have watched men spend miracle-grade power. I watched the Hero of my own city hoard his for the deed that paid, and arrive late on purpose, and let Sundermere burn because saved cities don’t sing as well as avenged ones. I have watched a hundred Heroes since, and every one of them spent their gift on the famous, the watched, the singable. When the glass first showed you to me, I told it I’d believe in you when I saw you burn for a nobody.” The slow blink, and the dark eyes were wet now too. “And here you are on your knees in the mud, burned past the elbow, holding a door open till dawn so a dead lamplighter could see a sunrise. For nothing. For no song. For her.” Her voice dropped lower. “I have decided to let it happen, anchor. The night. Not today, you can barely stand, and I don’t do things in mud and grief, I do them slow and right. But I’ve decided. You should know it. You earned the knowing.”

And she stood, unhurried, and helped Maeva get me to my feet, and the two of them held the burned porter up between them in the dawn-lit square while a saint stood guard and a village wept for a lamplighter, and I stood swaying between an empress and an oracle with my arms on fire and a girl’s one dawn behind me, and I had never in my life felt so spent or so sure I’d spent right.

“Four days to the breach,” I managed, because I was still a porter, because there was still a load. “Warren burns first. Spring re-cut above the leach-line. The ridge-folk go free. Then the breach.”

“Yes,” Maeva said, holding me up, her voice gone rough at the edges in a way I’d hear from her exactly once. “Yes, summoner. All of that. After you’ve slept a day. The lamplighter cleared the ridge-folk; the ridge-folk can wait one day for a man who burned both arms for the clearing.”

“He won’t sleep a day,” Nahari said, with the small returning amusement, holding up my other side, barefoot in the mud. “I’ve seen tomorrow. He sleeps four hours and gets up to render ward-pitch and pretends the arms don’t hurt.” Her mouth softened around the next cruelty because it was true. “But he tries. He’s about to argue that he should start the pitch tonight.”

“I should start the pitch tonight,” I said.

“Exactly on schedule,” said the oracle, and the empress laughed, rough and wet, and a saint cracked a laugh from the square’s edge, loud and startled out of her.


Chapter 12: What the Glass Showed

I slept four hours and got up to render ward-pitch with arms that wouldn’t fully close their fists, exactly as the oracle had foreseen, and she sat in the corner of the Cinderwell mill-house we’d taken over and watched me do it with a small private amusement, a woman whose prophecy had just come true in the least surprising way possible.

“You could have not,” she observed. “Proven me wrong. Slept the day.”

“You’d have liked that too much,” I said, grinding the wight-bone in the mortar, my forearms screaming. “Being wrong. I’m not giving it to you cheap.”

And Nahari of Sundermere laughed, the low delighted sound, and said, “Oh, I am going to enjoy you,” and went on watching me work with the contentment of a woman settling into a chair she’d been eyeing for longer than I’d been alive.

The fix came in three labors, and the killing was only the first of them, and the smallest. Burning the warren to the root was the part a song would remember. The two labors after it were the ones that actually held, and no song ever bothered to learn their names.

The first labor was the warren, and the warren had to burn to the root.

We went up the ridge-path at dawn the next day, the militia beaters who’d come up from Marrowford and a good half of Cinderwell besides, because a village that has heard a dead girl clear its conscience will follow a porter up a hill it was too afraid to climb, and we found the warren exactly where Esra had said, under the old plague-cairns, grown back fat and organized in the year since Cylas killed the mouth of it for a song and rode off.

It was worse than a goblin-nest now. The cairns were plague-cairns, the legend-dead and the common-dead of an old dying two centuries gone, and the warren had nested in the disturbed bones and grown plague-bloated wights out of the leaching, swollen grey things that boiled up out of the cairn-mouths when we put the first fire to the warren, far more of them than the province believed, the whole sick harvest of a year’s neglect coming up at once into the dawn light.

I couldn’t fight. My arms were burned to the shoulder and wouldn’t grip and the fever still rode me, and I was no use with a blade on the best day I ever had, and on this day I was less than no use, a porter who could barely lift a lantern. So I did the only thing I’ve ever been good at. I conducted.

“Standard up,” I said, and found I could do it sitting, leaning on a cairn, my voice steady even when my hands weren’t, and I raised the practiced steadying note over the militia line, and the frightened farmers held against the boil of grey bloated things coming up out of the graves, the Standard low and new in my chest firming the line for the one beat longer that’s the difference between a line and a rout.

“Yrsa, the left mouth, that’s the breeding-cairn, the bloated ones are coming from there, open me a road to it.”

And Yrsa opened the road. She went into the boil of plague-wights as she went into everything, no theater, four exact movements and a fifth, the drawn-sword line cutting a clean corridor through the swollen grey bodies, dropping them with the economy of a saint who has decided a thing will die and is merely doing the paperwork, and she held the road open with her body while the militia came up behind.

“Cut the cairn-sluice, the silted one under the left mouth. Flood the low gallery. We float them down onto the pitch.”

I hadn’t trusted light for this one. Light is a lure for the quick dead, and the plague-bloated were not quick; they were gas-swollen and slow and half-buoyant already in the leach-muck, too dull to chase a lantern and too heavy to herd. So I’d read the cairn as I read every drowned thing in the province, in the dark before dawn, and found the old silted drainage-sluice the gravediggers had cut generations gone to keep the dead dry, choked now with root and muck. I echoed a bar against the choke and knocked it loose, and the backed-up cairn-water came down through the disturbed galleries in a grey reeking flood, and it did the thing I’d wagered it would: it lifted the bloated harvest off their feet. The swollen things floated, exactly as gas-filled carrion floats, and the flood carried them down the slope onto the low ward-pitched ground where the water sheeted thin and let them ground, stranding the whole boiling mass of them bogged and beached on the one patch of earth I’d cut to be their grave. Water did the herding no light could have done. The porter who’d spent a night re-cutting their spring turned their own poisoned water against them.

“Maeva. The firebreak. Now.”

And Maeva, the empress, walked to the head of the pitch-line in her re-tailored bodice with her gold hair bound up for war, and she did the thing only her risen strength could do. There was a fallen cairn-lintel, a slab of old grave-stone the length of a cart, and she set her shoulder to it and shoved it, alone, an empress moving a tomb-stone the size of a cart with the strength a Sworn bond had risen her ceiling to, and she toppled it across the warren’s main mouth and sealed the breeding-galleries shut, and then she took a brand from a militiaman’s hand and walked the pitch-line and fired it, the whole ward-pitched killing-floor going up at once with the stranded plague-wights beached and bogged in it, and the warren burned, finally, to the root, the way Cylas should have burned it a year ago for a town instead of for a song.

It took the morning. We burned it down through the cairn-galleries with pitch and fire and patience, and Nahari walked the ridge while we worked and marked the cairn-mouths we’d missed before we missed them, “there’s a back-gallery there, anchor, that’ll boil in a count of ten, send the saint,” and Yrsa would be there in a count of nine, and the oracle’s foresight and the saint’s blade and the empress’s strength and the porter’s pitch-lines took the warren apart through a long smoke-stinking morning, and when it was done the ridge was clean and the old dead could rest under properly burned ground and the spring-head above the leach-line had a chance.

I noticed something while we worked, and I filed it away with everything else that didn’t sit right. The grave-ridge where the legend-dead lay, the old champions from the first dying, the high cairns Esra had said the pale thing walked, those lamps, the high ridge-lamps Esra used to light, were guttering wrong. We’d set lanterns up there to work by and they leaned and dimmed without wind, the flames bending toward the open graves we were burning out, against the still air, draftless and wrong. I marked it. I didn’t understand it. I set it next to the lamplighter’s testimony about the tall pale thing that ate the lights, and I left it for later, because there was a spring to re-cut.

The second labor was the spring, and the spring was just work, the honest kind, and I loved it.

The leach-line ran where the disturbed cairn-water came down into the spring-head, and the fix was to re-cut the spring above the leach, divert the clean high water around the poisoned ground with cribbing and channels so the village drank from above the cairns instead of below them. It was a night of mud. The whole village turned out for it, Cinderwell and the Marrowford militia and the ridge-folk refugees all in the mud together cutting channels by lamplight, and there’s a thing that happens when frightened people who almost became a mob are given plain mud to move together instead, the fear turning into work, the work turning into the rough easy talk of people doing a hard thing side by side, and by the grey hours before dawn the new channel ran clean high water past the leach and into the village cisterns, and Cinderwell would drink clean, and the spring-line plague had its root cut.

It was ugly engineering. The best kind. No marble, no song, no grand spell, just cribbing hammered into muck and stones hauled by hand and a channel cut one shovel at a time above a line of poisoned ground. I set the grade with a stretched cord and a lantern hung low so the water would tell me if I lied about the slope. Water is the best inspector in the world. It finds every lazy inch.

“Another finger lower on the downstream side,” I called, leaning on the shovel because my arms still shook too hard to trust them with the cut. “If the channel pools there, it’ll go stagnant by midsummer and we’ll be back here with fever by harvest.”

A Cinderwell boy of sixteen, mud to his chin, stared at the shallow trench as if a finger of slope were a riddle.

The refugee woman beside him took his shovel, shaved the bank down exactly one finger, and handed it back. “Like that,” she said.

He nodded, chastened, and did the next one right without being told.

That was how the village started becoming workable: one person who’d been blamed teaching one person who’d blamed her how to cut water clean.

I worked it leaning on a shovel more than digging with it, my arms half-dead, and the ridge-folk refugees, the ones the village had been ready to hang, worked beside the villagers who’d wanted to hang them, and somewhere in the mud and the lamplight the hanging-mood died for good and became something else, became neighbors, because a dead lamplighter had cleared them and a porter had given them a channel to dig together, and you cannot easily hang a man you’ve been waist-deep in the same ditch with all night.

Yrsa worked the channel-night harder than anyone, which surprised the village and didn’t surprise me. A blade saint with nothing to cut will find a thing to lift, and she lifted cribbing-timbers two at a time that took the farmers two men each, and she set them with the flat exact economy she did everything, and when a Cinderwell man tried, shyly, to thank her for the strength of her, she told him to stop talking and pass the next timber, and he did, and they got along splendidly after that, as Yrsa got along with everyone who learned fast that she meant her insults as praise. Maeva, meanwhile, did the thing only she could do: she walked the channel-line in the lamplight and made the work feel like a campaign, naming the sections, setting a friendly murderous competition between the upstream crew and the down, and by the third hour the two crews were racing to meet in the middle and the empress was keeping score on a slate and the mud-soaked exhausted village was happier than it had been in a season, because the Golden Empress had four hundred years of turning misery into a war effort by charm and she had not lost a step.

And Bram, who’d ridden out from Marrowford with cider and hard cheese the moment he heard there was a spring to dig, set up at the channel-head with his one arm and a pot and fed the whole muddy crew through the small hours, and when Maeva drifted near the pot and opened her mouth to suggest the broth wanted something, Bram said, without turning, “Don’t,” and the empress closed her mouth and accepted a bowl and seasoned it herself at the rim like everyone else, and the down-crew cheered, because the down-crew had seen it, and a story was already forming that the foreign lady had been overruled on soup by a one-armed innkeeper, which was true, and which Maeva would carry with the fond exasperation she reserved for the few people alive willing to overrule her.

The third labor wasn’t a labor at all. It was Nahari, unwinding the quarantine with her eyes.

The village had lime-washed doors and roped wells and a panic that wouldn’t quit even with the spring re-cut, because fear outlasts its cause, and Nahari walked the village in the dawn after the channel-night, barefoot, slow, and read the sick houses a half-second further than anyone, and she marked them. “This one wakes clean by noon; the fever’s breaking, take the lime off the door. This one needs the new water and three days; leave the lime, but tell them three days, a marked door with a number on it is a door of hope, a marked door with no number is a door of despair. This one.” She paused at a door, fingertips resting on the frame. “This one you bury tomorrow. I’m sorry. The new water came a day too late for the old woman inside. But only her. Only her, and then no more, if you drink from above the cairns.” She went down the whole village, turning a blind panic into a list with numbers on it, this many days, this one clean, this one grieve and then stop, and panic cannot survive a list with numbers on it, panic needs the dark of not-knowing, and the oracle put a lamp to the dark of not-knowing and the panic guttered out by breakfast.

At the last roped well, the man who’d held the billhook two days ago stood with his hands empty and his jaw tight, watching the ridge-folk draw the first clean buckets from the new channel. He started to say something to them and failed twice. Maeva let him fail; an apology dragged out by a queen is worth less than one a man hauls up himself. On the third try he took the bucket from the refugee woman’s hands, set it at her feet, and said, rough, “I was wrong.”

The woman looked at him for a long moment. Then she handed him the next bucket.

“Carry that to the chapel,” she said. “If you’re sorry, carry water.”

He carried water all morning. By noon half the men who’d wanted a hanging were carrying buckets for the families they’d blamed, and Nahari watched the line of buckets cross the square and said, “Good. Penance with handles. It travels further than shame.”

Yrsa, passing with a cribbing-timber on one shoulder, grunted approval. From her, that was practically a hymn.

The man carried two buckets after that.

By the time the sun cleared the ridge, the clean water had a human chain from the new channel to the chapel, and the lime on the cleared doors was being scrubbed off by the same hands that had painted it there in fear. The village did not become good in a morning. Villages don’t. But it became workable, and workable is where mercy starts.

Then came the acclamation, and the acclamation paid an old debt and lit a dim stone.

The elders of Cinderwell came to the village stone in the square, the grey nearly-dark stone, and they swore the deeds onto it, the warren burned, the spring re-cut, the plague rooted out by the foreign lady and the saint and the seer and the porter who’d burned both arms for a lamplighter, and my name lit on a second stone, a village stone two valleys from Marrowford, the deed-propagation that would matter later carrying my weight further across the province.

But that wasn’t the part that mattered. The part that mattered came unprompted.

An old woman, the dead lamplighter’s grandmother as it turned out, came forward when the elders had finished swearing, and she put her shaking old hand on the village stone, and she swore a deed the stone had never been asked to weigh before, the deed of a girl who’d never killed anything or closed anything or done one single thing the bards counted.

“Esra of Cinderwell,” the old woman said, her voice cracking, “kept the nights. Every dusk of the dying, when we barred our doors, she walked the village and lit the lamps so the sick had light to die by and the scared had light to be scared in. And she walked the high ridge and saw the truth and told us, and we didn’t listen, and she told us again from beyond and we listened, and she cleared the innocent and named the cause. And she saw the pale thing walking the graves and named it first of anyone living or dead.” The old woman’s hand shook on the stone. “Esra of Cinderwell. Lamplighter. She kept the nights. First witness against the pale thing. Sworn by her grandmother, witnessed by the whole village.”

And the stone took it.

The whole square held its breath, because a deed-stone weighs deeds and a girl who lit lamps had never been a deed the stones knew how to weigh, and for a moment the grey rock did nothing, and then it weighed her, it weighed the whole of a faithfully-kept life, every dark dusk of it, and a name lit on the grey stone that had never lit for a lamplighter in the history of the stones, ESRA OF CINDERWELL, LAMPLIGHTER, SHE KEPT THE NIGHTS, FIRST WITNESS AGAINST THE PALE, and the dim village stone brightened, a girl’s faithfully-kept life weighing heavy enough on the rock to light it, and the village wept again, the good kind this time, and I stood in the square with my dead arms and watched the world learn how to weigh a nobody, and I thought, that’s it, that’s the whole of what I’m for, the door opens for anyone if someone pays, and the stone weighs anyone if someone swears.

The would-be hangmen did their penance under Maeva’s mercy, which was precise and useful and not in the least gentle.

She did not forgive the men who’d nearly hanged the ridge-folk; the empress did not traffic in cheap forgiveness. She put shovels in their hands, stood them in front of the people they’d nearly murdered, and made the bargain plain enough for the village stone to hear: a season of cribbing and channel-maintenance, keeping clean the water they had almost answered with rope. “Mercy is policy, summoner,” she told me, watching the men take up the shovels, “not feeling. I don’t forgive them. I have no forgiveness in me for men who reach for a rope because fear is easier than thought. But a hanged hangman feeds nothing and a working one keeps a spring clean, so they’ll work the spring, and the ridge-folk will watch them work it, and that’s justice that builds a channel instead of justice that digs a grave. I learned the difference ruling people. You can have the satisfaction of the rope or the clean water. You cannot have both. I take the water every time.”

That night the rain came back, and Nahari told me her city.

We were in the mill-house, the others bedded down, and there was a fire and the rain on the roof, and she warmed oil over the lamp in a small bone dish and took my burned arms into her lap to tend the tracery, slow, and while she worked the oil into the silver-grey lines that climbed past my elbows she told me Sundermere, the valve opening a third of the way, no more, because some debts notice being spoken of.

“My city was a lamp-city,” she said, working the warm oil up my forearm with both thumbs, unhurried. “We carved our murals twice life-size and lit them from below, and I read the glass in the high temple, and I saw the raiders coming up the valley three days out, and I sent the warning, and the warning reached the Hero of our era, who was a day’s ride off with his blessed company, and he could have come.” Her eyes stayed on the oil and the tracery, not on me. “He didn’t come. Not for two days. He came on the third day, after the city burned, after the murals cracked in the heat and fell, after my temple was ash and I was ash in it, and he came up the valley into the smoke and he wept where the witness-stones would catch it, performing his grief for every shard the bards had carried, and he avenged us, he hunted the raiders down and made a great song of the avenging, the Hero who came too late to save Sundermere and swore vengeance on its ashes.” Her thumbs stopped on the worst of the tracery. “I saw it from the glass, in my last hour, before the smoke took me. I saw him sitting in his camp a day’s ride off, reading my warning, and choosing. Doing the sum. A saved city is one song, sung once, the day it’s saved, and then forgotten because saved cities are boring, cities are supposed to not burn. But an avenged city. An avenged city is a song sung forever, the tragedy and the vengeance and the Hero weeping in the ash. Avenged ashes pay better than saved cities.” Her voice was very level, the way only the long dead go level. “He arrived late on purpose. I watched him decide it. And I died at twenty-nine knowing exactly what a Hero’s blessing costs and exactly who pays, and exactly who” she stopped, at the very edge of a name, the dark eyes coming up to mine, and the rain was loud on the roof “who lends the Heroes the gift that makes the sum worth doing. There’s a name for the lender. I’m not going to say it tonight. Some debts notice being spoken of, and I’ve only just decided to live a little, and I won’t draw its eye on the first night I’ve chosen to feel something. But you should know there’s a lender. You’ve half-met its handiwork already, on a grave-ridge, in a lamplighter’s fever. We’ll speak its name when we have to, and not before.”

I didn’t push. She’d given me a third of it and I’d learned, with the lamplighter, that you don’t press a witness toward the weight before she can carry it, and the oracle was a witness to the largest thing of all, and she’d swear it when she could carry it and not a moment before.

“You spent a miracle on a lamplighter,” she said instead, the oil warm on my arm, her thumbs moving again, slow, “and you held the door till dawn for a sunrise, and you didn’t do the sum. That’s the man I told the glass I’d believe in. So.” She set the bone dish aside and looked at me, the dark eyes serious and warm at once, and the rain came down. “I’m going to tell you a thing about myself, anchor, and then I’m going to ask you a question, and the asking is the whole point, so listen to how I ask it. The glass showed me the night I choose you, two hundred years ago. It showed me this room, near enough, the rain, the lamp, the oil. It never once asked me whether I wanted it. Visions don’t ask. They show, and they expect you to walk into them like a road. I have spent the whole of my death refusing to walk into a road just because the glass laid it. Tonight I walk into this one freely, because I watched you kneel in mud for a girl with no song.” She let the question gather instead of rushing it. “But the glass never asked you, either. It showed me your face; it never asked the man behind the face whether he’d have me. So I’m asking. That’s the thing the Heroes never do and I’ll never not do. Dorian Marsh. I have chosen the night, and the night is tonight, if you choose it too. Do you?”

“Yes,” I said, plain, because each of them wanted the plain word in her own register. “The glass can keep its pictures. It’s you, and you asked, and I want the thing you’re offering with my whole self. Yes, Nahari.”

She closed her eyes at that and let the answer arrive without the glass between her and it.

“That,” she murmured. “That was the part the glass never gave me. It showed your face. It showed this room. It never once gave me the sound of your yes in my own ears.” Her eyes opened warmer. “I prefer the ears.”

The anchor opened to her like still water accepting a dropped stone, slow rings moving through me, and the ledger-words settled in, the third weight, given on her own slow terms by a woman who’d refused a road her whole death long and chosen this one with open eyes.

[BOND: TETHERED – NAHARI’S CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

She undressed without hurry, and she made me watch.

That was the first thing, the watching, and it was nothing like the others. Maeva conducted; Yrsa contested. Nahari presented, slow, the way the murals of her city were meant to be viewed, lit from below by the one lamp, and she set aside her layered wraps one at a time, ember and ash and bone, each layer a slow deliberate revealing, and her dark eyes held mine the whole time to make the looking deliberate, chosen, and part of the offering.

“They carved me twice life-size,” she said, low, the last wrap sliding from her wide hips, “on the temple walls, and lit me from below, and the pilgrims came to see the oracle of Sundermere and they stayed to see this.” She turned, slow, deliberate, and showed me the line of her, the wide hips and the heavy round ass that the murals had carved larger than life because the carvers had understood exactly what they were carving, the deep-brown skin gone luminous in the lamp-gold, oil-warm where she’d warmed it, and my dead arms forgot they were dead and my breath went short and the want of her settled low and heavy and refused to hurry, matched to her own slow tempo, until I could feel my own pulse slowing to the beat she set just by standing there, no part of me in a hurry for the first time I could remember. “Not once in all my death has anyone looked at this and meant it. Look at it, anchor. Slow. We do everything slow. I have waited two centuries; we are not going to rush the part I waited for.”

I looked. I gave her the slow sweep she wanted, bare feet and the bone-script circling her ankle, soft strong thighs, the wide hips and the heavy mural-worthy ass that held the eye as the carvers had intended, the soft waist, the understated chest she’d framed downward on purpose, the silver-white hair falling to her waist, the dark eyes holding mine, and every place my gaze landed she let it land, unhurried, and my whole body answered the looking, blood and heat and the rough want of it, and she watched me answer with visible satisfaction.

“Now I see him from the inside,” she murmured, turning Maeva’s recognition into prophecy and heat. “The man from the glass, wanting me. I’ve seen this look on you since before you were born and I’m only now feeling it land on my skin. Come here. Slow.”

I came to her slow, and the first touch I gave her weight, because she’d taught me already that she gave everything weight. I set my burned hand to the curve of her hip, the warm oiled skin, the porter’s rope-scarred palm on the deep brown of her, and she made a low sound at the contact, the first sound, and the bond spiked at the touch, her satisfaction moving through me, a different flavor than the others: where Maeva came through as warm metal and Yrsa as a drawn blade, Nahari moved slow and deep, the lake going still, and I held the touch and let it land before I moved.

“Window first,” she said, against my mouth, when I’d kissed her slow and long. “Palms on the sill. From behind. That’s mine, anchor; that’s the frame that’s mine, the window and the sill and the hips, no one else’s. I’ve seen it. We start there.”

I took her to the window, where the rain ran down the dark glass and the one lamp gilded the curve of her, and she set her palms flat on the sill and arched her back and presented herself in the mural frame, the wide hips and the heavy round ass lifted into the lamp-gold, the silver hair falling forward off her shoulders, and I stopped a moment before I touched her, because she’d taught me already that she gave everything weight and the first joining deserved the most weight of all.

I ran my oiled hands down the line of her first, slow, hip to thigh and back, learning the mural-worthy weight of her, palming the heavy round cheeks of her ass and spreading them open with my thumbs to look at all of her, and she made a low sound and pressed back into my hands, wanting. She was wet already, her slit slick and parted and gleaming in the lamp-gold when I bared it. Only then did I guide my cock to her pussy and push in from behind, slow, as she’d told me, the thick head of me parting her, easing into her unhurried and deep, a breath at every depth, her wet heat closing tight around me an inch at a time until my hips met the soft give of her ass and I was seated to the root. She made a long low sound that finished a breath after it started, her voice settling late like her wraps always did. The bond ran the joining through both of us at once, her sensation into me and mine into her, the deep slow tide of her register, and I felt her feel me feeling her, the loop of it cycling low and warm, her gaze waiting for mine in the rain-dark glass.

“Slow,” she breathed, palms braced on the wet wood, her silver hair falling across her shoulders, her reflection steadying mine in the rain-dark glass. “Slow. Two centuries, anchor. Make it last the way I made the waiting last.” And I made it last, both burned hands sinking into the warm, full weight of her, fucking her at the pace she set, slow and deep, the wet sound of it under the rain. The joining moved through us like a deep tide, low and warm, and the want of two long lifetimes came up through her in long shudders.

She whispered foresight in time with it, the prophecy turned to edging, her low voice landing exactly when it meant to.

“In a moment,” she breathed, “you’ll grip here, the right hip, and pull me back, harder. Do it better than I saw.” And I gripped the right hip and pulled her back harder and did it better than she saw, and she gasped, delighted, and whispered the next one, “now you’ll slow, you’ll deny me the fast thing I’m about to want, you’ll make me wait, you can see it too now, can’t you, through the door, you can feel what I’m about to want,” and I could, the bond running her wanting into me a half-second before she knew it herself, and I gave her the slow denial and the wait, and she clenched around me and laughed, low and unspooled, two hundred years of patience meeting its match in a porter who’d just learned to feel her wanting through the bond and use it against her, slow.

I moved her to the bed when the window had given what the window gives, and the moving was slow too, because nothing with her was fast, and I laid her down and bent her over the edge of it, deeper, the angle she wanted next before she said it, the bond telling me where she wanted me a half-second before she knew herself, and she pressed her face to the blanket and her silver hair spilled across it like spilled moonlight on the dark wool and she gave up the orchestrating by degrees, the foresight-whispers coming apart into want.

I worshipped her with both hands while I drove into her slow and deep, kneading the full oiled cheeks of her ass, watching my cock disappear into her and draw back gleaming wet with each unhurried stroke, the oiled deep-brown of her gilded in the one lamp. I took my time as she’d demanded, grinding deep on every push so she felt the whole length of me at the end of each slow stroke. She rewarded the slowness with sounds she’d plainly not made in the whole of her long death, low and long and undone, the disciplined serenity of the oracle melting off her layer by layer the way her wraps had come off, her pussy clutching wetter and tighter around me with every patient drive, until there was just a woman in a rain-loud room taking my cock from the inside after two centuries of only ever watching it, and not bothering to narrate it anymore.

“Yes,” she breathed. “The depth, oh, I saw this, I saw this and it’s better, all that watching and I never knew it would be better from the inside.”

And then she played her best game, the edging game, the one she’d been building to.

“I’m going to tell you when you finish,” she whispered, looking back over her shoulder with that slow, wrecked delight, entirely in command of the one thing she’d kept command of. “I’ve seen it. I’m going to say the moment, and I dare you to outlast my telling. I dare you to make me wrong, anchor. Make the oracle wrong. No one’s made me wrong in two hundred years.”

So she held me at the brink with her foresight, narrating it, slow, certain, the oracle who’d never once been wrong about a body. “Now,” she breathed, her voice warm against the rain, her gaze locked on my reflection over her shoulder. “You’ll finish now. I’ve seen it. I see it every time and I’m never wrong; in a breath you’ll grip my right hip too hard and finish and call my name, I’ve seen the exact shape of your mouth on it. Now.” And I didn’t. I held. I gathered every scrap of the patience she’d been trying to teach me and I held past the moment she’d called, counting tide-tables in my head, the seventh-wave count, the Mirefen gate-windows, the depths off a sounding-pole, anything, the whole of a porter’s counting turned to the one job of outlasting an oracle’s prophecy of my own finish, driving into her slow and deep and not finishing, and she felt me hold past her telling, felt the future she’d been so sure of fail to arrive, and her dark eyes went wide.

“You held,” she breathed, disbelieving, delighted, “you held past it, you made me, you made the oracle, oh” and being wrong, being outlasted, being surprised after two hundred years of glass and ash undid her completely, the thing she’d waited centuries to feel, the not-knowing, the surprise, and she came apart around me on the wrongness of her own prophecy, “oh, I am going to enjoy being surprised,” she gasped, and her cunt clenched around me in long slow rolling waves, gripping and milking the length of my cock, her whole soft body shuddering with it, her ass pushing back to grind me deep, and the ember-orange filigree of her bond-light traced briefly along the script tattoo at her ankle, there and gone, the only light her register ever showed.

I finished a breath after her, when the slow milking pull of her cunt took me past the point I could hold, driving deep and burying myself in her to the last inch with both burned hands locked on the wide, oiled fullness of her. My groan went low in my throat, and release rolled through me in slow hot pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep while the bond carried the warmth of it out into her and brought her satisfaction back into me, the two tides meeting low and unhurried the way everything with her ran. She took the whole load with a long satisfied sound and pressed her ass back into me to take the last of it, unhurried even in this, the oracle savoring the warmth of it as she savored everything, my spend slicking us both where we stayed joined.

After, she didn’t pull away like Yrsa or sprawl in audit like Maeva. She stretched out long and warm and slow across the bed and pulled me down with her, into the heat of her, and the bond’s gift arrived as she’d warned it would, as vertigo, the world skipping a half-second ahead and snapping back, my own future-flickers arriving uncontrolled and dizzying, and she felt me reel with it and put her warm hand flat on my chest.

“Breathe through it,” she said, low, drowsy, her silver hair across my arm. “The Glimpse comes rough at first, vertigo, the future arriving before you’re ready for it. I’ll steady it, later, when we’re Sworn. For now, breathe. Don’t chase the flickers. You’re always trying to be early, anchor; that’s the oldest fault in you, the third cache, the called false floor, always early. The Glimpse will kill you if you chase it. Stop trying to be early. Breathe.” And I breathed, and the flickers settled to a manageable swim, the half-second future lapping at the rim of my sight while the empress and the saint held their own places in me, a third queen and a third gift, given on her slow terms.

She fell asleep mid-sentence, on purpose, I was almost sure.

“The thing about the night I let happen,” she murmured, drowsy, “the thing I never told the glass, the thing I’ll tell you in the morn” and she was asleep, cutting the word clean in half, a joke and a prophecy both. She’d finish it exactly when she meant to and not before.

The next courier out of Veltmark brought Bram a taproom story with the wax still damp on it: a drunk teamster had rewritten “The Porter’s Door” so the porter walked out with an empress on his arm and corrected the masonry, and Cylas had laughed along beautifully in front of the whole room.

The teamster swore the laugh was perfect. A servant from the inn, less drunk and more useful, swore something else to Bram for two coppers and a meat pie: later, on the stairs, the Hero’s reflection looked dimmer than the lamps allowed, and Odette Calloway saw it over his shoulder with her grey-cased codices under one arm and a sealed archive tube in her hand.


Chapter 13: The Mirefen Breach

The full moon came up over the Mirefen on the night of the deed-race, and it came up over two completely different wars, because Cylas and I had each chosen the war we knew how to win, and his was on the causeway in the light and mine was on the drowned ground in the dark.

The causeway was a spectacle. I’ll grant him that; he’d built it well. Cylas had taken the high stone causeway that ran across the north fen toward the breach, the dry approach, the one a crowd could line and a bard could see, and he’d turned it into theater. There were witness-stones planted along its length on poles so the mother-stones in every town would etch what they saw. There were three bards in relay, singing the tally in real time, the way bards sing a duel. There were banners. And there were monsters, because Cylas had built his spectacle around the simple fact that someone had let the warrens grow for a season, leaving a great loud charge of fen-wights to be heroically cut down for the crowd, a running tally of kills sung out, Forty! the bards cried, Sixty! the kingdom’s Hero clears the Mirefen approach! and the gold sheen on him blazed high, fed by the lined crowd’s belief, every cheered kill feeding the blessing as belief always fed it.

For two acts of the night, if you’d been reading the tally, the race looked lost.

The bards on the causeway sang Cylas past a hundred kills before my coalition had killed a thing, because we weren’t killing for tally, and the crowd-arithmetic, the simple count of monsters slain in the light, ran all his way, and somewhere out in the dark on the drowned side a man with a notebook had to trust that the stones weighed the closing and not the counting, and trust it while a bard’s voice carried the rising tally across the still water and the gold blazed up off the Hero on the causeway.

Yrsa had a spyglass off a Marrowford fishing-captain, and she put it in my hand without being asked, because she’d learned my habits as cleanly as I’d learned her tells. I gave the causeway one count. A man conducting a battle on dark ground can afford to look at the bright ground for exactly one count and not a heartbeat more.

What I saw, I kept. Cylas at the causeway’s head in royal-lent plate, gold-chased, made to throw light, and the light it threw was real: the blessing-sheen climbed him a hand’s breadth into the dark air each time the bards cried a fresh number. Saskia ranging ahead of him, the copper-shaved head low and fast, cutting wights for the tally and never once for the closing. And at the rear, not fighting at all, Odette in her grey robes with her slate ledger open against one forearm, watching the witness-stones instead of the monsters, turning the Hero’s good side toward the world’s eye.

A war staged as a portrait. Every kill a brushstroke. None of it touching the thing under the water that made the kills.

“It’s a beautiful lie,” Maeva said at my shoulder, her empress’s eye reading the staging like tide-math. “I staged a hundred of those. A field arranged so the record sees what you want it to see. He’s good at it, your Hero. Better at the portrait than the battle, and that’s a tell, summoner: a man who’d rather be painted winning than win.” She turned her back on the bright ground and faced the dark with me. “Paint him a closed breach. It’s the one picture he can’t out-pose.”

I closed the glass and handed it back to Yrsa, who took it and propped her sword in the boat-bottom where she could reach it without looking. Everything she cared about lived within reach.

“He’s winning,” a militiaman muttered, low, on our side, hearing the tally drift across the water. “Listen to it. He’s past a hundred and we haven’t dropped the first gate.”

“He’s killing what comes to him in the light,” I said, not looking up from the tide-mark I was reading off a sounding-pole. “We’re closing the thing the killing comes out of, in the dark, from the bottom. The stone weighs the breach closed, not the wights killed. Let him have his tally. A tally’s a number. A closed breach is a fact. Hold the line and drop the gates and let the rock settle it at dawn.” I marked the pole. “And this fen doesn’t run to seven like the flats. I counted it three ebbs running, and the deep window here lands on the fifth pulse, not the seventh. Different water, different count, and a man who brings the old number to the new ground drowns on it.” I marked the pole again. “Tide’s at the turn. Four pulses to the gate-window, then the fifth fills it. Positions.”

This was what I’d built, in the dark, on the drowned ground while the Hero counted kills in the light.

The breach was a low drowned place where the old sea-marsh broke its banks, and under it ran the nest-galleries, and you don’t close a flooded nest by killing what crawls out, you close it by drowning the galleries from the bottom at the high-water window with the channel-gates, after you’ve cleared the gallery mouths and drawn the breeding-brood onto a killing-floor. Three parts stacked, each on its own tide. And I had three women of legend, a notebook, a militia of edge-farmers who’d held a line against the blade saint once and lived to tell it, and the drowned ground, which was a porter’s home as the tide-flats had been.

The first part was the gallery mouths, at low water, and it was a grind, and it was the worst of the night.

We went out onto the drowned ground when the tide pulled back and bared the gallery mouths, the militia in the flat-boats and on the firmed ebb-ground, and the brood came up to meet us, the silent kind this time, a nest’s swarm rising to defend its galleries rather than charging as the causeway pack did, fen-wights boiling up out of the bared mouths in the dark, and we met them on the pitch-lines I’d laid, and I conducted from a flat-boat with my half-healed arms and the Standard low in my chest.

“Standard, hold,” I called, and held the steadying note over the militia line, the farmers wavering as the dark swarm came up and then firming, the Standard giving them the one beat longer that’s the difference between a line and a rout, and the line held against the first wave.

“Yrsa, the third mouth, the big one’s coming out of the third mouth, that’s the gallery we drop first, carve it.”

And Yrsa carved it. She went off the boat and onto the ebb-ground into the rising swarm, the drawn-sword line opening a corridor to the third gallery mouth, no wasted stroke, the swarm folding away from her edge in pieces faster than it could close, and she held the mouth open with her body while the gate-crew came up behind to set the first channel-gate in its runners.

“Nahari, where’s it going to break?”

And the oracle, on the flat-boat beside me, her dark eyes unfocused and seeing a half-second further than the dark allowed, read the swarm before it moved. “Left flank, the militia’s left, in a count of eight the swarm finds the soft end of the line and rolls it. Send the empress.”

“Maeva, the left flank, now.”

And Maeva went to the left flank and was the lance, the empress wading into the dark water with her ceremonial bodice laced for war and her risen Sworn strength turning each strike into a killing one, and she shored the soft end of the line a count of two before the swarm found it, and the line held, and the first gate went into its runners, and we had one of three.

The gate-crew that set it was four edge-farmers, Holt, and the cooper who’d shaved Bram’s barrel-staves into gate ribs, and they dropped the first channel-gate into its runners with the grunting, swearing, businesslike fury of men who’d rather be killing a thing with their hands than wrestling an iron frame in cold water in the dark. The gate stuck on its second runner. It always sticks on the second runner. I’d told them it would, and they’d nodded the way men nod at a thing they don’t believe, and now it stuck and Holt swore a word I’d not heard since the docks of my childhood and put his roadman’s shoulder to it.

“It’s stuck, porter,” he called, over the swarm-noise. “You said it’d stick. You didn’t say it’d be a whoreson about it.”

“Slack the upstream rope a hand and it’ll drop,” I called back, not looking, reading the next mouth. “It wants to be level before it’ll seat. Level it and it’ll go like it was greased.”

He slacked the upstream rope a hand. It went like it was greased. The cooper looked at the seated gate and then at me across the dark water with the specific aggrieved respect of a craftsman who has just watched another craftsman be right about the craftsman’s own gate, and he didn’t thank me, because no one thanks the porter, but he set the next gate ten minutes faster, which is the only thanks that ever mattered to me.

“One down,” I told the line, and pitched the Standard under it, and the line firmed on the small victory of a thing that worked. “Two to go. Hold your ground, Holt’s crew is faster than they look. Yrsa, hold the third mouth. Nahari, eyes.”

The uncontrolled flicker nearly killed me on the second gate.

The Glimpse was new and rough, untethered, vertigo-grade, and I’d been told to breathe through it and not chase it, and in the heat of conducting a battle on drowned ground I forgot, I chased a flicker, the half-second future arriving as I called a position, and the chasing pulled the present out from under me, the world skipping ahead and snapping back wrong, and I lost my balance on the boat and lost the thread of the call and for one greying instant I didn’t know which half-second I was in, the now or the foreseen, and a fen-wight came up out of the water at the boat’s edge with a claw raised at my unguarded skull.

“DOWN,” Nahari shouted, no prophecy in it, just a flat shout, the oracle who saw it coming a half-second before the wight did, and I went down on the boat-boards on instinct at her voice and the claw went through the air where my head had been, and Yrsa’s thrown boot-knife took the wight in the throat from twenty feet, the saint’s reflex, and the danger passed, and Nahari hauled me up by the collar with surprising strength and put her mouth by my ear.

“You chased it,” she said, low, furious in her slow way. “I told you not to chase it. The Glimpse will kill you faster than any wight if you chase it untethered. Breathe. Call the battle with your own eyes and let the flicker ride at the edge. Do not chase the future, anchor. The future will arrive on its own; it always does; that’s the one thing I know for certain.” And I breathed, and stopped chasing, and called the second gate with my own eyes and the flicker swimming at the edge where it belonged, and the second gate went into its runners, and we had two of three, and the tide was climbing toward the high-water window.

The grind ground on between the second gate and the third, and that was the worst stretch, the long middle of a fight where nothing’s decided and everything’s tired and the tide climbs by inches and the swarm keeps coming. The militia had been at it for hours by then, soaked and bloodied and holding only because the Standard held them and because every farmer on that line had a low farm behind him that flooded with wights every spring and they’d all of them decided, privately, that this was the night it stopped. Holt’s crew set the gate-runners for the third gate by feel in the dark, their hands cut, their voices gone. Yrsa carved and carved and her commentary had gone from full sentences to clipped calls to nothing, just the work, the drawn-sword line opening corridor after corridor. Maeva shored the flanks wherever Nahari called the breaks, the empress wading the black water with her ceremonial bodice black to the waist with bog-mud and her gold hair come half down and her face the calm terrible thing it had been at the head of the killing-floor. And I called it from the boat, the fifth-wave count rising under everything, the whole drowned battle running on one porter’s counting and three queens’ refusal to quit, and that, the long ugly tired middle of it, is the part the bards never sing and the part that wins a breach.

Then came the shear-claw, and the shear-claw was meant for my spine, and Yrsa took it across her ribs instead.

There’s a kind of fen-wight that grows a shear-claw in a fed nest, a long curved bone-blade of a thing, and one came out of the dark behind me while I conducted the third gate, low and fast and aimed at my unguarded back, and I never saw it, and the Glimpse didn’t flicker it because I’d stopped chasing, and it would have opened my spine, and Yrsa Kaldwyn was there.

She came across in front of me from the side and took the shear-claw across her own ribs, the curved bone-blade laying her open in a long line under the wrapped chest, and she did not break stride, she took the wound and on the same motion brought her sword around in the return stroke and killed the thing that gave it to her, one movement, the wound and the kill in the same breath, and then she stood over me with her ribs opened and bleeding through her leathers and murder held flat in her stare.

“Keep calling,” she said, through her teeth, blood coming through her fingers where she pressed her free hand to the wound. “It’s a scratch. Keep calling the gates, anchor, that’s your job, mine’s the keeping you alive, and I just did it, so do yours.”

“It’s not a scratch, that’s a rib-deep shear, you’re getting in a boat and going back to the bank.”

“I am not,” Yrsa said, and there was something almost like delight under the fury, the gratitude-allergic saint discovering she’d flipped the arithmetic she could never abide, “because since I met you, anchor, you haven’t owed me anything this good, and I am not spending a debt like that by bleeding it out in a boat. You hear me? I took that for your spine. By choice. Now you owe me a saint’s whole worth, and I am going to enjoy holding it over you until I decide the debt is spent, and I cannot hold it over you from a boat. So bandage it standing and keep calling the gates.” She grinned, white and bloody and fierce. “Gods, that feels good. You owing me. Bandage it. Standing. Call the gate.”

I bandaged it standing, fast and tight from five years of field-medicine, pressure and a wrap and a prayer, my burned fingers clumsy on the wrap and getting it done anyway, and she stood through it with her eyes on the swarm the whole time, calling me two threats I’d missed while I worked, because the saint did not stop being the saint to be bandaged.

“Higher,” she said, of the wrap. “Mean it. I move on this in a minute. A loose wrap is worse than none; it just gives the blood somewhere private to pool.” She watched me cinch it higher and harder, and through her teeth, almost fond: “Better. You’ve good hands, porter. Filthy fair win, good hands, owes me a saint’s worth. I’m keeping you.”

She was right that it wasn’t immediately killing, a long shallow-to-deep rib-line that needed proper stitching and would scar but wouldn’t drop her in the next hour, and I made the field-medic’s call, against every instinct, that a saint who’d taken a wound by choice and wanted to keep fighting was a saint I’d insult by sending back. So I left her on the line. Yrsa burned in the link bright and fierce and pleased, a drawn blade that had finally been allowed to be a shield, and under the brightness ran something I’d not felt off her before, a low private satisfaction at the wound itself, at the proof of it, the scar she was already wearing like a medal she’d pretend she didn’t own. I owned the debt as she wanted me to, and I called the third gate.

The third part was the breach-mother, and the breach-mother was where the plan I’d drilled into a hundred people came apart in my hands and I had to build a worse, truer one in the dark.

I’d meant to draw her out. The brood I took with a lamplighter’s trick: I’d banked every real lantern low all night and kept the drowned ground dark, and at the high-water window I flared them all at once, the real ones unbanked and a dozen faint grey echoes blazing with them, a false dawn lit on the ward-pitched floor, the brightest thing in the whole dark fen. The brood came for it as the bloated ones had come for the lanterns on the ridge, and they died on the pitch-lines in the blaze. Esra’s trick, paying out one more time.

But the breach-mother did not come.

The great swollen thing at the heart of the nest held in the deep gallery and went on breeding, too old and too fed to chase a light it hadn’t been born hungry enough to want, and I stood in the boat with my false dawn burning and the brood dead on the pitch and the one thing the whole night turned on still down its hole, and the high-water window closing on me by the inch.

So I stopped trying to draw her out, and I decided to drown her in.

“Change the call,” I shouted, over the swarm-noise and the climbing tide. “We’re not drawing her. We can’t. Two gates are down already, which means her galleries can’t drain, which means when the third drops the trapped tide has nowhere to go but up, over her, into her nest. So we don’t kill her. We bury her. The last gate drops on the fifth pulse and we hold the window open one pulse past the drill and let the water seal her into deep dark she can’t breed in and can’t breathe. She’ll feel it take her nest and she’ll come up and throw the whole of herself at the last gate to keep her hole open. We do not let her. We hold that gate down until the tide finishes her for us.”

It was a worse plan, because it hung the whole night on one gate and one count. It was a truer one, because it let the drowned ground do the killing instead of asking three women to wade into a breeding-thing’s reach and open it by hand. The ground was mine. I’d spend the ground before I spent them.

“Nahari.” I didn’t give her a target this time. I gave her the count itself. “You take the tide and the mother both. You’ll see her surge a half-second before I can count it. The fifth pulse is yours to call, not mine. When you say drop, the gate drops.”

“I have her,” the oracle said, gone still and far away on the boat beside me, her dark eyes reading the black water and the half-second past it. “She’s already coming up. She knows what the water means. Hold.”

“Yrsa, the last gate-mouth. The brood will throw itself into the runners to wedge the gate open for her. Keep the channel clear. That’s the whole job, nothing gets in the runners.”

“Clear,” said Yrsa, ribs bound and bleeding, already off the boat, the drawn-sword line setting itself across the last gate-mouth.

“Maeva, the downhaul rope. When she hits that gate she’ll lift it. You’re the thing that doesn’t let her.”

And the empress went to the gate-rope instead of into the water, and that was the change of the night, the lance set down and a rope picked up, an empress with her risen Sworn strength bracing the downhaul of a channel-gate against a thing the size of a cottage. She set her ruined gold slippers in the mud and took the rope in both fists. “Tell me when, summoner,” she said. “I have held worse lines than a rope, and held them for worse reasons.”

The breach-mother came up out of the deep gallery as the fifth pulse began to fill it, driven up by the one thing in the whole fen she could not fight, the water rising in her own nest, and she threw the swollen bulk of herself at the last open gate to keep her hole from closing. The gate bucked in its runners. The downhaul went bar-taut and Maeva went back on her heels with it, and for one long moment the most powerful woman who ever lived and a breeding-thing as old as the breach were two ends of a single rope strung over an iron gate. The gate lifted a hand’s breadth. The brood swarmed the runners to jam it there, and Yrsa stood in the gate-mouth and cut them out of the channel as fast as they came, the runners staying clear on a saint’s whole attention, and I pitched the Standard up under all of it, low and new, and the gate-crew’s fear flattened and they hauled with the empress instead of breaking, and every flame of my false dawn stood straight along the pitch.

“Hold,” I said. “Hold. Nahari?”

“Not yet.” The oracle’s voice was glass-flat, already a half-second downstream of the rest of us. “She’s strong, anchor. She’ll have the gate up another hand before the pulse crests, and that’s what we want, the higher she lifts it the more of her is in the channel when it comes down. Let her. Maeva, give her the gate. Let it rise.”

And Maeva, trusting a seer’s count over her own straining arms, fed the breach-mother the inch she was fighting for, let the gate rise, and the swollen thing heaved itself half into the open channel to force the gate the rest of the way, committed now, its whole bulk wedged in the gate-mouth exactly as the oracle had seen it.

“Now,” Nahari said. “Drop it. Now.”

And Maeva let the gate go free for half a heartbeat and then threw her whole risen weight onto the downhaul the other way, and the last channel-gate came down into its runners at the crest of the fifth wave, down across the breach-mother where she’d wedged herself, and the trapped tide came up over the sealed galleries with no slack left anywhere to breathe. The breach-mother drowned in her own flooded nest under the weight of an iron gate and a porter’s count, pinned at the root by water and patience. She fought the gate a long while in the dark under the rising flood, the iron juddering and groaning in its runners, and then the fifth wave crested full and the gallery filled to the roof and the juddering stopped. And the low drowned place that had been a breach was, in the space of one falling tide, just a low drowned place again, a marsh with no nest under it, closed at the root, permanently, with water and patience and a count.

Maeva let the dead rope fall from her hands and looked across the sealed ground to me, gold hair half down and her bodice black to the waist, breathing hard for once, and the green eyes said, plainly, that one we did your way.

And across the water, the bards were still singing the causeway tally. Two hundred and ten! they cried, the kingdom’s Hero past two hundred kills! and the gold blazed on Cylas in the light, and his crowd cheered, and the whole loud spectacle of the causeway war went on, a charge being heroically held, monsters being counted, a tally climbing, while on the dark drowned ground a porter and three queens dropped the last gate on a closed breach and the cause of every one of those monsters quietly stopped existing.

The etch settled it at dawn, because stones weigh truth and not theater.

When the sun came up over the drowned ground and the tide-locks read closed and the gate-crews swore what they’d done and the militia swore the killing-floor and Maeva swore the breach-mother dead, the stone took it, the witness-shard on our side carrying it to the mother-stones, and the etch came clear and cold and final: BREACH CLOSED AT THE ROOT. MARSH COALITION.

And on the causeway, the tally stopped meaning anything.

Because the rock does not care which war the bards sang louder. It weighed what I’d sworn in a market square it would weigh, and the cheering on the causeway curdled by degrees as the dawn-etch propagated, as the crowd that had been counting kills all night read the stone and understood that the loud war on the causeway had been the charge and the quiet war on the drowned ground had been the closing. You cannot cheer a tally once the rock has told you the tally was the sideshow.

I watched Cylas across the water as the etch landed, through Yrsa’s spyglass, because I wanted to see it.

He smiled for the witness-stones. Of course he did. He stood on his causeway with his banners and his bards and he turned his well-rehearsed face toward the witness-shards and smiled the gracious smile of a Hero glad the breach was closed by anyone, well done the coalition, the province is saved, what does it matter whose hand did it. It was a good performance. It would play in the towns the bards reached first.

But his hands shook.

I saw it through the glass, the smile fixed and gracious and his hands shaking at his sides, the gold sheen on him gone thin and flickering in the dawn light, fed all night by a crowd that had now stopped believing, the second flicker, semi-public, the gold faltering visibly enough that the nearest bards saw it and made the only sense of it they could, blamed the wind, blamed the dawn-chill, blamed anything but the truth, that the Hero’s borrowed light was failing because the province had read the rock and the rock had told it the truth, and a blessing that runs on belief gutters when belief reads a stone.

And the crowd crossed the water.

That was the thing I’ll remember, the slow shift of it, the lined causeway crowd that had cheered a tally all night drifting, by ones and twos and then in a current, off the bright causeway and around the fen-shore to the drowned side, to see the thing the rock had weighed, the closed breach, the dropped gates, the dead breach-mother on the killing-floor, the porter and the three women standing filthy in the dawn over a thing that was actually finished. They came to see the fact instead of the song. A bog-country grandmother got there first, stumping over the wet ground on a stick, and she looked at the dropped channel-gates and the still water where a nest had been, and she said, to no one, to the dawn, “It’s closed. He’s gone and closed it. My grandson farms that low ground; it floods with wights every spring; it’s never once been closed.” And she put her stick-hand on my filthy sleeve and didn’t thank me either, the country way, just gripped the sleeve once and stumped off to tell her grandson, and behind her the crowd came on, the cheering on the causeway dying to nothing as the people who’d done the cheering walked away from the song to stand in front of the fact, and you cannot sing a tally to a crowd that’s left to go look at the closed breach.

We came off the drowned ground filthy and bloody and victorious in the dawn, and I sent the militia home with pay and pride and got Yrsa to a healer for her ribs, over her flat objection that she’d stitch it herself.

She lost that argument by the only method that ever worked on her, which was Maeva looking at her once, without a word, an empress regarding a thing already decided, and Yrsa swore and sat down on the log and let the Cinderwell bone-setter put fourteen stitches in her ribs, and she counted them aloud, all fourteen, in the flat voice of a woman keeping a ledger, and when the bone-setter tied the last she said, “Fourteen. The most I ever took was nine, on the bridge, and I died of the tenth,” and the bone-setter went white, and Yrsa ate an entire fen-goose by herself directly afterward, because the saint refilled like a siege was coming, and watched the camp with the contentment of a woman who’d taken a wound that meant something.

We made camp on the bank to rest before the road back. Bram had come out from Marrowford to hold the wager-book at the causeway crowd’s edge, and he limped into our fire near midnight with his one arm full of a wheel of hard cheese and a skin of the good cider and a grin that took up the whole of his face, and he set it all down and said, “Boys at the causeway are still arguing whether the rock made a mistake,” and laughed until he wheezed, his whole comfortable barrel of a body shaking with it. He’d taken every wager offered against his own stone all season and paid out exactly none of them, and he told us so three times, happily, and overruled Maeva on the seasoning of the camp-stew once, just once, adding a fistful of wild thyme he’d pulled on the walk out, and the empress tasted it and conceded the point with a small regal inclination of her head that cost her visibly and which Bram pretended not to notice and treasured anyway. It was good stew. The thyme made it. I told her so. She told me my loyalties were a disgrace to the institution of empire, and took a second bowl.

And that was where Saskia came in the night.

She came alone, on foot, no banner. No apology, which I’d never expected. A probe, a duelist’s reconnaissance, aimed at Yrsa’s fire instead of mine.

Yrsa was sitting against a log with her ribs freshly stitched and wrapped, the new shear-claw scar laid across them, drinking from her water skin, and she watched Saskia come into the firelight with the same cold scoring read she’d been running on the copper-haired duelist since the market square, and she did not stand.

“Blade saint,” Saskia said. She’d left the famous sword in camp; she came empty-handed, which was its own message. “I’ve a thing to ask and I’ll ask it plain. They say you’re the real article. Undefeated, died on a bridge, ninety years gone. And I’m the best edge on this continent, or I was until you stood in a square and out-stanced me, and I can’t carry that. So.” Her jaw worked. “A duel. You and me. Saint to saint. A real one, not a porter’s mud-trick. Somewhere quiet, no stones, no songs, just to know. I have to know.”

Yrsa looked at her for a long moment in the firelight, and then she drank from her water skin, unhurried, and did not stand.

“You’re good,” Yrsa said. “I watched you in the square. You’re fast and you’re cruel and the cruelty makes you faster, right up until it doesn’t, and then it kills you. I’d have liked you, I think, if you’d been pointed at anything but yourself.” She set the water skin down. “The ribs aren’t why I’m staying seated. I have a debt-holder now.” She tilted her head at me, across the camp. “You see the porter? I took a shear-claw across my ribs for his spine tonight, by choice, and I’d do it again, and that means I’m spoken for, duelist. My blade has an address. If you want a saint’s whole worth, you get in the line, and the line forms behind him, and it’s a short line and he’s at the head of it and you’re not on it at all.” She picked the water skin back up. “Ask me honest some spring, in a quiet field, after the need to feel like the most dangerous thing alive has stopped steering your hand. Ask me when you’ve stopped needing the answer. I might say yes. But I’ll never say yes to a woman who needs to win, and you need it like air, and a duelist who needs to win is a duelist I’ll bury, and I’ve buried enough.”

Saskia held where she stood in the firelight, the duelist denied her clean answer, her hand closing once on empty air where her sword should have been. The obsession found no purchase and grew teeth. She turned to go, and at the edge of the firelight she stopped and gave me the thing she’d really come to give, the probe under the probe, her exit-line, pitched to me across the camp.

“The Crown remembers what it buried, porter,” Saskia said, not looking back. “Ask your empress what’s still down there. Ask her about the Vigil, and the deep galleries, and what the husband-king put in the vault with her grave-goods to make sure a queen stayed buried. You think you walked out of the Sunken Crown. You walked out of the antechamber. You’ve never been down to the vault. We’re coming back for it, all of it, and you should ask your empress what’s waiting at the bottom before you meet it in the dark.” And she was gone, into the fen-night, and I sat by the fire and filed it, the Crown remembers what it buried, and I looked across the camp at Maeva, who was watching the place Saskia had vanished, the green eyes that priced everything gone unfocused and ancient, four hundred years deep, and I understood that there was a bottom to her tomb I hadn’t seen, and that I’d be seeing it soon.

Maeva came to find me at the fire after Saskia had gone, and the battle still lived in both of us hours later, the deferred heat of survival looking for somewhere to land.

“She’s not wrong,” Maeva said, low, sitting beside me, close, her shoulder against mine, and the green eyes still held whatever was at the bottom of her tomb. “There’s a thing in the vault. My husband was thorough; he learned that from me. He didn’t only sink my capital over my grave and leash my honor guard into the Vigil. He put a thing in the vault to keep a queen buried, and I’ll tell you all of it before we descend, every grain, because you don’t walk a man into the dark on half a map.” She turned her face to me, and the cold went out of it by degrees, replaced by the heat the battle had left in both of us, her hand finding the burn-scarred line of my forearm. “But not tonight. Tonight you closed a breach and out-deeded a Hero and a saint bled for your spine, and I watched you conduct a war from a boat with arms that won’t close their fists, and I find, summoner, that I want very badly to put my hands on the man who did that, and I’m not going to, here, in a camp full of militia, because an empress has some standards and a bank of mud is below them.” She pressed her palm flat over the worst of the tracery and held it, and the bond ran the wanting between us, hers and mine looped and climbing with nowhere to go.

I felt the warm-metal edge of her satisfaction go molten, the empress’s want striking under my ribs with none of the cool reserve she wore everywhere else, a thing she let me feel on purpose because the bond made hiding it pointless and she’d decided long ago that an empress doesn’t waste effort on pointless things. Her thumb moved once over the silver-grey lines, a slow read, and her breath was not quite even, and that not-quite was the most imperial woman who ever lived telling me, without one word that would cost her dignity in a militia camp, exactly how much restraint this was costing her.

“You’re doing the thing,” I said, low, only for her. “Reading my arms so you don’t have to read your own face.”

“I am the only one permitted to make that observation,” she said, and the green eyes came up, court diction shortening around the heat she was refusing to spend in a militia camp. She removed her hand from my arm with the deliberate care of a woman disarming a thing she’d very much rather set off. “And you are correct, which is insolent, and I am going to make you pay for it at length, in a bed, with a door that bolts, the night before I go back into the dark.”

She stood, unhurried, and the heat banked itself, deliberate, saved.

“So consider this a promissory note, drawn on the loft, payable the night before we go down. I intend to be paid in full. I intend to do a great many things to you before I meet my husband’s monument, because I want your hands the last thing on me before I go back into that dark, not his architecture.” She looked down at me with the green eyes still molten. “Sleep, summoner. You’re owed it. And I’m owed you, soon, and I find I’m impatient about it, which I have not been about anything in four hundred years.”

I walked out to the east-road fox shrine before we broke camp, in the grey before dawn, to pay my copper, and I found the second thing.

The shrine-post was scorched. Not burned, scorched, in a neat deliberate spiral that ran up the old wood from base to tip, a perfect spiral of char that no fire makes on its own, fox-fire orange at the edges of the char where it caught the dawn, and the fox-fire glass pebble I’d carried since the first copper, the one that had appeared where my copper went, sat warm in my pocket and hummed, faintly, a small live vibration, when I came near the scorched post. My years of coppers were still stacked in their little tower at the shrine’s foot, undisturbed, a porter’s small honest tithe to a sealed thing, and the scorched spiral climbed the post above them like a signature, like a thing inside the seal had reached out and signed its name in fire and pulled back, and I stood in the grey dawn with the pebble humming in my pocket and the spiral scorched up the post and I had the strong and specific sense of being watched by something amused, something that had been counting my coppers, something that was almost, but not quite, ready to come out.

I paid my copper anyway and set it on the tower. The pebble hummed. Far inside the seal, a fox-fire pulse ran once around the spiral crack and went dark.


Chapter 14: The Saint’s Oath

Yrsa told me the bridge the night we came back to Marrowford, and the most intimate hour she’d allowed since the bridge itself involved no touching at all.

I’d been changing the dressing on her ribs, the shear-claw line stitched and angry across her side, and she’d let me, which was its own thing, the gratitude-allergic saint sitting still under a man’s careful hands, because a wound dressed is a tactical necessity and not a kindness and so it didn’t make her itch. And while I worked the fresh wrap around her, careful of the stitches, she started talking, flat, to the far wall, her voice in the register she used for things that mattered: not to me, just out loud where I could hear.

“You want to know about the bridge,” she said. “You’ve read the registry name. The blade that was never beaten, only abandoned. You’ve been too polite to ask, which is worse than asking, so I’ll tell you and then you’ll stop being careful around it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to,” Yrsa said. “That’s the whole reason I’m going to. Pay attention; I won’t say it twice.” She stared at the wall. “I held a bridge. Everyone knows that part; it’s the part the registry weighs. A border war, ninety years ago, my unit caught on the wrong side of a river with a force coming that would have rolled them up in the open. There was one bridge. So I held it. Alone. While my unit crossed and re-formed on the far bank, I stood on the bridge and I fought, and I was the blade saint, undefeated, so I held it a long time, long enough, and they all got across, every one, and that’s the part the songs got right.” Her jaw worked. “Here’s the part they filed. The lord who commanded that unit, the man who was supposed to hold the rearguard, ran. First. Before me. He saw the force coming and he was across the bridge and gone before I’d drawn, and he left a saint to hold his line because a saint’s cheaper to spend than a lord, and he ran all the way back to court, and when the histories were written, the lord who ran wrote them. He filed my stand as his command. The lord ordered the saint to hold the bridge while he secured the crossing. As if he’d stayed. As if he’d done anything but run. The bridge I died on holding, alone, abandoned, became a line in his record, a brave order bravely given, and I became the blade he pulled and spent and left, and the kingdom sang the lord who ran and filed the saint who held under his name.” She turned from the wall to me, finally. “Abandoned. Not beaten. The registry’s got it exactly right and it’s the only thing in ninety years that ever did. I wasn’t beaten on that bridge. I was abandoned on it, by a man who ran, and then I was robbed of it by the same man’s pen.”

I sat back on my heels with the dressing finished and I didn’t comfort her, because comfort was the wrong thing, comfort was a thing you’d offer a person who’d been hurt and not a soldier who’d been wronged, and Yrsa Kaldwyn didn’t want her wound soothed, she wanted it witnessed by someone whose own wound rhymed with it.

“Saskia cut my guide-line,” I said, to the far wall, matching her method, not to her, just out loud. “In the Sunken Crown. On Cylas’s order. They needed bait, a thing left behind to occupy what was coming so the party could get clear, and a porter’s cheaper to spend than a Hero, so she severed my line and Odette sealed the ward and they left me to die in the dark holding a thing I never agreed to hold. And then they rode out and commissioned a song where I died nobly holding a door open for them, my abandonment filed as my sacrifice, the porter who gave his life so the Hero might live. They didn’t just leave me. They wrote the leaving as a gift I gave. Same as your lord. The pen does the second murder.”

Yrsa was quiet a long moment, and then her jaw worked around words she did not like needing. “Yeah. That’s the one. That’s the exact one. Abandoned and then robbed of the abandoning, made into a thing you chose so the men who chose it for you come out clean.” She gripped the edge of the bench hard enough to pale her knuckles. “Ninety years I thought no one would ever understand the specific shape of it, and here’s a porter carrying the same two wounds in the same order, the leaving and then the lie about the leaving.” She looked at me. “That’s why, you know. Not the duel. The duel told me you were worth choosing. This tells me why I want to. You’re the only person I’ve met, living or dead, whose wound is shaped like mine. We were both spent and then we were both written, and the writing is the part that doesn’t heal, and you’ve got it too, and you’re the only one.”

We compared receipts, then, the two of us, late into the night, not for comfort, for inventory, the lord’s pen and Cylas’s song, the bridge filed and the door sung, two abandoned people laying their wounds side by side and finding them the same wound, and it was, she told me after, the most intimate thing she’d done in ninety years, and there’d been no touching in it at all, just two soldiers comparing the maps of where they’d been left.

She told me the names of three soldiers from the bridge. Not all of them. Three. The first man across, who’d dropped his shield and come back for it because it had his sister’s mark painted on the inside. The drummer boy who’d stopped drumming halfway across and started counting cadence instead because counting was less frightening than music. The woman with the broken spear who’d tried to turn back for Yrsa and had been dragged onward by two friends while Yrsa shouted at her to keep moving.

“They lived,” Yrsa said, staring at the cold wall. “I know that much. I bought that much. The lord’s pen didn’t take that part, because even a lord’s pen can’t unlive a soldier who crossed a bridge. But it took their knowing who held it. It made my holding his order instead of my choice.” Her mouth went flat. “That’s what I hate most. Not dying. Dying’s easy. Having your choice stolen after you’re dead is the part that keeps.”

“Then we put the choice back where we can,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s the work, isn’t it.”

We sat with it a long while in the cold training hall. Somewhere across the inn-yard Maeva’s window was gold with candlelight where the empress sat up late annotating my maps in imperial shorthand, and somewhere Nahari was awake, barefoot on a roof reading the night, and the household existed quietly around the two of us comparing our abandonments. We weren’t alone with the wounds anymore. There was a loft full of people who’d chosen us and a town that had learned to weigh us, and Yrsa felt it too, the not-being-alone-with-it, and it loosened something in her shoulders that ninety years hadn’t.

“I held a bridge for a unit that crossed and forgot me,” she said, finally, to the dark. “And here I am in a building full of people who’d hold a bridge for me. It’s a strange thing to come back to, after ninety years of being the one who holds. I don’t have the words for it. I’m not going to look for them. But I noticed it, so I’m telling you I noticed it, and that’s the most I’ve got.” She stood, and stretched, the long line of her uncoiling, and went to sleep against a wall she’d tested for structural integrity earlier in the evening and pronounced sound, and the dark came on, and toward dawn she woke me with her boot, not unkindly, and said it was time.

She swore to me at dawn, soldier-plain, in the training hall, with her sword point-down in the floorboards between us.

She didn’t take pins from her hair; she had no pins, she sawed her hair to length with a knife. She didn’t ask my yes in full sentences; that was Nahari’s register. She drove her sword point-down into the floor between us in the grey dawn light and put both hands on the pommel and looked at me over it, and she said it clipped, exact, complete.

“My blade. Your line. Don’t waste me.” Her storm-grey eyes were flat and certain. “That’s the oath, anchor, and it’s the only one I’ve got. You point, I end it. I’m yours to spend on the things worth spending a saint on, and there’s only one rule, and it’s the one I’ve been giving you since the convoy road. You don’t spend yourself buying what I’m for. You’ve got a blade now. You stop burning your own arms off calling reinforcements and overdrawing on overdrafts, because the reinforcement’s already here, point-down in your floor, and a man who burns himself when his saint’s standing right there is a man insulting his saint. Point me. Don’t waste me. And don’t waste you, because you’re mine now too, and I don’t let my things get spent cheap, and you’re the cheapest-spending thing I ever met and I’m going to fix it.” She held my eyes. “That’s the oath. My blade, your line, don’t waste me, and I won’t let you waste you. Sworn by Yrsa Kaldwyn, blade saint, undefeated, abandoned once and choosing not to be again.”

The sword-point hummed in the floorboards between us. Not magic, not yet, just steel carrying the tremor of her hands into the wood. She did not look away from me, but her grip whitened on the pommel, and I understood what the oath cost her: not service, because she’d never feared work, but being able to be spent again without being wasted, trusting another hand with the line she’d died holding alone.

“I hear it,” I said. “All of it. Your blade, my line. I don’t waste you. I don’t waste me.”

Her jaw tightened once. That was all the relief she allowed herself.

The anchor took her oath like steel taking a whetstone, cold and bright and sharper for the contact, and the ledger-words came, given on her own clipped terms by a saint who’d been pulled and spent and abandoned and was choosing, with her eyes open, to be spent only by the one hand that wouldn’t waste her.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.]

Then she pulled her sword out of the floor and propped it deliberately against the wall, within reach, and she crossed the hall and barred the door, and she unbuckled her own sword-belt and held it out to me.

“Now,” she said, and her voice had gone to the clipped duel-terms register, the one that was hers. “An hour ago I swore myself to you and that means the wall’s got a door now, and I want it walked through harder than last time. The hands were the start. This is the next thing, and these terms are mine too.” She put the sword-belt in my hands. “Wrists. The belt, not your hands this time. Bound. Mean it. And before you ask about the ribs, the ribs are stitched and the ribs are fine and if you go gentle on me because of the ribs I will take the belt back and do this myself. Same rules as the flats. If I say stop, you stop, that instant. The word’s the same word. But I’m not going to say it.” Her eyes held mine, and the winter-pale skin was already flushing at her throat. “Wrists. Belt. The bench. And the blade stays where I put it, and you’ll notice I never look at it, and you’ll know what that means, because you’re the only one I’d ever let bind my hands in a room with my own sword in reach.”

“Yes,” I said, plain. “All of it. Stop-word’s the same. Blade stays. Say it if you mean it and not before.” I took the belt and weighed it in my hands, the worn leather warm from her hip. “And the ribs are fine right up until they’re not, and I’ll know the difference, and I’ll mind it whether you like it or not, because you’re mine now too and I don’t waste my things either. Now turn around and put your hands behind you.”

Something went through her at being told, the switch-flip starting before I’d even touched her, the saint who gave orders her whole life going soft at being given one she’d chosen, and she turned around and put her wrists together behind her back, and I bound them in her own sword-belt, the leather drawn snug around her pale wrists and buckled. I tested it with a real pull, and it held, and she made a low sound at the holding.

Then I did the thing she’d hate me for and want me for in the same breath: I closed my fist over the belt and her bound wrists and pulled her a half-step back into me by them, off her balance, the saint’s whole weight hanging on a strap of her own leather in a porter’s hand. She could have broken it. A saint can break a grip; it’s the first thing they teach, and on the flats she’d flexed against my hands three times to be sure they were real before she let herself believe them. She didn’t flex now. That was the new thing, the Sworn thing. She’d already learned the grip was real, weeks ago, on a loft floor, and this time she simply let it hold her, no test, no proving, the saint who had tested every hold and every doorway and every floorboard her whole life choosing, for once, to trust one without checking it first. And the not-testing undid her deeper than any pin ever had.

The switch flipped, and Sworn, it flipped deeper than the loft floor had ever reached, because there was more of her to hand over now and she’d already handed it. The coiled saint unstrung against my chest one held year at a time, the breath leaving her slow where on the flats it had punched out all at once, the assessment in her going wide and dark and then gone, replaced by a woman who’d spent ninety years never once able to set her own edge down finding out she could set it here, that someone had the grip, that a porter was holding the whole crushing weight of being undefeated now.

“It’s real,” she breathed, wrecked, not testing it this time, just feeling it hold and letting it. “You’ve got it. Gods. You’ve actually got it.”

“I’ve got it,” I said, low, against the back of her neck, my free hand sliding flat up her bared side, the first long stroke of skin, careful of the stitched ribs and not gentle anywhere else, and she shuddered the length of her at the first-touch, her pale skin going to gooseflesh and then to flush under my palm. “I’ve got it and I’m not letting go and your hands are mine for the next hour and your sword’s right where you left it and you’re not going to need it. Say you’ve got it. Say you don’t have to hold it tonight.”

“I don’t have to hold it,” she said, and the saying broke something loose in her, and she sagged back into the grip, all of her, surrendered to the binding before I’d done more than stroke her side.

She’d already taken the wrap off. She’d done it before she handed me the belt, her own hands, the chest-wrap that bound her flat for fighting unwound and dropped, the small high firm chest bared on her own dare, and I’d noticed and not said anything yet, and now with her wrists bound I bent her over the training bench and got my hand in the jaw-cut black hair and put my mouth by her ear and said it, reverent, because the unwrapping was her trust laid bare and it deserved naming.

“You took the wrap off.”

“I took the wrap off,” she gritted, bent over the bench, her bound hands at the small of her back, the flush spreading down her bared chest. “For you to look at. So look, and stop talking about it, and”

“I’m looking,” I said, and I looked, the long winter-pale athletic line of her bent over the bench, the new shear-claw scar laid across her ribs that she wore like a medal she pretended not to own, the small high chest bared and flushed, the bound wrists, the endless hard-muscled fencer’s legs, and her sword propped against the wall an arm’s reach away that she would not look at, and I took my time looking because she’d unwrapped for the looking, and the taking-my-time undid her, the saint bent and bound and made to be looked at, her breath going ragged before I’d done a thing.

“You’re doing the slow thing the empress taught you,” she accused, breath already gone short. “The looking. I hate the slow thing. Do the not-slow thing. Now.”

So I did the not-slow thing.

I freed my cock, dragged her leathers down off the taut spring-steel of her ass, and found her soaked, slick down the insides of her pale thighs from the binding alone. I took her from behind over the bench, rough, as she’d ordered, no reverence, one hand keeping her bound wrists pinned at the small of her back and the other fisted in her hair, and drove into her cunt in one hard stroke to the root. The first hard drive into her pulled a sound out of her she’d never have let any opponent hear, a raw open thing torn from the bottom of her, her tight wet heat stretching and clenching to take all of me at once, and then her famous running commentary came apart, faster than it had on the flats, the duel-grammar she’d worn like armor for ninety years stripping down to bare sound as I set a brutal rhythm, my hips cracking against her ass, balls-deep on every stroke. The belt at her wrists was the difference, and we both felt it: bound in her own leather, she had nothing left to do with her hands but trust the strap, and the having-nothing-to-do undid her past anything the loft floor had reached.

It started as it always did with her, in duel-grammar, because that was the only language her body had for anything that mattered. “Good angle,” she gritted into the bench, the assessment reflex still firing. “Tempo. Hold the. Hold the tempo, don’t you dare slow, that’s an order, that’s a.” And then the Sworn link gave me her tells in hard flashes: the clench before speech, the shift of her hips, the half-breath where pressure became need. I knew the exact stroke she wanted and the exact grip and gave her each one a beat before she could name it, reading her like terrain, driving harder on the upstroke where the link told me to, feeling her clench slick and tight around my cock, and the order died in her throat half-said. “That’s a. Gods. That’s not. I can’t, I can’t call it, you keep, you keep doing the thing before I.”

“You can’t call this one,” I said, fisting her hair tighter, driving into her, the Sworn door wide between us and her wanting pouring through it. “I’m calling it. You swore me your blade and your line this morning, point-down in the floor. Swear me the rest of it now. Stop fighting the thing and let me have it.”

The order to stop fighting was the one order she’d never been given and the only one she’d ever wanted, and the defiance dissolved into begging faster than it had on the loft floor, because she was Sworn now and the door was wider.

“That, gods, harder, you, fuck, more, give it to me, more”

She was begging, and the begging came out different than the loft floor had wrung it, rougher and surer, a woman who’d already handed over her oath at dawn and had nothing left to guard behind it, the demands turning to pleas turning back to demands, and I kept every one of them where a man keeps what he’ll never trade away, and gave her harder, and she gave up the last of the duel-grammar entirely and went to single syllables, the place she went when the words ran out, “yes, you, fuck, yes,” bent over the bench with her bound hands pinned at the small of her back and her bared chest dragging the worn wood and her endless legs braced and shaking.

I pulled out of her slick and hauled her up off the bench when she was close and turned her and put her back to the wall, her bound hands coming up, and I lifted them over her head and then she hooked them down behind my neck, the bound wrists looped behind me, holding herself to me. I caught her under the thighs, lifted her, and notched my cock back into her, driving up into her wet heat until she dropped onto me with a bitten-off cry, her bared chest against mine, the small high tits flushed and stiff-nippled between us, her legs locking around my waist, and I took her against the wall like that, fucking up into her hard, her weight pinned between my hips and the wood. Her sword stayed propped a body’s-length away and she never once looked at it, never once reached for it, her trust laid bare in the not-reaching, the saint who could kill me in a heartbeat with her hands bound in her own belt and her weapon in reach, choosing the binding, choosing not to reach, choosing me.

I held her there against the wall a moment, fully seated in her, both of us still, and made her feel it, the held weight of it, her bound hands hooked behind my neck and her endless legs locked around me and her bared chest crushed to mine and the new shear-claw scar between us. Her storm-grey eyes stayed open on mine, six inches off, and that was the part that was new, the part the loft floor had never had: on that first night she’d taken me from behind and never had to show me her face, and now she was facing me, bound and bared and looking straight at me while I held her, the from-behind hiding of that first time given up entirely. Through the bond I felt the whole of what the stillness did to her, the saint who’d spent her whole undefeated life never once permitted to lay her own edge down held still and bound and safe in a porter’s grip with nowhere to put her eyes but mine, and she shuddered the length of her at the holding, as she’d shuddered at the binding.

“Your blade’s right there,” I said against her throat, driving up into her again, slow then hard, because it needed saying, because the not-reaching was the whole oath made physical. “Hands bound, your own sword two steps away. You could end me. You don’t. You chose the belt.”

“I chose the belt,” she gasped, her bound hands tightening behind my neck. “I don’t give this lightly, not in a room with my sword in reach, not to a hand that would waste it. You won’t. You’ll hold it, that’s the, that’s the whole, that’s why it’s you, harder, please, I’m”

I felt her go over the edge through the bond, the cliff of it, and I put my mouth by her ear and gave her the word, the one that was hers and mine and no one else’s ever.

“Yield.”

And Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart on it, against the wall, her bound hands locked behind my neck and her eyes still open on mine, the word she’d spat at a hundred opponents turned in her mouth into the only release she’d ever wanted, bound up now with the oath she’d driven into the floor at dawn, “yield, yours, gods, I yield it, yours.” Her whole long body clenched and shook and went rigid and then loose, her cunt seizing down around my cock in hard rhythmic spasms, gripping and milking, the storm-grey edge of her bond-light running thin and bright along her skin for the length of it, and through the oath-fresh bond her release came back to me doubled, hers folding into mine until I couldn’t find the seam between them. The clench of her dragged me with it. I drove up into her once more and stayed there, deep and held, my forehead dropping to hers and her bound wrists hauling tight at the back of my neck, and I spilled into her in hard jolting pulses while she kept her eyes locked on mine through every one, the saint who’d never once shown an opponent her face giving me the whole of it now. The storm-grey edge flared brighter than it had ever run, the Sworn light setting in the instant I emptied, and she felt each pulse arrive through the new-made link and shuddered at it, her cunt still fluttering around me long after I’d gone still inside her. I held her crushed between my chest and the wall until the shaking went out of her legs. When I finally lowered her down my body to her feet she stayed leaning into me, face six inches from mine, breathing ragged, the sword standing untouched two steps off exactly where she’d propped it. She didn’t reach for it. She didn’t reach for the leathers either. She just looked at me, storm-grey and stripped of every word she owned, and let me keep seeing it.

In the stillness after, with her still hooked to me by the bound wrists and both of us breathing hard, the saint’s facet settled into my bones like a stance remembered before it was learned, and the ledger-words came quiet.

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: SAINT’S FOOTWORK (LOW POTENCY).]

I felt it arrive as a new instinct at the edge of my body. My weight wanted the right place before I thought of it, my shoulders knew where the next blade would come from, the saint’s positioning ghosting at the rim of my own clumsy frame, and I knew without testing it that my body would argue with incoming blades now as it had never argued before.

I reached back and unbuckled the belt from her wrists, and she rolled the feeling back into her hands, and then she took the belt out of my hands and buckled it around my waist instead, mine now, a grim little ceremony, her hands working the worn leather around me, and she said the thing that was a joke and was also the whole thesis of everything we were.

“Hold my leash,” she said, buckling it, not looking up, “and never use it. That’s the deal. You’re the only man who’s ever bound my hands and the only man who ever will, and the way I know it’s safe is you put it on me and you take it off and you never once reached for the blade I left in reach to test you, and now you wear the belt, so it’s yours. You’ll hold it and you’ll never pull it, and that’s the only kind of leash I’d hand a man.” She buckled it and stepped back, gruff. “Don’t make it weird. It’s a belt. It’s just a belt now. Shut up.”

“It’s a good belt,” I said.

“Shut up,” Yrsa said, and dropped to sit on the floor with her back against the bench, and this time she didn’t share the water skin so much as let me keep it, since it hung on the belt at my own waist now, hers given over. She leaned her shoulder into mine and drank when I passed it and gave it back, no cuddling, no soft words, but the belt between us read different than it had an hour before, and that was her intimacy in full: the shoulder, the quiet, and the leash she’d handed me sitting on my hip where she could watch a man wear it and never pull it.

“Now it’s fair,” she said, after a while, to the far wall. “The duel-debt. You beat me on the flats and I called it fair, but there was a clause left open, the bit where I said I’d consider staying. I’ve closed it. I considered. I stayed. Sworn. My blade, your line.” She passed the water skin back. “It’s fair now. All the way fair. The debt’s closed and the books are square, and what’s left between us is the staying. No ledger to it. Just choosing it again every morning, which is harder than any debt and I like it better.” Her shoulder leaned into mine. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. Especially the empress. She’ll put it in a speech.”

The Footwork’s first proof came an hour later, and it was comic, and it was real.

I was crossing the training hall and a rotted spear-rack against the wall, undermined by years of damp, chose that moment to collapse, a whole rack of old practice-spears coming down at my head, and my body threaded me out from under it before my mind had finished reporting that the rack was falling, a clean economical sidestep-and-pivot that put me a pace clear with my hand up to deflect the one spear that followed, the saint’s footwork moving me out of a collapse as it had moved her out of a thousand killing lines, and I came to rest a pace away unhit and slightly amazed at my own feet.

Yrsa, half-asleep against the bench, opened one eye.

“Footwork,” she observed. “You moved before you thought. That’s it working. That’s me, in you.” The eye took in my face. “You’re smiling. Clean work, that. Stop smiling. A man pleased with his own feet trips over them. Be ungrateful for it, the way I’d be. Ungrateful feet live longer.” But her jaw betrayed her, the held-down smile breaking through for a full second before she caught it and shut it away, and she shut the eye and leaned her shoulder into the bench and fell asleep sitting up, mid-insult, as if the insult had carried her straight into sleep.

Maeva found out about the Sworn before noon, because Maeva found out about everything before noon, and she conducted the discovery like a state visit.

She came into the training hall with Nahari a half-step behind her and two cups of the good tea, which was its own statement, the empress bringing tea to the saint she’d been negotiating precedence with for weeks, and she set one cup by Yrsa’s elbow and one by mine and stood over the pair of us with the weighing green eyes taking in the propped untouched blade, the belt now buckled at my waist, the saint sitting on the floor wearing the loose easy set of shoulders she only wore after, and Maeva Castellan smiled the small imperial smile of a woman whose campaign-map had just gained a piece.

“Sworn,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “I felt the province’s reckoning shift this morning and I assumed it was you two finally settling the thing you’ve both been pretending wasn’t a thing.” She sipped her tea. “Congratulations are owed and I extend them. We’ll discuss spheres later, formally; you’ll find I’m reasonable about everything except precedence, where I’m an empire. For now.” She inclined her head, the smallest fraction, a thing that cost her and which she spent on purpose. “Welcome to the household properly, blade saint. You’ve been in it for weeks. It’s good to have it sworn.”

“I’m not calling you majesty,” Yrsa said, to the floor, on reflex.

“I haven’t asked you to,” Maeva said serenely. “Yet.”

“And I obey you in exactly one room,” Yrsa added, “and it isn’t this one, and you’ll never once get me to admit which.”

“The whole province could draw you a map to that room,” Nahari murmured, settling onto a bench with her tea, “but we love you, so we let you keep the secret you’re keeping from no one.” And Yrsa threw a wadded length of bandage at the oracle’s head, and the oracle caught it without looking, a half-second early, as she caught everything, and the three of them held a small warm hostile peace over the good tea in the cold morning hall, and I sat in the middle of it wearing a blade saint’s belt and counted, after five years of scraps, a thing that was mine instead of a thing I was owed, and set it down somewhere the ledger kept no column for, in a hand I was still learning to write.

The claim came that afternoon, carried by criers, and it changed the shape of everything.

The criers came up the Veltmark road into Marrowford’s market square at the busy hour, and they read it out in the formal voice, Cylas Aurent’s claim, sworn and witnessed, that he held first-discovery of the Sunken Crown, the dungeon his party had charted and entered before any other, and that he therefore held rightful custody of any kingdom assets recovered therein, and that he petitioned Margrave Helvane of Veltmark to settle the matter, since it was disputed, by the old proven method, a wager of deeds, a head-to-head clearing of the Crown Vault, two parties descending, the first to truly clear the vault and etch it taking the discovery and the custody both.

I heard it from the Antler steps. Maeva heard it from inside the taproom, where she’d been holding court over Bram’s stew.

Any kingdom assets recovered therein, the crier read, in the carrying voice, and the whole square heard custody of any kingdom assets, and I watched the words travel into the taproom through the open door to where the empress sat, and I watched Maeva Castellan understand exactly what asset meant, who the asset was, what custody of a recovered asset was a polite word for.

She set down her cup.

She set it down without a sound, the cup landing like a sentence pronounced, and every lamp in the Gilded Antler straightened.

The guttering tallow lamps along the taproom walls drew themselves up into parade-straight columns of steady flame, the Standard moving in the empress without a word said, the room going still around it, the drinkers falling quiet at the sudden uncanny steadiness of the light, and Maeva rose from her bench in the straightened lamplight with her green eyes gone to the cold old place they’d been when Saskia said the Crown remembers what it buried, and she said, into the silence, very quietly, in the voice that had unified three duchies:

“Custody of a recovered asset.” A pause. The lamps stood at attention. “I was an asset once. My husband recovered me into a vault and took custody of my name for four hundred years. I have notes on the experience.” She crossed the taproom unhurried, every lamp leaning straight as she passed, and stopped in the doorway beside me on the steps, and looked out at the criers in the square. “Your Hero wants custody of the asset in the Crown Vault, summoner. He’s going to descend into my own tomb and try to leash me out of it like a thing his kingdom owns. He’s going to put a brand on the empress in her own grave.” The cold smile. “Let him petition. Let the margrave sanction it. I have waited four hundred years to be present in that vault as a queen instead of buried in it as an asset, and your Hero has just volunteered to be in the room when I am.” She set a hand on my shoulder. “We’re going to accept the wager. And then we’re going to go down into my husband’s architecture, and I am going to be magnificent, and your Hero is going to learn what happens to a man who tries to take custody of a queen who has chosen otherwise.”

Helvane sanctioned it at the feast, with no procedure at all: oath, pageant, and the rock waiting to weigh the truth.

The Margrave of Veltmark came down to Marrowford himself, iron-grey and hunting-hawk-eyed, a man who hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway, and he sanctioned the wager of deeds in the Antler’s common room over a feast, no tribunal, no clerk, no filing, just a lord with the authority to sanction a contest standing up among the trestle-tables and declaring it.

“Two parties,” Helvane said, in the carrying voice of a man used to being heard across a hunting-field. “One vault. The Sunken Crown’s deepest chamber, the Crown Vault, unentered in four hundred years. The Hero claims first-discovery and custody of what’s recovered. The coalition disputes it. So we settle it the honest way. You both descend, on the same dawn, and the first party to truly clear the Crown Vault and etch the deed on the stone takes the discovery and the custody and the glory, and the stone weighs which clearing was true, the way the stone weighs everything, and there’s an end to it. No appeal. No filing. The rock decides.” His hawk-eyes moved to Maeva, standing in the straightened lamplight, and a dry amusement came into the hard old face. “And one more thing, because I’m a careful man and this is an old and strange tomb. Whatever the Hero means by recovered assets, I’ll have it spoken before witnesses that whatever lives down there, whatever woke or wakes, decides for itself what it is. The stone will weigh that choice too. If there’s a thing in that vault with a mind and a will, it’s not an asset because some crier names it one.” He held Maeva’s green eyes a beat longer than a man holds a stranger’s. “I don’t know what you are, Lady Maeva. I’ve a guess, and it’s a mad one, and I find I don’t much care, because the stone says you decide what you are, and I’ve always preferred a neighbor who frightens me honestly to a Hero who flatters me cheap. Whatever’s down there decides for itself.” And he half-smiled, and I understood he’d half-guessed the whole impossible truth and found it the most interesting thing to happen in his province in years.

The stone-oaths were sworn that night, both parties, the descent set for the dawn three days off, the bards assigned, the witness-stones readied, and the whole thing settled in pageant and oath, no committee anywhere near it.

And the ballad became a marching bet-song. “The Porter’s Door” had mutated again, into a thing the drinkers sang with a wager riding on it, the porter and the Hero and the race to the vault, and Bram opened the wager-book on the descent and did a brisk trade, and when a Veltmark man tried to lay heavy odds against the coalition, Bram, one-armed and grinning, refused the bet outright.

“I don’t lay odds against my own stone,” Bram said, “and that porter’s name is on my stone, and I’ve watched him close a breach and best a saint and walk out of a tomb that swallowed a Hero, and you’d bet against that porter only if you’ve not been paying attention, and I run an honest book, so I won’t take your money for a bet you’re going to lose. Drink up. Bet on him if you’ve sense, or keep your coin if you haven’t, but I won’t be party to robbing a fool who can’t read a stone.” And he banked another round on the coalition with his own purse, as he had since the tide-flats, the first believer holding the book.


Chapter 15: Queens’ Council

Maeva sketched her own tomb from memory on the war-loft floor, and watching her do it was the strangest hour of my life to that point, an empress drawing the deep ways of the city her husband had sunk over her grave, naming galleries she’d walked alive four hundred years gone.

“The antechamber you woke me in is the shallow end,” she said, the charcoal moving sure across the broad sheet of paper, the candle-gold steady on her crowned braid. “Above the tide-locks. That’s where your Hero’s careless survey stopped, and it’s where his column will go down, the causeway galleries, the wide bright way, because it’s the way a procession can march and a bard can see.” She drew the wide galleries, fast, contemptuous. “Let him have it. The causeway galleries are a showpiece. My husband built them to be processed through, to overawe ambassadors, all height and echo and no depth. They lead to the Vault eventually, but the long way, through the grand stair, where every step is watched by carved kings and every gallery’s a hall of state. He’ll march down it splendidly. It’ll take him twice as long as he thinks, because grand architecture is slow architecture, and he’ll fight things in the open where the witness-stones love it, and he’ll make a wonderful song of it.”

“And we take the root,” I said.

“We take the root,” Maeva agreed, and drew it, the other way down, the charcoal going careful now, reverent, a woman drawing a thing she’d loved. “The root-ways. The drowned districts, the working city, where the masons and the water-engineers and the people lived before he flooded it onto my grave. I know them, summoner. I commissioned half of them. They run under the grand galleries, low and wet and direct, and they come out here.” The charcoal stopped at a long stair drawn down into dark. “The Mirror Stair. Black water all the way down, still as glass, mirrors the light. And below it, the Crown Vault, where my grave-goods are, and my husband’s monument, the King’s Effigy he built over my tomb to make sure the histories saw him standing on me forever.” Her voice didn’t waver; an empress rations her words and never fumbles them. “The root-ways are how the working people moved through the city without troubling the court. They’re how we’ll move through it without troubling the Hero. We go down wet and low and direct while he marches down dry and high and slow, and we reach the Vault first, through the door the masons used, the door a queen who commissioned it remembers and a Hero who skimmed a survey never knew was there.”

She gave me the tide windows then, and the Vigil-remnant counts, all of it from memory, the deep ways of a drowned city laid out by the one person alive who’d walked them, and I copied it into the notebook and overlaid it with my own soundings from the antechamber, and between her four-hundred-year memory and my porter’s surveying we built a true map of a tomb no living surveyor had, and I understood that this, this, was why the kingdom would have to take the porter seriously: legends stood at my shoulder, and one of them was the empress who’d built the dungeon. You do not out-survey the woman who commissioned the galleries.

We marked Cylas’s route in red and ours in black. The red route had balconies and carved kings and broad landings where witness-stones could see a Hero cut a striking shape. The black route had worker-doors, tide-lock crawlways, and two stretches where we’d go chest-deep in water with our packs held overhead. Maeva tapped one narrow passage with the charcoal. “Here, the masons cursed my husband in the wall-scratch because he made them widen a gallery by one foot for a statue nobody needed. The scratch will still be there if the wall stands. If we see it, we’re on the true root-way.” She looked almost fond. “Never trust a royal inscription when a mason has left you a complaint beside it. The complaint is usually more accurate.”

I marked the complaint as a landmark.

Useful.

More reliable than a king.

We packed for the black route, not the red. That mattered. A grand gallery party packs for spectacle: banners, spare polish, bright lanterns, enough armor to impress a witness-stone and drown a man in a crawlway. A root-way party packs for wet stone and low ceilings: waxed map-cases, rope in short coils, wrapped candles, oilskin over the bandages, one spare blade where Yrsa could reach it and two knives where she pretended not to notice I’d put them. Maeva surrendered three beautiful things from her kit because beauty snagged in worker-doors, and she did it with visible disgust and no argument, which was how I knew she understood the route.

“This skirt survived a court riot,” she said, folding it away.

“It won’t survive that crawlway.”

“The crawlway lacks taste.”

“The crawlway has killed more people than bad taste.”

“Debatable,” Maeva said, and chose the plainer one.

Nahari sealed the candles with wax and murmured which would gutter first if the air went bad. Yrsa cut every rope-end clean and burned them so they wouldn’t fray. I watched the three of them turn a route on a map into a load a body could carry through dark water, and the old porter’s part of me, the one that had packed columns alone for five years, went quiet with a satisfaction so deep it almost hurt. For once, everyone saw the load before the descent.

We drilled the echoes together that night, the Standard and the Footwork at once.

I stood in the yard and Yrsa drove the militia volunteers at me in a press, and I held the steadying note of the Standard over a wavering line while the Footwork threaded me through the press itself, my voice firming the farmers while my feet moved me out of the lattice of practice-blades, command and survival at once, the empress’s facet steadying a line while the saint’s facet kept me in it, and it worked, raggedly, the two low echoes pulling in different directions until I found the place where they braided, where the steady voice and the moving feet were the same act, a caller who could hold a line while standing in the thick of it, and I felt the shape of the man I was becoming, not the strongest in the fight, never that, but the one who held it together from the inside while the queens did the killing.

We drilled the squad-link too, the braided senses, the thing we’d found in bed and meant to weaponize, and it was harder to drill than the echoes and funnier to watch fail. The idea was simple: four people who could feel each other’s edges through the bond could feel each other’s tells in a fight, the saint’s lunge telegraphing through the link before it landed, the oracle’s half-second arriving in all of us at once, the empress’s steadying felt in the bone. The practice was four people standing in a yard trying to feel each other on purpose and mostly feeling foolish.

“I can feel the empress being smug,” Yrsa reported, deadpan, eyes shut, concentrating. “That’s all I’ve got. A wall of smug, coming from the left. Is that the link or is that just her?”

“Both,” said Nahari, eyes shut, serene. “It’s almost always both, with her. The trick is feeling the edge under the smug, the actual tell, the thing the body’s about to do. Stop reading the mood. Read the weight. The mood is loud and the weight is quiet and you want the quiet thing.”

“I don’t have a quiet thing,” Yrsa said.

“You have the quietest thing of any of us,” Nahari said. “Your whole body goes still a half-breath before you move. It’s why you’re undefeated. I can feel it through the link right now; you’re about to shift your weight to your back foot.” Yrsa shifted her weight to her back foot. “There. I felt it before you did it. That’s the link. That’s what we weaponize.”

“Do that in the Vault and I’ll never be flanked again,” Yrsa said, opening her eyes, grudgingly delighted, and we drilled it until the four of us could feel each other’s quiet things under the loud ones, a squad that couldn’t be flanked because it was, in the most literal way, of one body at the edges.

The failures taught us more than the clean runs. Maeva over-steadied the first pass and the whole line went too rigid, farmers turned to statues, easy to break. Yrsa pushed too hard through the second and I felt her pressure like a blade shoved through my teeth, all attack and no room to breathe. Nahari’s first warning came so early I moved before the danger existed and nearly took Bram’s practice pole in the knee.

Yrsa snorted, watching me limp it off. “The future can trip you. Good to know.”

“The future has been tripping men since men started asking for it,” Nahari said. “Most just call it destiny and blame the gods.”

By the fourth pass we found the measure. A single shared mind would have been a leash, and a leash would have broken the whole thing. So we kept four wills, each separate, touching at the edges where the next move lived. Maeva steadied without freezing. Yrsa pressured without flooding. Nahari warned without dragging me early. I called, and they moved, and the line held.

The Glimpse still refused control. The foresight-bleed swam at the edge of everything, half-second flickers arriving uninvited, vertigo when I chased them, and I couldn’t make it answer like the other two, and Nahari watched me struggle with small amusement from across the yard.

“There,” she said, when I cursed a flicker that nearly put me on my back. “Watch what your feet just did. The flicker showed you a strike a half-second out, and you didn’t wait for the strike. You went and met it. You always go and meet it, and against a real blade that lunge would have walked you straight onto it.” She crossed the yard at her own unhurried pace, not the saint’s prowl, the oracle’s drift. “The Standard wants you present, and you can do present. The Footwork wants you reactive, and you can do reactive. The Glimpse wants you to stand still while the future walks up to you, and that is the one thing your whole body refuses to learn.” She let me sit with that long enough to hate it. “It isn’t a technique, anchor. There’s no grip I can teach you for it. The cure is becoming, by one degree, a man who can let a thing come to him instead of bolting out to drag it back early. And I’m going to enjoy teaching you that more than anything the glass ever showed me, because it’s the lesson you most need and least want.”

The loft that evening was the household just existing, warm before the dark, the night the four of us became a family in the small ways before we became one in the large.

Nahari fleeced Yrsa at dice. It was a Sundermere game, old, with carved bone dice and rules that shifted in ways Yrsa swore were invented mid-game and Nahari swore were ancient and sacred, and the oracle, who could see a half-second into the future, beat the saint at dice with serene and total ruthlessness, taking Yrsa’s coin and then her belt-pouch and finally her boot-knife, the good one, while Yrsa’s glare narrowed further with each loss.

“You’re cheating,” Yrsa said, without heat, watching her boot-knife go into Nahari’s pile. “You see the dice before they land.”

“I see the dice a half-second before they land,” Nahari agreed, unrepentant, “which in a game decided after the dice land is no help at all, saint, as you’d know if you’d ever read the rules instead of accusing me of inventing them. I’m winning because you commit your bets too early. You bet like you fight, all forward pressure, and I bet like I see, all patience, and patience beats pressure at dice the way it loses to it in a duel.” She scooped the boot-knife into her pile and then, after a beat, slid it back across to Yrsa, and a silver Sundermere coin with it. “Here. The knife back, and interest. I never keep a soldier’s good knife; I only win it to prove I can. You’re the best blade I’ve met dead or alive and I appointed myself your oracle the day I met you and an oracle returns her bodyguard’s knife with interest. That’s how it’s done where I’m from.” And Yrsa took her knife back and the coin with it and scowled and was, I could see, pleased to her bones, the gratitude-allergic saint receiving a thing she could file as a debt-repaid-with-interest rather than a kindness, which let her keep it.

Maeva and Nahari played their game while the dice went on, the one they always played, the one with no board and no pieces, just two of the cleverest women who ever lived trying to read each other across a loft.

It looked like conversation. It was a duel. Maeva would say a small true thing about the descent, a read on the tide-windows or the Vigil-counts, pitched to draw out whether the oracle had seen further, and Nahari would answer with a small true thing of her own that gave away exactly nothing about whether she’d seen further, and the two of them would smile at each other over the exchange with the specific pleasure of a statecraft-mind meeting a prophecy-mind and finding, for once, a worthy opponent. Maeva couldn’t read Nahari, which delighted the empress who read everyone, and Nahari couldn’t fully see Maeva, because the empress’s choices ran on a four-hundred-year statecraft logic the glass went strange around, which delighted the oracle who saw everything. They were the only two people at the table who couldn’t get the better of each other, and they loved it, two governments that had given up on the embassy and become friends.

“You’ll tell me eventually what you’ve seen of the vault,” Maeva said, mild, “and I’ll have worked it out from your silences before you do.”

“You’ll work out the shape of it from my silences,” Nahari agreed, “and miss the one thing in the middle, because the one thing in the middle is the thing I’m being silent about, and you read silences like a map and forget that a careful woman leaves the most important road off the map on purpose.” Her fingertips tapped one bone die, once. “I learned that from watching you redraw your husband’s surveys. We’re the same animal, empress. It’s why I can’t see you and you can’t read me. Two careful women, leaving the real road off the map.”

“It’s restful,” Maeva said. “I haven’t had a rival in four hundred years who made me work. Don’t die again; I’d miss it.”

“I’ll do my best,” Nahari said, dry, “though I make no promises; the glass is quiet on the matter of my own ending, which is either a mercy or a warning, and I’ve decided to take it as a mercy, because I’ve recently acquired reasons to want a long life,” and she did not look at me when she said it, which was how I knew she meant me, and Maeva caught it and let it pass without comment, the small private smile of a woman banking a thing for later, and the game went on.

Maeva wrote a letter to her dead duchies that night, and let me see her do it, which was its own kind of trust.

She wrote it in imperial shorthand at the loft table while the dice game went on, a long letter, careful, and I didn’t read over her shoulder but I watched her write it, the empress writing to three duchies four centuries gone, to the people she’d unified and the court she’d built and the garden she’d planted, and when she’d finished she read it once, all the way through, her green eyes moving down it, and then she folded it and held it to the candle and burned it, deliberate, watching it catch and curl and go to ash in the little dish.

“I write them every so often,” she said, not turning, knowing I watched. “My duchies. The dead. I tell them what I’ve seen of the century, the iron cook-pots and the cheap pepper and the appalling almanacs and the porter who freed me. And then I burn it, because there’s no post to the dead, and the writing’s the thing, not the sending. It’s how I keep them mine without letting them keep me theirs.” She watched the ash settle. “The ink’s poor in this century, by the way. Too thin. It burns too fast. Four hundred years and they’ve made everything cheaper and nothing better except the cook-pots.” Which was the comedy and the grief in one breath, as she always gave them, an empress mourning three dead duchies and complaining about the ink quality in the same sentence, and I let her have both without remarking on either, because remarking would have made the grief a thing instead of a passing weather, and she’d thank me for it later by not having to.

Bram sent up the descent-eve supper, bread and a good pie and the last of the autumn cider, and Yrsa worked her way around the loft testing every stick of furniture for structural integrity, as she did anywhere she meant to sleep, and condemned the long bench outright, sat on it hard twice to prove the point, pronounced it a death-trap pretending to be carpentry, and then sat on it anyway because it was the only seat near the fire, daring it to fail under a saint, and then ate her way through two-thirds of the pie like a siege was coming, while Maeva watched her do it over the rim of a cup with the fond exasperation of a woman who’d long ago given up correcting a soldier’s table manners. Nahari said something low and unhurried that turned out to be about the next morning and not the supper, and nobody asked her to explain, because she never explained until it was funny, and the loft was warm and full and ours, the night before we went down into the dark.

The precedence council came after supper, and it was politics and it was heat and it was the funniest frank thing I’d ever been part of.

Maeva raised it, with imperial directness, because someone had to and she preferred it be her.

“We need to settle precedence before the descent,” she said, “and I mean two kinds, and I’ll take the dull one first. Command spheres, in the Vault. We can’t have four people each calling a different shot in the dark, so.” She laid it out like a treaty. “Dorian calls the whole, because the whole is his trade; nobody disputes the caller. Under him: I hold the line and the rally, the Standard, the holding-together; that’s my sphere, the pace of the thing, when we hold and when we press. Yrsa holds the edge and the killing, the cutting, the pressure; her sphere’s the violence, where the blade goes and when. Nahari holds the timing, the seeing, the half-second; her sphere’s the when, the moment, the warning. Four spheres. Dorian the whole, mine the pace, hers the pressure, hers the timing. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Yrsa, who liked a clear chain of command more than anyone alive. “My blade, his line, as Sworn. Fine.”

“Agreed,” said Nahari, “though you’ve described the thing I do as ‘timing’ and it’s larger than timing, but I’ll let it stand because correcting an empress’s treaty before a battle is bad luck and I’ve seen where it leads.”

“Now the other precedence,” Maeva said, and the green eyes warmed, and the air in the loft changed. “The night before a war, the summoner’s strength is a resource, and resources are allocated, and I’ll be frank because frankness is faster than blushing and we’re all four of us too old for blushing. I want him tonight. So does the saint, whether she’ll say it or not. So we allocate it like the empire we’re becoming, and we share, because jealousy is for people who can’t feel each other’s hearts, and we can feel each other’s hearts, so jealousy is a thing we’ve structurally outgrown, and what’s left is rivalry, which is fun, and allocation, which is statecraft.” She looked at Yrsa. “Saint? I propose a joint claim. You and I. Tonight. His strength shared between two spheres, the night before the dark.”

Yrsa went winter-pale-flushed and crossed her arms and said, flatly, “Fine. But I’m not calling you majesty in bed. I’ll share the man. I won’t say majesty.”

“You’ll say what the moment wrings out of you,” Maeva said serenely, “and we’ll all be gracious about it after,” and Nahari, who had no claim that night and wanted none, who would have hers the night the descent was nearer in her own slow time, settled back with the dice and the small pleased blink of a woman watching exactly what she’d foreseen unfold precisely on schedule, and said, “I’ll keep first watch and let the three of you allocate. Wake me at the turn. And, anchor: yes, you should say yes, before you do the thing where you check it’s all right with everyone. It’s all right with everyone. I’ve seen it. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said, to both of them, plain, because that was the word they both wanted in different registers, “to both of you, the whole night, yes,” and I crossed the loft and Maeva cleared the maps off the bed with one imperial sweep of her arm and the council became the thing it had been building toward all evening.

They undressed in front of me and in front of each other, and the contrast of them was its own thing, a thing I’d never had in one room and couldn’t have looked away from if the loft had caught fire. Maeva took the pins from her crowned braid one at a time, each pin a clause, the gold cascade coming down past her shoulder blades, and then she unlaced the engineered bodice with the unhurried ceremony of a woman who’d built it to lose, and it lost, and the very full curve of her came free into the candle-gold, the church’s modest portrait failing again as it always failed. And beside her Yrsa simply stripped, fast, no ceremony, fighting-leathers off and dropped, the long winter-pale athletic line of her bared and ready, the small high firm chest and the new shear-claw scar and the endless hard legs, a drawn sword next to a coronation.

Gold abundance and pale length. Very busty and small-and-high. Curves built like a throne and lines built like a blade. My throat went dry and my hands closed on nothing, and the blood went out of every careful thought I owned and dropped low and hot, and the rest of me was riveted, blood up and hard before either of them had touched me, and they both watched me look, the empress with the small fond audit and the saint with a flush climbing her throat, two registers of a woman deciding she liked being wanted.

“He’s riveted,” Maeva observed, pleased. “Look at him, saint. Five years invisible and he can’t look away from either of us. We’re going to be very good for him.” She set the last pin down. “Now. To bed, both of you. There’s a treaty to ratify.”

Maeva directed the opening like a drill-sergeant of luxury, which was exactly her sphere.

“Saint,” she said, “astride him. Now. You first, fast, the way you like it; I’ll attend.” And Yrsa, who took orders in exactly one room and was furious about it everywhere else, took this one, climbed astride me on the bed, reached down to fit the head of my cock to her slick entrance, and dropped onto me in one fierce motion, tight wet heat taking me deep with a bitten-off sound, fast and fierce as she liked, her pussy gripping me hard as she started to ride. Maeva knelt up beside us and put her hands on Yrsa’s narrow hips and guided the rhythm, the empress conducting the saint’s pace with both hands, working her up and down my shaft, and at the same time she gathered her own freed breasts and fed them to my mouth, leaning over us both, so that I had the saint’s tight cunt riding my cock hard at the empress’s tempo and the empress’s heavy tits at my mouth and the empress’s court-formal praise narrated over every stroke.

“There,” Maeva said, low, guiding Yrsa’s hips, “harder, saint, he can take it, give him the pressure, that’s your sphere, and you, summoner, attend me while she does, tribute, that’s it, both spheres at once, the pace and the pressure, this is what an empire feels like, do you see,” and Yrsa, riding me fast with the empress’s hands on her hips, gritted “gods, the two of you, this is, I didn’t, this is too much, this is.”

I had my mouth full of the empress and the saint riding my cock at the empress’s tempo and both of them above me in the candle-gold, and I did the thing I was for: I attended. I worshipped the heavy weight of Maeva’s breasts as she liked, mouth and hand, the soft give of her against my tongue and a nipple drawn up tight under my thumb, and she narrated it in imperial praise over me, “yes, there, the thumb, you’ve learned me, witness how he’s learned me, saint.” I reached my free hand up and found Yrsa where the empress’s hands guided her hips, found the place the bond told me she needed pressure, and the saint’s bitten commentary climbed an octave.

And then I felt the bond do a thing it had never done. The two threads braided inside me: Maeva’s gold-warm satisfaction and Yrsa’s drawn-blade pressure running into each other through the link, each queen suddenly feeling the other’s pleasure through me, and both of them gasped at the same instant as the braid took, feeling each other’s edge through me.

“Oh,” Maeva breathed, gone briefly off her own script, “oh, I can feel her, summoner, I can feel what you feel of her, the link braids through you, that’s, that’s a tactical perk we are absolutely keeping,” and Yrsa, past words now, riding me with the empress’s hands on her hips and the empress’s pleasure suddenly running through her own, said “shut up and let me, gods, majesty,” and then froze in horror at her own mouth, and Maeva laughed in delight, “she said it, witness it, summoner, the saint said majesty,” and Yrsa said “I’ll deny it to my grave, I have a grave, I’ll deny it from inside it,” and never stopped riding me through any of it.

And then, at the midpoint, I took the tempo, because both of them, underneath the rivalry, wanted me to take it from them and mean it.

I sat up and lifted Yrsa off me and turned her in one motion, the Footwork her own gift had given me lending the move an economy it had no right to, and I put her down on her back among the cleared maps and got my hand in the jaw-cut black hair. I shoved her thighs wide and drove my cock back into her wet cunt deep, fast and fierce, taking the saint the way she needed it, no reverence, hard, hammering into her until the slap of my hips against her ass filled the loft, out-ordering the empress’s careful tempo by simply taking it out of her hands. Yrsa’s bound-saint composure was already gone; she wrapped her endless hard legs around me and took it, her small high tits jolting with every drive, her cunt clenching tight around me, and her commentary degraded straight to single syllables, “yes, you, fuck, harder, you,” her eyes wide open and fixed on mine, and I felt through the braid the empress watching the saint come apart and the watching feeding the empress’s own edge.

“Yield,” I told her, low, the word that was ours and no one else’s, and Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart under me on it almost at once. The storm-grey edge of her bond-light ran thin and bright along her skin, her whole long body clenching and shaking and going rigid and loose, the word punched out of her twice fast and fierce and then lost to pure sound, “yield, yield,” and then nothing but a cry, her pussy gripping me in hard pulses. The braid ran her undoing into Maeva and the empress made a sound like her court-diction had been struck out from under her.

I laid the saint aside gasping, boneless and pleased and already migrating toward the floor she preferred, my cock pulling free of her slick and gleaming, and I turned to the empress, who’d been directing, who’d been conducting, who’d been feeling every stroke I gave the saint through the braid and was halfway gone already by a pleasure that wasn’t even hers. I laid Maeva back among the cleared maps, hooked her full thighs open, and pushed my cock into the soaked heat of her pussy in one long claiming stroke, sinking into her until she gasped, driving her past her own directing into plain wordless hunger, except this time she’d been half-undone before I ever touched her, the braid having poured the saint’s climax into her until the empress couldn’t tell whose pleasure she was drowning in.

“Take it,” Maeva gasped, the command fraying out of her, “you’ve out-ordered me in my own bed, summoner, in front of the saint, and gods help me I’m letting you do it, the pace is yours, I can’t hold the,” and I drove her past the words entirely, the empress who conducted everything conducting nothing, and Yrsa, recovering beside us, watched the porter out-order the empress and said, breathless and delighted, “he just took it off you, majesty, he out-ordered you, in your own bed,” and Maeva, wordless, gold light gathering under her skin, could only nod, past speech entirely, approving the coup with the last of her composure before it went.

And both queens approved the coup in the same breath, the empress yielding the pace she’d claimed and the saint cheering the yielding from where she sprawled.

I drove Maeva slow and deep and claiming, both her hands caught in one of mine and pinned over her head among the maps, the gold cascade of her hair spread out under her and the gold light gathering brighter under her skin with every stroke. Her pussy took me in slick deep pulls, and the braid ran the saint’s lingering aftershocks back into the empress and the empress’s climbing edge back into the saint, a loop of two queens’ pleasure cycling up through me. I watched the most imperial woman who ever lived lose the last of her court-self under my hands, the diction gone, the decrees gone, just plain open hunger and my name and “there, don’t stop, summoner, I yield, I yield it all.”

“Say it again,” I told her, driving deeper, my hand tightening on her pinned wrists. “Whose pace.”

“Yours,” Maeva gasped, gold light blazing under her sweat-sheened skin, the empress bestowing the word like the gift she’d made of it. “Yours, summoner, all of it, every part I ever held back from a throne, take it, I’m,” and she went over with the gold light flooding the loft for the length of it, her heavy breasts heaving, her whole body arching up off the ruined maps, milking my cock with the deep rolling clench of her climax while the braid ran it through all three of us.

I finished last, between them, driving deep into the empress and burying myself to the hilt as the clench of her climax wrung at my cock, holding there with both threads braided through me and both their pleasures looping back, my groan low in my throat and her name in it. Release punched through me in long hot pulses, jet after jet spilling deep while she clenched and milked me and took the whole load with a satisfied sound, and the loft was full of gold light and storm-grey edge and three people thoroughly spent among the ruined maps, the slick of cum and sweat between all of us.

The afterglow was council-continued, because we were what we were.

“We’re naming that,” Maeva said, sprawled gold-lit and fond, tracing the place the braid had run. “The sense-braid. When the link ran her through me and me through her. The sense-braid belongs on the battlefield, too, summoner. If I can feel her edge and she can feel mine through you in here, we can feel each other’s tells out there, in the dark, in the Vault. We schedule it. We drill it.”

“We weaponize the cuddle,” Yrsa said, flat, from where she lay on the floor by the bed, having migrated there for the firm surface as she would. “Obviously. We feel each other through him in bed, we feel each other through him in a fight, it’s the same link, it’s a squad-link, and a squad that can feel each other’s tells is a squad that can’t be flanked. So. We weaponize the cuddle. I can’t believe I’m the one who said it, but there it is. Schedule it next to the echo-drills. The empress is right, gods help me.”

“Squad-link,” I said, filing it, the caller in me already seeing the use of it, four people who could read each other’s tells in the dark.

“Precedence settled,” Maeva pronounced, drowsy, satisfied. “Spheres in the field, rotation in the loft, the link drilled in both. Jealousy structurally dead, rivalry gloriously alive.” And from the watch-post by the window, where she’d been keeping first watch and listening with audible delight, Nahari’s voice arrived unhurried: “And the saint said majesty. Twice. I counted. I see, and I also hear.” Yrsa threw a boot at the window and missed on purpose.

“On the matter of the rotation,” Maeva went on, unbothered, taking sleepy stock of the tangle she lay in, “I’ll have it formalized, because an empire runs on schedules and so will this household. The oracle has the descent-eve, by her own claim, in her own slow time; nobody disputes a thing the oracle’s already seen. I have pace, the saint has pressure, the oracle has timing, in the field and out of it, and the summoner has the whole. And we will none of us keep score, because the bond won’t let us lie about wanting each other, which means we’re free to want each other out loud, which is the most civilized arrangement I’ve governed in five hundred years of governing.”

“You’ve governed for four hundred,” Yrsa said, from the floor. “You died at thirty-eight, four hundred years back. That’s four hundred.”

“I’m counting the dead years,” Maeva said. “I was governing my own legacy from inside a tomb. It was extremely demanding. Go to sleep, saint.”

“Going,” Yrsa said, and was, almost at once, asleep sitting up against the bedframe mid-insult, one hand still near the floor where her sword lay, the other resting against my ankle, and Maeva drew the gold cascade of her hair off her own throat and settled into my side with the imperial sprawl of a woman who’d built and lost and rebuilt three duchies and a household, and the loft settled into the warm tangle of a family the night before a war, one lamp burning at the door and the maps in ruins and three queens at the edges of my senses, breathing.

Liria’s warning came at dusk the next day, in the shape her conscience always took: silence, a small act, a thing left behind before she fled its landing.

I found it on the loft door-post when I came up at dusk: a sealed prayer-scroll, unsigned, pinned to the wood, and I knew the hand before I opened it because I’d seen temple-script on a returned med-kit once, unsigned, set out of the rain by small boots. I opened it and read it, and it was short, and it was the most words the priestess had ever risked.

The vault threshold takes a toll of blood. Pay it yourself, measured, your own palm; do not let it take what it wants or it wakes the deep guard. The brand is bought. It travels with the bards, in a lead-lined case, against the day the kingdom’s asset needs recovering. I watched once and prayed and did nothing. I will not watch twice. I cannot swear yet. I am sorry. I am so sorry. Pay the toll yourself.

No signature. The temple-script careful and shaking, the way her folded hands shook.

Nahari read it over my shoulder and read the hand. “The one who prays quietly,” she said, slow, “has started praying loudly. She can’t swear to a stone yet, she hasn’t the feet for it, but she’s started leaving warnings, and a witness who leaves warnings is a witness who’s one act from swearing. Don’t press her. She’ll stand when she can carry the standing. But she’s told us the shape of the danger.” Her finger touched the temple-script seal without quite pressing it. “A Brand. Bought. Lead-lined, which means warded, which means they don’t want it read or felt until it’s used. Traveling with the bards, in the witness-train, where no one would search it because the bards are sworn-neutral. We know a Brand is coming. We know it’s for the asset. We don’t know what it does, exactly, because she didn’t say, because she may not fully know, and we won’t go digging through a sworn-neutral bard’s case on a guess, that’s a forfeit and a scandal. But we know now. The blade is under the cloth. We descend knowing a Brand rides hidden in the train, and we plan for a thing we can’t see the shape of, which is most of what planning ever is.”

We didn’t investigate it. There was no creeping through the bard-camp, no stolen case; we knew a Brand was coming and we couldn’t prove it and wouldn’t try, so I planned for the hidden Brand like a third cache: ready for the day the second cache was also on fire.

And Esra’s lamp arrived by courier from Cinderwell, that same dusk, sent by the grandmother, the dead girl’s own lamp on its pole, and I hung it at the loft door, and I lit it, and it burned there steady through the night, a lamplighter’s lamp lit at the door of the people who’d weighed her onto a stone, a small clean light against the dark we were about to go down into, and Nahari looked at it for a long slow moment, then reached out and set it a hair straighter on its hook, tending it the way Esra would have, and from the oracle that small wordless minding said more than any prophecy.


Chapter 16: The Night Before

We sealed the last cache at dusk on the descent eve, and then I gave Bram the receipts file, which was the most important thing I did all day and the part no song will ever sing.

The file was everything. Saskia’s signature cut on the severed guide-line, sketched and described and dated. Odette’s ward-residue, the seal-sigil that matched her signature. The folded soundings against her filed survey, the proof the depths were wrong and the ward redrawn. The drag-marks from the fen, the carrion hauled to grow a breach. The lamplighter’s testimony, sworn onto a village stone. Every cold itemized receipt I’d collected since I crawled to a sarcophagus, copied fair, in a sealed packet.

“If we don’t come up,” I told Bram, in the back-bar, the two of us, “you take this to the stone. All of it. You swear what you can swear and you give the rest to the bards who’ll carry it and you make sure that whatever the Hero’s party tells the world about what happened down there, this is on the rock beside it, cold and itemized, where a crowd can weigh it against the song and draw its own conclusion.” I put the packet in his one hand. “It’s a dead man’s switch, Bram. If I die down there, I want to die with my receipts already on their way to a stone. I’ve been bait once. I won’t be bait twice, and I won’t have my death written into someone else’s brave song again. You’re my witness who lives. If I don’t come up, you make sure the truth does.”

Bram took the packet and weighed it in his one hand and looked at me with tap-side steadiness, grief already made plain in him by burials he’d outlived.

“I’ll hold it,” he said. “And I’ll tell you a thing, porter, for nothing, because you’ve never once asked me for a thing for nothing and that’s exactly why I’ll give it. You’re not coming up dead. I’ve run this book a long time and I’ve learned to read a tide-trained exit plan when I see one. A dead man’s switch packed this carefully means three exits already planned, and three planned exits mean the owner walks back up his own stairs. So I’ll hold your receipts, and I’ll never have to swear them, and you’ll come back and buy me an ale and complain that I oversalted the stew, and I’ll overrule you, and that’ll be the end of it.” He set the packet under the bar, in the locked drawer with the wager-book. “But it’s held. Go down knowing it’s held. A man fights better when his receipts are safe.”

We released the militia that evening with pay and pride, the edge-farmers who’d held a line against the blade saint and beaten a breach, sent home to their farms with coin in their pockets and a story for their grandchildren and their names, the ones who’d sworn, glowing faint on the Marrowford stone, a militia of nobodies weighed by the rock for the brave small thing they’d done.

The cooper came to find me before he left, the man who’d built the first channel-gate that stuck exactly where I’d said it would, and he didn’t thank me either, because the edge-farmers had caught the porter’s habit of not thanking by the same method the porter had, which was being thanked too rarely to know how, and instead he pressed a thing into my hand, a small barrel-stave he’d planed smooth and burned a mark into, the coalition’s mark, a porter’s lantern over a drowned gate, a thing he’d made on the road back. “For the loft door,” he said, gruff. “Saw you’ve a lamp there already, the lamplighter’s. Thought it could use a sign over it, so a man knows whose door he’s nailing his troubles to. I’m a cooper. I make things that hold. You make things that hold too, just bigger. Nail it up.” And he left before I could find the words, the same as I’d have done in his place, and I understood I was building a thing that worked as I worked, by people who’d rather show you than tell you, and I nailed the stave over the door under Esra’s lamp, and it’s there still.

And I watched them go in the dusk, lighter and taller than they’d come, and thought that this, too, was the door opening for anyone, the stone weighing anyone, if someone paid and someone swore.

Then Nahari took me up to the roof, and she spent the word she’d been saving.

The Marrowford rooftops in the dusk, the lake going dark below and the lamps coming up in the windows, and the oracle sat barefoot on the roof-ridge with her silver hair loose down her back, and she’d told me she’d tell me the name when she had to, and the descent was at dawn, and she’d decided the having-to had come.

“I’m going to say it once,” she said, low, her dark eyes on the lake. “The name. The lender. The thing the lamplighter saw walking the grave-ridge eating the lights. I’ve kept it behind my teeth since I died, because some debts notice being spoken of, and I won’t say it twice tonight, and you won’t say it at all if you can help it, and tomorrow in the dark you’ll understand why.” She drew a slow breath. “The Pale Saint.”

The lamp at the loft door below us, Esra’s lamp, guttered once, leaned its flame a finger’s width toward the window against the still air, and steadied. I marked it. She marked me marking it.

“You saw that,” she said. “Good. Remember it. That’s what the noticing looks like.” She gathered her silver hair over one shoulder and began, slowly, to braid it, a prophecy-ritual for her hands. “Here is what it is, the part I can give you tonight, and I’ll give you the rest across the years because it’s too large for one telling and saying too much of it at once is how you draw its full attention. A Hero’s blessing isn’t a gift. It’s a loan. There’s a thing, old past reckoning, that lends men borrowed legend, the gold sheen, the strength-that-grows-with-belief, the blessing that makes a Cylas Aurent more than a minor knight’s son has any right to be. And it funds the loan out of capital. Its capital is real legends. The true ones, the dead ones, the ones whose names are still burning in the world’s memory.” Her fingers moved in the silver hair. “Every Hero it blesses replaces a real legend in the world’s eye. The crowd that sings Cylas isn’t singing some old true champion they’ve half-forgotten; the borrowed Hero crowds the real one out of memory, and as the real one fades from the world, the Pale Saint grazes on it, eats the fading legend to fund the borrowed one. Every champion it blesses is a tenant. Every legend it lets fade is rent. Every Hero’s fall, when they fall, is a foreclosure, the loan called in, the borrower consumed in his turn.” She tightened the braid once, hard enough to show the old anger under the calm. “Sundermere’s Hero arrived late on purpose because avenged ashes pay better than saved cities, yes. But under that, the deeper sum: a Hero who saves a city makes a small song, and a small song feeds the lender little. A Hero who avenges a burned city makes a legend, and a legend feeds the lender well, and the lender prefers its tenants to make legends, so the lender’s blessing is shaped to reward the late arrival, the avenged ash, the grand tragic song, over the quiet save. The Heroes don’t even know they’re being shaped. They just find that the gift grows when they choose the grander, crueler, song-worthier path, and they call that destiny, and they take the path, and the lender feeds.” Her voice dropped. “It let my city burn because a Hero shaped to make legends made a better legend out of the ash than he’d have made out of the saving, and the lender wanted the legend, and the Hero wanted the gift, and the two wants met over my city, and Sundermere was the rent.”

I sat with it in the dusk, the whole cruel machine of it, the thing Maeva had named a deniable seed in the tomb laid out entire, the lender behind every Hero, the economy of borrowed legend funded by eaten real ones, and I understood at last what I was inside it.

“And me,” I said. “What am I, to a thing like that.”

“You,” Nahari said, and turned the dark eyes on me, “are the first man in its ledger’s memory who puts coins back in the bowl.” She tied off the braid. “It lends legend and eats legend; the flow runs one way, has run one way since before Sundermere, since before anything I can see. Heroes borrow, real legends fade, the lender grazes, the bowl empties. And then a porter dies in a tomb and his broken skill reads his blood right and he turns out to be an Anchor, the one summoner in history whose bond doesn’t leash and diminish but returns a legend to the world whole, at full power, free-willed. You don’t borrow legend, anchor. You put it back. You called an empress the histories had buried and she’s walking the province at full strength making the kingdom take a porter seriously. You called a blade saint a lord’s pen had robbed and she’s etched fair on a stone again. You called a seer a Hero let burn and here I am on a roof, real, whole, about to be the apology the world owes me. You’re putting coins back in a beggar-king’s bowl, one legend at a time, and the bowl has been emptying for longer than memory, and a thing that has only ever watched the bowl empty is going to notice, sooner or later, the one hand filling it.” She looked past me to the lamp at the door below. “It will notice. Maybe it already has; the lamp leaned. And the noticing won’t look like an army or a duel. It’ll look like a lamp leaning toward a window against the draft. It’ll look like a flame guttering when there’s no wind. It’ll look like a coldness behind your shoulder and a stillness in a room and a creditor’s patience. It does not hurry, anchor. It has never once had to hurry. So when you see a flame lean wrong, you mark it, the way you marked Esra’s lamp just now, and you don’t say its name, and you go on filling the bowl, because filling the bowl is the only thing in the world that frightens it, which is the best reason I know to keep doing it.”

Below us, the Antler made ordinary evening sounds: Bram cursing a barrel tap, Yrsa’s clipped voice correcting someone about spear length, Maeva laughing once at something sharp enough to draw blood. The roof held the name Nahari had spent, and below the roof the household went on living around it. The ordinary racket of supper did more to steady me than any vow could have, Esra’s flame burning at the door between the two floors.

And then she gave me her oath, on the roof, in the dusk, a temple vow turned inside out.

“I was temple-raised,” she said. “I swore vows as temple-children do, and the first vow, the one they make you swear before you can read the glass, is that you’ll never serve a Hero, because a seer who serves a Hero becomes a weapon that picks which cities burn for the better song, and Sundermere’s temple knew that and made us swear against it, and then a Hero let us burn anyway, from the outside, without my service, just my unheeded warning.” The dark eyes held mine. “I swore never to serve a Hero. I kept that vow living and I’ve kept it two hundred years dead. And I’m keeping it tonight, by Swearing myself to you, because you are not a Hero, Dorian Marsh. You don’t borrow legend; you give it back. You’re the opposite of the thing I swore against. You’re the apology the world has owed me since Sundermere burned, and the apology the world owes Esra, and Yrsa’s bridge, and Maeva’s garden, and I have waited two centuries to deliver it, and tonight I deliver it by choosing you, which is not serving a Hero, which is the exact and opposite thing, which is why I can do it without breaking the only vow I’ve ever kept.” She took my rope-scarred hand and lifted it to her own face and laid it flat over her eyes, closing them beneath my palm, the seer putting out her own sight by choice, blind for once and willing to be it. “I’m Sworn to you, anchor. Freely. The seer who warned a city that burned, choosing the one man she’d never once have to watch from the outside. That’s my oath. Take it.”

The anchor opened in me with the slow certainty of deep water accepting moonlight, and the ledger-words settled in, the deep keel of the harem given on the oracle’s own unhurried terms.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.]

We went down to the loft, and she gave me the night she’d been keeping for herself since the mill-house, all that patience drawn tight at last, and she would not let prophecy do any of the work.

She lit one lamp and burned incense, ash and bone and something resinous, and the descent-eve quiet was on the loft.

She undressed without performing it, and that was the whole difference between this night and the mill-house: there she had shown herself like a mural lit from below for pilgrims who never dared touch, and here, the night before we walked down into the dark, she set the showing aside. The wraps came off one at a time, ember and ash and bone, each laid into the incense-smoke a beat behind her hands, everything about her running a half-second offset from the rest of the world. She did not arrange herself to be looked at. She let the one lamp find the oiled deep-brown of her shoulders and the long silver fall of her hair, and when she was bare she crossed the cold boards to me barefoot and set my rope-scarred hand flat against the heavy warmth of her hip, so the first thing I knew of her tonight was her weight under my palm and not a silhouette across a room.

“Not the glass tonight,” she said, low, the silver hair sliding forward as she leaned into my hand. “Tonight you get the part the pilgrims never got, the part that isn’t a view. We go slow because slow is mine, and because after tomorrow there’s a tomb under that lake with my name written nowhere in it, and I want one whole night that belongs to me before we go down and put it right.” And she warmed oil over the lamp in the little bone dish, the resin-scent of it rising into the incense, and turned back to me, gilded and unhurried, and asked me for what she wanted in full sentences, and required the same of me, because for the oracle the asking was the foreplay and the consent-exchange was the heat itself.

“I’m going to tell you exactly what I want tonight, anchor,” she said, low, the oil warming, her deep-brown skin gilded in the one lamp, “and I want you to tell me yours, in full, because all those years of being shown things without ever once being asked have made the asking the thing I want most of all. Tonight I want everything I’m shaped like. I want the slow worship of all of it, every part the carvers got right and the pilgrims never earned. And then I want the thing I’ve saved to ask in my own time. I want you in my ass, slow, oil-eased, entirely at my pace, from behind, palms on the sill, the frame that’s mine. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen exactly how long you last and exactly how it ends, and I want to know if I’m right, and I want, more than being right, to be wrong about one part of it, the part I’m going to save and dare you to take from me. Tell me your yes, in full, as I told you mine.”

“Yes,” I said, plain and full, because she required fullness. “Yes to the slow worship and yes to the thing you’ve saved, all of it, at your pace, oil-eased, the frame that’s yours. I want to give you the thing you’ve waited for, slow and right, and I want to be the one who takes you somewhere even you didn’t see coming. Yes, Nahari. All of it. Tell me when, and I’ll do it better than you saw.”

She started with the edging, the patient cruelty of it, the mill-house dare turned inside out.

She took my cock to the brink slow with her hands and her oiled body and held me there, and while she held me at the edge she finished a prophecy aloud, a long slow telling about the descent and the dark and what she’d half-seen of the vault, narrating it in her low unhurried voice while she kept me suspended on the cliff of it, thumb slick at the head of me, her warm thigh sliding just enough against my shaft to make every word a test. The dare was the reverse of the mill-house dare: there she’d dared me to outlast her telling, and here she dared me to hold while she told, to not cum until she’d said the last word of a prophecy she dragged out on purpose, and I held, barely, my whole body a clenched argument, counting tide-tables, counting the seventh wave, counting anything, while the oracle narrated the future at me and held my cock on the edge of spending. When she finished the telling she laughed, low and unstrung and delighted, “you held, you held through the whole telling, oh, you’re learning patience, anchor, I’m teaching you patience the only way you’ll ever learn it,” and let me back from the brink, slow.

Then the worship, reverent and unhurried, and I gave it all the time it wanted, because rushing it would have been a crime against the woman who’d waited the whole of her long death for it.

I warmed the oil between my own hands first, as she’d shown me, and then I put them on her, slow, and the first long stroke down the curve of her hip pulled a sound out of her that started low and finished lower, a beat late. I gave her the worship she’d asked for and took my time spending it: the wide hips, the heavy oiled rise of her ass, the soft strong thighs, the script-tattoo circling her ankle that drew my eye up the whole length of her. My porter’s rope-scarred palms moved over the deep-brown of her, kneading and gripping and learning the full warm weight no Hero had ever prized, and she let me, unhurried, her palms coming to rest flat on the sill where the lake-dark showed through the glass, lit from below by the one lamp the way her city had once lit the things it most wanted seen.

“Two hundred years,” she said, the silver hair spilling forward as she arched into my hands, “and I want your hands on this because you mean it. I can feel you mean it through the door; the bond doesn’t let you lie about wanting, and you want this, you want me, the whole shape of me, my ass in your hands, my thighs opening because I told them to, the part no Hero ever prized, because you can’t sit on it like a throne or swing it like a sword, and it was only ever mine.” Her reflection held me in the rain-dark glass. “Slower. There’s no hurry tonight. Tonight least of all.”

And I went slower, and the bond ran her slow deep satisfaction into me, the lake going still.

I knelt behind her at the sill and worshipped the heavy oiled weight of her with my mouth as well as my hands, slow, reverent, as no one in all her long waiting had ever been allowed to, kissing and licking the full rise of her, spreading her carefully with oiled thumbs when she told me to, taking my time over the tight dark entrance she’d saved for this night until she made a sound I’d not heard from her before, a long unraveling thing. Her palms pressed flatter on the sill and her silver hair curtained her face where it hung, and the disciplined serenity she wore like armor came off her by slow degrees as her wraps had, until the oracle who narrated everything was just feeling, her foresight gone quiet because there was nothing to foresee, only this, only now, only a slow worship she’d waited two centuries for and was finally inside of instead of watching from the glass.

“You’re unmaking me,” she murmured, her calm coming apart at the edges, slow and delighted, “the calm, the discipline, two hundred years of it, you’re taking it off me a layer at a time, and I see what you’re doing and I can’t stop you and I don’t want to, oh, slower, like that.” And I went slower, and worshipped her unhurried until she was loose and open and oiled and the asking-for-it had become a wordless slow rolling want, and only then, when she was ready and not a moment before, did she give me the next instruction in her low even voice.

Then the thing she’d saved, and we did it slow and right, exactly as she’d asked, all that patience catching fire by inches.

I oiled her slow and patient first, more oil warmed over the lamp, my fingers easing her asshole open at her pace, never mine, and she worked through it with both hands braced wide on the window frame and told me each step she wanted before she wanted it, the consent and the timing braided into one slow telling. “More oil. Slow. Yes, like that. Now wait; I’ll tell you when. We have all night and I intend to use it.” And I waited when she said wait and eased deeper when she said deeper, one finger, then more, until she was loose and shining and asking for my cock with the calm of a woman who had chosen the exact shape of her own ruin. The patience she’d been teaching me for weeks turned out to have been a lesson aimed at exactly this, the one act that could not be hurried and would punish hurry, and I’d learned it, and she felt me having learned it and made a low pleased sound at the proof.

Then I pressed the slick head of my cock to her oiled hole and eased into her, slow, by her pace, the tight ring of her giving around me by reluctant degrees, her fingers gripping the old wood where the lake-dark showed through the glass, her silver hair spilling down her back, her gaze steady on my reflection over her shoulder. She was impossibly tight and hot around me, gripping the crown of my cock as her body opened to take it, and she took the first inch with a shudder she had not foreseen, then breathed, and took the next, and I went slow, all her pace, easing deeper by her countdown not mine, feeling her ass clench and then yield around every inch, giving her time at every depth to take it and want the next, until I was seated deep in her and she let out a long unraveling breath, and she whispered the foresight in time with it, the prophecy turned to the most intimate timing.

“Now the grip,” she breathed, palms on the sill, “the hips, both hands, yes, oh. Now the depth, slow, more, I saw this, I saw this exact, oh, it’s better, all that time watching it in the glass and the glass kept the best of it back from me.”

I fucked her slow and deep and patient, both oiled hands spread where she’d told me, the heavy oiled weight of her filling my grip, her silver hair swaying with the unhurried rhythm and her reflected mouth shaping each count in the lake-dark glass. Her pleasure moved through the Sworn link slow and deep and total, so I knew the exact pace she wanted before she said it, felt the tight drag of her around every inch, felt the pleasure building in her belly and hips as if it were mine too, and I gave it to her at her countdown and not mine, and her low even prophesying frayed by slow degrees into wanting.

“Slower,” she said, then, a beat later, contradicting herself, the even voice cracking, “no, that, keep that, just that, oh, I never,” and her foresight stumbled, the oracle who narrated everything losing the thread of her own telling, “I’m losing it, I can’t see the next, you’ve taken the next from me, I can’t see past your hands, anchor, I can’t see,” and the not-seeing, the blind dark where her foresight had always stood like a lit corridor, was the thing she’d starved for across two centuries, and she chased it, pushing back onto my cock with a hunger that finally outran her calm, and she came to the part she’d saved, the one stretch of tonight she’d refused to look at in advance. “Now the dark part, anchor, the part I kept myself blind to on purpose so I’d have to live it and not watch it, take me into it, I don’t know what’s on the other side and I haven’t not-known a single thing in two hundred years, take me where I can’t see”

And I took her into the dark she’d saved, the one stretch of her own night she’d refused to foresee, and the blindness itself undid her, the pure not-knowing where her whole long death had been nothing but corridors of lit certainty, and Nahari of Sundermere came apart with her hands locked on the window frame and her dark eyes wide and unseeing for once, “oh, this is it, the dark, I’m in the dark, I don’t know what comes next, I don’t know and I’m,” the rolling slow waves of it taking her, the ember-orange filigree of her bond-light tracing bright along the script at her ankle, longer this time, blazing, and she clenched and shuddered and broke open slow and total, every saved inch of the night paying out at once.

And the countdown came, the shared finish she’d whispered, prophecy and act converging on one command.

“Three,” she said, wrecked, hands braced wide, “two, the part where we, together, one, now, anchor, now,” and the countdown landed exactly, the two of us going over on the same command. I buried my cock as deep as she could take it and came in her ass with both hands locked on the soft, oiled fullness of her, my cock jerking and emptying in long slow pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep into the impossible tight heat of her while she clenched down around me in rolling waves and said my name as if the surprise of it were still happening, milking every pulse out of me until I had nothing left to give. As it took us both, the foresight-bleed, the vertigo, the uncontrolled half-second future, snapped suddenly into something steady and clean, synced to me, the Glimpse coming into control on the exact finish we shared, the cure she’d promised made flesh, and the ledger-words came quiet through the gold and the ember light.

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE GLIMPSE (LOW POTENCY, STEADIED).]

The half-second future settled at the rim of my sight, no longer vertigo, body-synced, a tool at last, the third echo come into its own while I was still buried in the woman who saw further than anyone, and I understood the lesson hadn’t been a technique, it had been the becoming, by one degree, a man who could let a thing arrive, and I’d learned it from the inside, slow, as she taught everything.

I held there inside her a long moment after, no hurry even in the finishing, both of us breathing in the rain-sound and the incense, the ember filigree fading slow off her ankle, and when I eased out of her at last she made a low sound of loss and then a low sound of contentment, one after the other, and turned in my arms and pulled me down with her. The afterglow began in her register, long and warm and unhurried, the oracle savoring the heat of it as she savored everything.

“I was right about most of it,” she murmured, drowsy and pleased, the dark eyes half-closed, “the whole night, the way it ran, I’d seen most of it. But not the held breath, the part where you outlasted my telling. And not the very end, the part I kept dark on purpose. Two surprises in one night, anchor. Two. I haven’t had two surprises in one night in the whole of my long death. I’m going to be insufferable about it. I’m going to mention it for weeks.” She traced a slow line down my chest. “And the Glimpse came into your hand on the breath we shared, did you feel it, the way it stopped being vertigo and started being a tool? The lesson made flesh. You couldn’t take the gift until you’d learned to let a thing arrive, and you learned to let a thing arrive in my bed, slow, at my pace, and so the gift arrived too, on its own, the moment you stopped chasing it. I told you the cure wasn’t a technique. The cure was becoming, by one degree, a man who can wait. You became him. Tonight. I felt it happen.” Her lashes lowered further, sleep making even her pride unhurried. “I am very proud of you, and very pleased with myself, and very thoroughly undone, all at once, which is a great deal of feeling for a woman who spent the whole of her long death feeling nothing on purpose, and I’m going to lie here and take my time with every part of it.”

The afterglow was long and warm and slow, hers in every breath, and she returned to the sentence she had cut off in the mill-house, on purpose, two nights late, a joke and a prophecy both.

“The thing about the night I let happen,” she murmured, drowsy, her silver hair across my chest, returning to the words she had stopped before finishing in the mill-house, “the thing I never told the glass, is that the glass showed me the night and never showed me that I’d want a second one. The glass showed me choosing you, once. It never showed me wanting to choose you again by daylight, then again by lamplight, then again because wanting-again is mine to discover like a living woman. The glass doesn’t show the wanting-again, only the choosing. So there.” Sleep softened the next words until they nearly became part of her breathing. “I saved that sentence for morning two nights ago and I’m finishing it two nights late on purpose, because I can, because I’ve decided to do everything slow now, even my own sentences. It’s a joke. It’s also a prophecy. They usually are.”

And then she braided herself into the squad-link, last, completing the unit, the three known presences in me, gold-warm and drawn-blade and still-lake, and she set her still-lake timing between Maeva’s gold and Yrsa’s steel until all four of us joined at the edges. I felt the unit close around itself in the dark, four people who could feel each other’s hearts, the squad-link whole at last, and she fell asleep mid-prophecy on purpose, as she would, leaving me awake last in the descent-eve quiet with three queens held in the link and a steadied half-second of the future at the rim of my sight and a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door.

We were up before the grey, the four of us, in the cold loft, and there was none of the talk there’d been the night before. I brewed the tea exactly once, same leaves, same steep, same chipped pot, and Maeva drank hers and called it honest, which steadied the room more than any speech would have. Yrsa ate like the siege had already started, which it nearly had, and checked her blade and the spare and the spare’s spare and pronounced the cook’s cleaver, which she’d appropriated weeks ago, the only honest steel in the building, again. Nahari braided her hair for the dark, slow, and read the morning like weather. “The lake smells like cold iron and old grief,” she said, “which is the lake telling us nothing it hasn’t told us for four hundred years. Drink your tea. We go down on the bell.” And Maeva stood at the loft window with her tea and looked down at the dark water that lay over her own buried city, her own grave, the place her husband had sunk on top of her, and her green eyes were very old and very steady, and she said nothing at all, and I went and stood beside her and said nothing either, because there was nothing to say to a woman about to walk back into her own tomb that wasn’t already in the standing beside her, and she let me stand there, and after a while she drank the last of it and turned the empty cup once in her hands and set it on the sill, deliberate and unhurried, and said, “Right. Let’s go be present,” and we went.

The dawn came up grey over the lake, and we went down to the Sunken Crown’s mouth, and the Hero’s party was there.

They’d come in royal-lent regalia, Cylas in armor that wasn’t his, gold-chased plate the crown had loaned its Hero for the wager, the gold sheen on him pumped high by the small worshipping crowd of his own bards and the watching province, and he looked, in the grey dawn at the mouth of the drowned city, exactly like what the songs said he was, and not at all like the thing I’d watched gutter in a window-glass.

Odette stood beside him in her ash-grey robes with the archive seals on her sleeves and the lead-lined satchel at her hip, the Brand I’d known about since the loft door riding in it warded so it couldn’t be felt, and she stood as she always stood, contained, economical, a clerk about to recover a unique specimen, and her flat slate eyes moved over Maeva once, the impossible undiminished summon, and filed her with the cold professional hunger of a woman who wanted to take the impossible thing apart to learn how it worked.

Saskia stood with a new sword, a fine one, crown-loaned like the armor, and old eyes, the obsession in her grown since the fen-camp fire where Yrsa wouldn’t stand for her, and she watched Yrsa across the dawn with the fixed hunger of a duelist who has met the one blade she can’t talk herself out of fearing, and has decided the only cure is to cross it.

And Liria stood at the rear, veiled, pale as her own veil, her folded hands shaking, the priestess who’d left a warning on my door-post and couldn’t yet swear, looking at me alive and scarred and about to go down into the dark, her lips moving in a prayer she couldn’t make loud, a witness one act from swearing and not yet able to find her feet.

I stood with my three queens at the workers’ edge of the mouth, apart from the Hero’s bright column, and did the last porter’s read before a descent, counting what we carried and what we knew and what we didn’t. We carried three Sworn queens and three echoes and a notebook full of a drowned city’s true map. We knew a Brand rode in Odette’s lead-lined satchel, warded so it couldn’t be felt, waiting for the asset. We knew the vault would ask blood at the threshold, because Liria’s warning had named the toll and Maeva had recognized the old burial-law in it. We knew a deep guard waited below and that her husband had built some king-shaped monument over the heart of her grave, because she had named those pieces in fragments on the bog-bank and in the dark after, never all at once, never more than she could say without going stone-cold around the eyes. And we knew the one thing the Hero’s column didn’t, which was where the root-ways ran, and that was the whole of our edge, and it was enough, because an edge doesn’t have to be large, it only has to be true.

“We let him have the bright way,” I told the women at my side, low, while the herald readied. “He’ll clear the grand galleries splendidly and the witness-stones will love him and the bards will sing his tally, and none of it closes the vault, because the vault closes from the root, same as the breach and the warren. We go down the workers’ door and we reach the bottom first and we let the rock weigh which clearing was true. Same as the breach. Let him have the song. We take the root.” Maeva’s hand found my shoulder, and Yrsa propped her sword and checked the spare, and Nahari read the mouth of her own tomb-city without a word, and I shouldered my pack.

The adjudicator-bards rang the witness-stones around the lakeshore, the world’s eyes planted in a circle, and the herald read the wager out in the carrying voice, the two parties, the one vault, the first true clearing to take the discovery, whatever lived below deciding for itself what it was, the descent on the bell, and the bell rang, grey and final across the still water, and the Sunken Crown’s mouth swallowed two parties into the dark, the Hero’s column splendid down the grand galleries and four small exact figures down the root-ways the empress remembered, and somewhere far below, in a vault four hundred years closed, a thing the husband-king had left to keep a queen buried waited in the dark for the queen to come home.


Chapter 17: The Contested Clearing

We could hear Cylas’s column the whole way down, even from the root-ways, because the grand galleries carried sound and the Hero’s clearing was loud by design.

Far off and above, through the stone, came the noise of the causeway galleries: the ring of crown-loaned plate, the heroic shouts pitched for witness-stones, the clash of a column fighting things in the open where the witness-stones drank it in, the occasional swell of a bard’s relay carrying a tally up to the surface. Cylas was clearing the grand way splendidly, exactly as I’d known he would, marching his column down the hall of carved kings, fighting in the bright echoing halls of state, making a wonderful loud song of a slow architecture, and I let him have every echoing yard of it, because while he marched down the showpiece we went down the working city, low and wet and direct, where the masons had moved and a queen who’d commissioned the galleries remembered the way.

Odette kept the satchel close. I knew it without seeing it, with the certainty of a thing fixed on a memorized map. Somewhere in that loud column the lead-lined case rode against the clerk’s hip, warded so the Brand inside couldn’t be felt, waiting for the day the asset needed recovering, and the knowing of it rode at the back of every call I made.

“Left, here,” Maeva said, in the root-ways, sure, the candle low in her hand, “the masons’ way, mind the lintel, it’s low, they built for working men not for processions. This was the water-engineers’ road. I commissioned it the third year, after the flood of the lower district; the man who built it was named Corvin and he was the rudest competent person I ever employed and I gave him a duchy’s pension for this road and he died happy, and his road is going to take us under my husband’s whole splendid hall of kings while the Hero marches the long way round.” She moved through her own drowned city with the certainty of a woman walking her own halls, four hundred years gone and remembered to the lintel, and I followed her map and overlaid it with my soundings and we went down through the root of the city the Hero never knew was there.

The first worker-door had swollen shut in its stone frame, lake-breath rusting the hinge-pins black. I set my lantern down, read the hinge, and found the little mason’s mercy-slot cut into the jamb six inches above the floor, where a man on night maintenance would know to look and a procession never would.

“Corvin,” Maeva said, delighted, when I pointed it out.

“Corvin,” I agreed. “Yrsa, knife point in the mercy-slot, pry only when I say. Maeva, pressure on the door, not the hinges. Nahari, tell me if the ceiling argues.”

“The ceiling dislikes us,” Nahari said. “But it won’t argue for eight breaths.”

Eight breaths was plenty. I fed an echo-bar through the mercy-slot, felt it catch the inside latch for the three seconds the copy held, and called, “Now.” Yrsa pried. Maeva pressed. The latch lifted, the swollen door groaned open a handspan, and stale air breathed out smelling of cold stone, old oil, and a working city sealed in the middle of a task.

Inside, on the wall, was another scratched complaint in working-cant. Maeva read it and smiled. “Corvin says the court architect can kiss the wet side of the lock. Extremely accurate.”

The tide-lock puzzle was the first real obstacle, and it was funeral-script, and Maeva laughed in her own grave’s antechamber.

It was a lock on a sluice-door, the drowned districts’ old seal, a mechanism keyed to the tide and graved over with funeral-script, the old burial-language, and it had to be solved to drop the water in the next gallery and let us through, and it was a puzzle that would have stopped the Hero’s surveyor cold, and it stopped me for a count of fifty until I read the tide-marks and the rope-channels and understood it was solved with patience and rope and a count, not force.

“Seventh wave,” I said, reading the lock’s tide-channel, the old familiar count. “It cycles on the tide. The lock opens on the slack at the seventh pulse, same as the runnel on the flats; this is the lake’s own water, and the lake runs to seven. The fen ran to five, but the drowned city’s the lake’s, and the whole city runs on the lake’s count.”

I read it with the same patience that won the flats and closed the breach, the tide’s own count. The lock had a counterweight on a rope-channel and a bolt that would only throw when the water-pressure dropped on the slack, and the slack came on the seventh pulse of the tide running through the drowned gallery, and if you threw the bolt on the wrong pulse it jammed and you waited a full cycle. If you threw it on the seventh, it dropped like it was greased, the same lesson the whole drowned city kept teaching: patience, and the count, and the seventh wave.

“Yrsa, the counterweight rope, hold it slack till I call. Nahari, count the pulses with me, your sight against my count, we throw on seven.” And we counted the tide together, the porter’s count and the oracle’s sight running side by side, one through six, the gallery-water surging and dropping, and on the seventh slack I called it and Yrsa threw the bolt and the lock cycled open, the water draining out of the next gallery, the old mechanism doing exactly what its masons built it to do four centuries on, the tide-count that had taken a saint and out-deeded a Hero now taking a dead king’s lock.

And Maeva read the funeral-script graved over the lock and laughed, a real one, low and unbitter, in the antechamber of her own grave.

“The masons graved a joke into it,” she said, delighted, reading the old burial-language. “Here. The funeral-script’s the formal part, the prayers for the drowned district, but the masons added a line underneath in working-cant, as masons do, a thing the court would never have read because the court couldn’t read working-cant. It says: ‘If you’re reading this, the lock’s stuck again, and Corvin says it’s not his fault, it’s the tide, it was always the tide, and he wants his pension.’” She laughed, the gold-lit empress laughing in the dark of her own tomb at a dead mason’s grumble. “Four hundred years. Corvin, you rude magnificent man, it was always the tide, you were right, and the pension was worth it.” And she laughed unbitter in the antechamber of the grave her husband had sunk a city over, because she’d come back as a queen and not an asset, and a queen can laugh at a dead mason’s joke in her own tomb, and I understood the laughing was its own kind of victory, the reclamation of a place that had been only her grave for the whole long dark, made hers again, made a place she’d loved and commissioned and laughed in, one dead mason’s joke at a time.

The Vigil remnants came in the third gallery, and I didn’t beat them, I unbound them, which is a support-class kill and the proudest I made all day.

The Vigil were the leashed dead, Maeva’s own honor guard, the constructs her husband had bound into the tomb to keep her buried, and these were the deep remnants, worse than the antechamber’s, a lattice of them in the third gallery, halberds in a killing-pattern, leash-bound and tireless and unable to be reasoned with because the leash had taken their reason.

You could fight them. Yrsa could have carved them, given time and blood. But a leashed construct doesn’t die when you cut it; it just stops moving until the leash re-knits it, and a real kill meant the leash-knot, the binding-stone that held them, and the binding-stone was at the center of the halberd-lattice, behind the killing-pattern, where a fighter couldn’t reach it without dying in the lattice.

So I reached it. With the Footwork.

I read it before I moved: killing-pattern, twelve constructs in a geometric weave, halberds rising and falling on a fixed tireless cycle, and the binding-stone glowing faint at the dead center of it where no fast thing could reach without being caught between two strokes. A fighter would die in it. I wasn’t a fighter. I was a porter with a saint’s feet and a seer’s eyes, and the pattern was just another tide, fixed, countable, a thing with a rhythm, and a thing with a rhythm is a thing I can walk through if I stop trying to be fast and start being on time.

“Yrsa, hold their attention, the left, draw the pattern left. Maeva, the right, same. Nahari, time me, tell me the gaps.”

And while the two queens drew the halberd-lattice to the flanks, the saint carving into the left edge of the weave and the empress lancing the right, pulling the killing-pattern out of true to either side, I went into it, down the center.

I went slow. That was the trick of it, the thing the Glimpse had been teaching me in Nahari’s bed: I didn’t run the gaps, I let them arrive. The saint’s footwork moved me through the first gap a half-second before it closed, the weight already on the right foot before my mind knew the halberd was coming down, and the Glimpse showed me the next gap a half-second before it opened, the steadied future at the rim of my sight no longer vertigo but a tool, and I stepped into the not-yet-open gap exactly as it opened, the two echoes braided into a single act, a clumsy porter walking untouched through a lattice of halberds that should have killed him ten times. A blade came down where my shoulder had been. I was already past it. A second swept the floor where my ankle had been. The Footwork had loaded me off it before the Glimpse had even finished showing it. Not fast. On time. The whole difference between dying in the pattern and walking through it was the one degree of patience the oracle had burned into me, and I walked through the King’s own killing-weave on it, and reached the binding-stone at the dead center with Nahari’s “now, the knot’s exposed, now” in my ear, and I cut the leash-knot.

I didn’t kill them. I freed them.

The leash-knot parted under my blade and the binding-stone went dark, and the Vigil remnants, the leashed honor guard, four hundred years bound to keep their empress buried, stopped. The halberds came down. And the constructs, freed of the leash that had held them tireless and reasonless, simply collapsed, the binding gone out of them, the dead let go at last, and Maeva went to each of them in the dark and did the thing she’d done in the antechamber, the grief-ritual, closing each one’s visor with her own hand like shutting dead men’s eyes, the empress laying her own honor guard to rest, the men who’d been made into her jailers freed by the man who’d freed her, and she closed the last visor and said, low, “Rest. He bound you to keep me down here. You’re done. Rest,” and the freed dead rested, and I marked it, the unbinding, because I knew, even then, that it would come back.

The Glimpse proved itself again on a shear-trap, and the shear-trap was sabotage, and the ward-burns named the hand.

A shear-trap, a spring-loaded blade in a doorway, set to take whoever came through at the waist, and it had been re-armed, recently, by fresh hands, and Yrsa went for the doorway and the steadied Glimpse flickered the half-second future at me, the blade springing, Yrsa cut, and I had her collar before she’d finished the step.

“Trap, the doorway, re-armed,” I said, hauling her back, and the shear-blade sprang through the space her waist had been, and she stood there breathing with the saint’s flat fury gone briefly wide-eyed at the half-second that had saved her.

And I read the trap, and the trap had been re-set with ward-work, and the ward-burn residue on the spring-mechanism matched a signature I’d sketched in the tomb on the day I died: Odette Calloway’s ward-sigil, the seal-work, the same hand that had collapsed the ward over me four hundred feet up and four weeks ago.

“Odette re-armed it,” I said, sketching the ward-burn fast, pocketing the receipt. “Her sigil. The Hero’s clerk has been down the root-ways ahead of us, or sent someone, re-arming the old traps with fresh ward-work. While Cylas clears the grand galleries splendidly up there, her hand’s been down here in the dark, sabotaging as she did in the Sunken Crown the first time. That’s receipt one. The ward-burn matches the day they sealed me in.” And Yrsa, recovered, looked at the sprung shear-blade that had been meant for her waist and made a low sound in her throat, not quite words, a promissory note, the saint filing a personal debt against the clerk who’d re-armed a trap to cut her, a thing to be collected later, and I marked the growl as I marked everything.

The sabotage landed for real a gallery on, when the charged span collapsed behind us.

We crossed a span, an old bridge over a flooded gallery, the agreed route, the neutral fallback the wager’s safety-clause named for both parties if the vault went wrong, and we crossed it, and a count of ten after the last of us was over, it collapsed, charged, the ward-burn of a deliberate demolition flashing in the dark, the span dropping into the flooded gallery and taking the retreat with it.

They blew the neutral fallback too: the wager’s own safety-clause, the route the herald had sworn would stay open for both parties to withdraw by, broken in secret, in the dark, where no witness-stone could see it.

“They blew the fallback,” I said, reading the demolition-burn, pocketing receipt two. “The safety-clause route. Sworn open by the wager and blown in secret. That’s a forfeit if I could prove it before a stone, and I can’t, not down here, not with no witness, but I’ve got the ward-burn sketched and dated, and it matches Odette’s hand, and it’s receipt two, and someday it meets a witness.” I shouldered my pack. “And in the meantime, it means we’re committed forward. No retreat. No fallback. The only way out is through the Vault and up the grand galleries, which means we have to clear the Vault and we have to do it before the Hero, because we’re now in his territory’s only exit.” I looked at the three women in the candle-dark. “They cut our retreat to force us to win or die. So we win. Forward. The Mirror Stair’s next, and the Vault past it. Forward’s the only direction left, which suits me, because it was the only direction I was going anyway.”

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

Nobody commented.

The Mirror Stair was black water all the way down, still as glass, and the candlelight doubled in it, and we made camp on the broad landing at its head, and Maeva made her decision there, in the doubled dark, before her husband’s monument.

The Stair had been built for silence. Every sound we made came back doubled from the black water below: the click of Yrsa setting her blade within reach, the soft glass-bone sound of Nahari’s jewelry, the scrape of my pencil as I marked our last route and the two receipts already pocketed. Above us, somewhere through stone and drowned halls, the Hero’s column was making the grand galleries loud. Down here, in the working city’s throat, the quiet belonged to Maeva. She stood at the stair-head with the candlelight under her chin and the black water holding a second empress beneath her feet, and I understood that we had reached the place where strategy ended and grief put on armor.

Yrsa did not interrupt that quiet. Nahari did not fill it with prophecy. Both of them knew, better than I did, when a queen needed her dead left undisturbed.

I learned from them and kept still.

The water kept our silence for us.

“Tomorrow,” she said, looking down the Mirror Stair into the Vault’s dark, the black water mirroring our candles into a second drowned sky below, “I meet my husband’s monument. The King’s Effigy. The thing he built over my tomb to stand on me forever, half cathedral and half man, the architecture of being stood upon. And my grave-goods, and the deep guard, and whatever he left to keep a queen buried. I was buried here as an asset, summoner. Recovered into a vault and held for four hundred years as a thing the histories owned.” She turned from the black water to me, and the green eyes were doing the thing they’d done in the taproom, the cold old place, but past it now, into something resolved and luminous. “I will not go down into that Vault as an asset again. I will not meet his monument as a buried thing. I want to go down there as a queen, present, crowned, mine, and I have decided how.” She crossed the landing to me. “Crown me, summoner. The full bond. Crowned. I want to walk into my husband’s architecture as a thing that chose, at full Crowned strength, past the ceiling of what I ever was, and I want your hands the last thing on me before I meet his monument, not his architecture, the way I promised myself on a bog-bank, and I always collect.” A small fierce smile. “I ceded the descent-eve to the oracle; her Swearing needed it more than my collecting did. But I told you I’d be paid in full before I met his monument, and the monument’s down those stairs, and so here, now, on this landing, is where I’m paid, and where I cross the last tier, both at once, because I am efficient and I want both and I am an empress and I’ll have both.”

“The bond can’t be taken,” I said, because she had to hear it, because it was the whole of what I was. “Only given. Crowned least of all. I can’t crown you, Maeva. You crown me. That’s how it works; that’s the whole difference; that’s why your Hero’s leash will fail and my bond won’t, because mine only ever runs the direction you point it.”

“I know,” she said, and the fierce smile gentled. “That’s exactly why I’m asking. A leash you take. A crown you’re given. I spent four hundred years as a thing taken. Tonight I give, on purpose, with open eyes, to the one man who only ever asked and never took. Crown me by letting me crown you. That’s the asking. That’s all of it.”

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL.]

She removed her regalia piece by piece on the Mirror Stair landing, and she named each piece’s history as it came off, and the armor-reversal was a liturgy, the empress disarming herself into a coronation.

“The bodice,” she said, unlacing the re-tailored ceremonial bodice that she’d engineered to lose, “which I rebuilt with my own hands from funeral-wrappings, because the church painted me modest and I let them fail and now it’s yours to witness.” Off, her full curves freed into the candle-gold doubled in the black water. “The gold-thread, off my own funeral shroud, the thread he wept over while history minted the weeping.” Off. “The travel-skirt, which moves like a court gown because I’ll never stop being what I am, even barefoot in a tomb.” Off, and she stood in the doubled candlelight, sun-gold skin and gold hair coming down, naming herself out of every layer, an empress undressing into the woman, the liturgy of it slow and deliberate and devastating, and the black water doubled her, two empresses disarming in two drowned skies.

There were smaller pieces, and she named those too, because tonight nothing came off unnamed. The clasp at her throat, a bit of funeral gold she’d bent into use with her own fingers, “because a dead woman’s ornaments make better fasteners than memorials.” The strip of silk at her wrist from the market in Marrowford, “bought with pepper cheap enough to insult three dead admirals.” The little knife she’d taken to wearing at her thigh, carried because Yrsa had said every person worth guarding should carry one blade and Maeva had decided to be worth guarding in the saint’s preferred language. Each piece came away and landed on the folded cloth beside her like a line item paid.

“This is what he never understood,” she said, setting the knife down last. “Regalia is memory given weight. Take the memory away and the metal is only metal.” Her green eyes lifted to mine. “Tonight I choose which memories remain on me and which ones come off. That’s the crown before the crown.”

I watched her come out of every layer as if she were the one thing in the world worth watching, and I let her see me watch, because the watching was tribute too. The bodice lost as it was built to lose, and she came free into the doubled candle-gold, sun-gold and whole in the one place that had only ever held her as a corpse, and my breath went short and my blood went up and my hands ached to be on her before I’d told them to move. The gold cascade came down past her shoulder blades, the crowned braid undone pin by pin, each pin a clause, set on the stone landing one by one. The travel-skirt slid down the long gold-lit length of her legs. And she stood at the head of the Mirror Stair in nothing but the doubled candlelight, sun-gold and devastating, the very full breasts and the cinched waist and the regal flare of her hips, an empress disrobed into the woman, and the black water at the foot of the stair held a second one, two of her in two drowned skies, and I had never wanted anything like I wanted the woman standing in her own tomb choosing to be wanted.

“You’re looking at me,” she observed, the green eyes warm, pleased, “the way a man looks at a thing he chose, summoner, and not at a thing he won. Do you know how rare that is. Go on. Look. And then it’s my turn to undress you, and I intend to take exactly as long over it as you took over me.”

“Now you,” she said, and she undressed me the same way, naming the porter’s things as she went, the mended travel-leathers, the map-satchel, Yrsa’s sword-belt that I wore now, the leash held and never used, and she traced the silver-grey tracery up both my forearms, slow and fond, the map of everything I’d spent, her thumbs following the silver-grey lines past my elbows where the worst of the burn climbed, and she pressed her lips to one of the deepest scars, once, deliberate, a thing she’d never done before, and she said, “Expenditure in my favor, all of it, every line, and I told you I repay my debts, and tonight I repay the whole account at once,” and then she knelt.

She knelt by her own choice, the empress kneeling, and she framed it herself before I could say a word, because the framing was the whole point.

“Witness this correctly,” she said, looking up at me from her knees in the doubled candlelight, the green eyes weighing me even now, warm. “An empress on her knees before a porter is tribute freely rendered. Coronation. Attend me, and be attended. That’s the vow. I attend you first, and then you raise me, and then I crown you, and the whole of it is a thing given by a queen who has chosen, and you will let me give it, because letting me give is the only gift you’ve ever been able to offer me and I want it.” And she took me in her mouth, the deliberate imperial worship of it, slow, ceremony measured by her own pulse, and the first wet heat of it pulled a sound out of me I didn’t try to hide, because she’d want to hear what she did to me. She set the pace and held my eyes the whole time, the green gaze auditing me from below, an empress bestowing what she chose to bestow, and through the Crowned-bond-to-be I could already feel the loop of it, her satisfaction at my pleasure feeding her own, the warm-metal taste of her run molten, the gift giving back to the giver. She took me deep and slow and held there, the gold hair spilling over my thighs, and drew back with deliberate ceremony, her lips slick, the praise vocabulary at maximum even with her mouth full of me, tribute and witness and attend narrated low in the spaces between, her own hands setting the rhythm at the base of me. Messy and unhurried and devastating, an empress on her knees making a liturgy of it, and I received it without losing the frame, as she needed me to, my hand resting in her gold hair, guiding nothing, because this part was hers to set, the imperial gift, and I let her give it and held her eyes and let her see me let her, and when her own arousal climbed too high to keep kneeling she drew off me, slow, and looked up the length of me, wrecked already by her own giving.

“You held the frame,” she said, low, pleased, her voice gone rough. “Most men can’t. They lose themselves at the first touch and turn the gift into accident. You took it like a king taking tribute and never once stopped seeing me. Now raise me, summoner. The vow’s two halves. I’ve attended. Attend me.”

And then I raised her, because that was the next vow, and I returned the worship until her composure broke.

I drew her up off her knees and laid her back on the bedroll in the doubled candlelight and returned the worship she’d taught me, slow, in no hurry at all, because she’d spent four centuries being hurried past and I was never going to be a man who hurried her.

I didn’t begin where she expected. She’d come down through her own regalia name by name, crown to bare skin; I went back up that same road in reverse. I took her hands first, the imperial hands that had just unmade me and would crown me before the night was done, and pressed my mouth to each scarred-soft palm and the pulse at each wrist, and worked up the inside of one arm and then the other, slow, to the hollow of her throat where the funeral-gold clasp had ridden, lingering there until her breath lost its measure and her hands came into my hair to pull me lower. I made her wait for that too. Only when she’d arched up after more than my mouth was giving did I come down to the very full heavy weight of her breasts, and even then not at the peak first but from beneath, my mouth dragging up the gold-lit underswell while my palms took the warm weight from below and lifted, and she gave me the weight of herself the way she’d give me the crown later, deliberately, a sovereign handing over what was only hers to hand. She made a sound that had no court left in it at all. Then down again, the cinched waist, the flare of her hips, my porter’s rope-scarred hands on imperial skin, the motif of us, calluses on a queen, and I felt through the bond-to-be the exact moment the empress stopped narrating and started just feeling.

The composure that had narrated the whole liturgy frayed by degrees, the praise coming apart sentence by sentence, “this, oh, this is treason against every portrait they made me sit for, keep, keep committing it, your mouth, gods, I had a decree for this and I have lost every word of it,” and then no sentences at all, and somewhere in it she laughed and cried at once, answering the loft’s single forbidden tear in full, four centuries of choices made for her by other people answered by one night she was choosing entirely herself, and this time she didn’t forbid the mention, she let me see it, the tear, the laugh, gold-lit and undone and chosen.

I kissed the tear away, once, the single one she’d allowed, as she’d let me see it, and I didn’t say a word about it, because some things you witness and don’t remark, and an empress weeping one tear in her own grave on the night she crowns the man who freed her is the largest of them, and the not-remarking was the gift she needed inside the gift of the worship, and through the bond I felt her feel me choose not to remark it, and that, the choosing not to make her tear a thing, broke the last of her open.

“You see,” she said, gold-lit and weeping and laughing, the court-diction in ruins, “you see what you do, you who wanted nothing, you who freed me and apologized for the timing, you’ve given me the one thing four hundred years of power never could: a choice that was only mine, made in the one place I was only ever buried, and I am going to crown you for it, I am going to make you my equal in the bond the way no leash ever made anyone anything.” She rose over me and reached between us to fit the head of my cock to her soaked entrance, then descended in one slow imperial motion until she held me fully inside her, her throne posture, her gold hair falling around us both while the black water doubled us into two drowned skies. She rocked there, working me deep, her full breasts swaying gold-lit above me, and I let her set it because the rising was hers to set, my hands on the regal flare of her hips learning her rhythm, her pussy clenching slick and tight around me with every roll, and the gold light began to build under her skin with each vow exchanged mid-act, brighter than the Sworn light had ever been, a flood gathering at the base of her spine and climbing.

“Mine,” she said, riding me, the gold building, “say it, summoner, say I’m yours and you’re mine, not taken, chosen, say the vow.”

“Yours and mine,” I said, plain, my hands tightening on her hips, taking the rhythm by degrees, driving up into her now to meet her down-stroke, “chosen, both. Mine because you gave it. Never because I took it.”

“Never because you took it,” she gasped, and that was the thing that broke her open, the vow that was the opposite of everything Aldous had been, and she rode me from slow to blazing, taking me to the root on every drop, the gold light flooding up out of her skin and across the landing and doubling in the black water, her imperial diction in ruins, “yes, that, harder, summoner, take it now, I crown you with the pace the way I’ll crown you with the gold, take both,” and I took it, gripping her hips and driving up into her hard while she rode me down, slamming deep enough that her breath broke on every stroke and the wet sound of our joining echoed doubled off the black water, the two of us meeting in the middle of the rhythm as the bond had always meant us to, and at the peak she reached for the thing she’d carried down for exactly this.

Her funeral crown. The antique-gold imperial diadem that had been buried with her, that she’d worn rising out of the tomb, and she lifted it off her own gold hair with both hands at the peak of it, and she set it on my brow, the crown set on the porter’s head by the empress’s own two hands, and the bond Crowned.

The gold light went all the way through both of us, into the bone and out the other side, the Crowned light running through both bodies at once, gold blazing from her skin into mine and back, and the black water at the foot of the Mirror Stair mirrored two crowned silhouettes where there should have been candlelight and a man and a woman, and four hundred candles that weren’t there, phantom flames standing in the doubled dark, the memory of a coronation hall the husband-king had never let her have, doubled in the still black water, and the ledger-words came through the blaze.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL.] [THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: THE STANDARD, INNATE.]

She came apart on the crowning, the gold light at full blaze, the court-diction in total ruins, no decrees left in her at all, just my name and the word chosen said over and over like the only word she had, her whole gold-lit body going rigid astride me and her cunt clamping down around my cock in hard rolling waves, milking the length of me, then shuddering down into the long rippling clench of it, the empress past her own ceiling coming apart on the act of crowning the man who’d freed her. And I felt it through the bond, the Crowned light running it through both of us at once, her climax arriving in me as my own and mine in her as hers, a single thing shared in two bodies, and I finished with her, buried as deep as she could take me, the crown on my brow and her hands flat on my chest and the gold running through both of us, my cock jerking and emptying into her in long thick pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep while her climax, still rippling the length of her, wrung each pulse out of me in turn, my groan low and her name in it, and the bond looped our pleasure through each other the way it had since the first Tether but total now, Crowned, pulse-for-pulse, climbing in a circle that had no top to it for a long blazing while.

And at the peak the three heartbeats I’d felt from the inside in the antechamber weeks ago settled into the full battle-link, no longer three heartbeats but a living pulse under my own, hers beating with mine for as long as the bond held. The phantom candles stood in the doubled dark all around us, four hundred of them, the coronation hall the husband-king had never let her have, burning in the still black water at the bottom of her tomb.

The afterglow was the quietest we’d ever made, gold-lit and doubled in black water, two crowned things at the bottom of a tomb.

“It’s done,” she murmured, sprawled gold-lit across me, the crown still on my brow, and she traced it where it sat, fond. “The Standard’s yours to keep this time, summoner, in the blood, innate, mine in you even when I’m not in the room. That’s the part Crowned gives that the rest didn’t.” She closed her eyes, gold-lit and content and crowned, and didn’t explain the rest of it, the cost or the giving or the difference between a bond and a leash, because the phantom candles were still standing in the black water all around us, four hundred of them burning in a coronation hall her husband had never let her have, and they said it better than any speech she had.

The crown was heavier than it looked. The metal had weight; her hands and every history she meant by it had more. I lay still under it and did not make the old move, the reflex to lift it off and give it back to the person more suited to being seen. She felt the reflex twitch and felt me stop it, and her smile came soft and dangerous in the candle-doubled dark.

“Good,” she said. “Leave it where I put it. That’s also part of the coronation.”

So I left it. One more minute of being weighed correctly, down in a tomb, with the woman who had decided I was worth the weight breathing against my chest.

In the morning, breaking camp, she lifted a fallen lintel one-handed, a slab that would have taken six men, lifted it off the path with one hand and grinning like a girl, the risen Crowned strength playing in her like a new toy, “oh, I like this, I like being past the ceiling, watch this,” tossing aside a tomb-stone the size of a cart with one hand and laughing, the empress past history’s ceiling delighting in her own new strength in the dark of her own grave.

And then she stopped laughing.

She froze mid-laugh, the lintel forgotten in her hand, the green eyes losing the room, because the Crowned bond was a full battle-link now and she could taste the stone above her with the same immediacy the Glimpse gave me for the half-second ahead, and what she tasted in the stone above ran the warmth straight out of her.

“He’s already there,” she said, low, dropping the lintel, the gold gone out of her face. “Cylas. He’s reached the Vault ahead of us, the long way down the grand galleries, he’s at the vault door above us already, and I can taste it through the new link, I can feel the stone, there’s a wrongness in his hand.” Her green eyes found mine, cold and certain. “There’s a leash in his hand, summoner. He’s at the vault door, and the Vault’s about to wake, and there’s a leash in his hand, and we’re below him with our retreat cut and one way out, which is up, through the Vault, through the waking thing, to the man with the leash.” She picked her bodice up off the landing and laced it fast, the empress arming for war, crowned. “Forward, then. You said forward was the only direction left. It’s also the only direction I ever go. Down those stairs, up into the Vault, and let my husband’s monument and your Hero’s leash both learn what woke.”


Chapter 18: The Crown Vault

The Vault threshold took a toll of blood, exactly as Liria’s warning had said it would, and I paid it correctly, my own palm, measured, and that one careful act was the difference between waking the deep guard as Cylas had and slipping in clean as we did.

The threshold was graved in funeral-script, an old burial-ward across the vault door, and it wanted blood, as old wards do, and there were two ways to give it. You could let it take what it wanted, let it cut you and drink deep, which woke the whole deep guard at once, the full Vigil, every leashed dead thing in the Vault, because a ward that takes blood by force reads the taking as a breach and sounds the alarm. Or you could pay it, yourself, measured, your own palm opened by your own hand and the exact toll given freely, which the ward read as kin-of-purpose, a thing belonging, passing through, and let by quiet.

Cylas had let it take. I could see where, on the great vault door, the blood-drag of a careless toll, a man who’d shoved through and let the ward cut what it cut, and the deep guard had woken to it, all of it, above us, where his column was.

I paid it measured. I opened my own palm with my own knife, the exact toll, the warning heeded, and I pressed it to the funeral-script and gave it freely, and the ward read me, and the old burial-language shifted in the stone, and a line of it lit, and Maeva read it and the gracious ease dropped off her face for a beat.

“It names you,” she said, low. “The ward. It’s old court-script, the kin-of-purpose blessing, the thing graved for the masons and the water-engineers and the people who belonged to the city’s working-self, the ones allowed to pass the burial-wards because they served the living city and not the dead king. It names you that. Kin-of-purpose. A working man passing through on the city’s true business.” A small fierce flash of the old grin. “My husband graved that ward to keep his court out and let his workers through, because he trusted workers more than courtiers, the one wise thing he ever did, and the ward just looked at a porter and called him kin-of-purpose and opened. Corvin would have liked you. Come. We go in quiet, while the Hero’s careless toll has the deep guard busy with the Hero.”

So we went in quiet, the four of us, while the deep guard the Hero’s careless toll had woken was busy four galleries over with the Hero. That was the whole of the difference, in the end, between Cylas and me: he shoved through and let the ward take what it wanted because a man in a hurry to be witnessed doesn’t read the small print, and the tomb woke to him and threw its dead at him; I read the small print and paid the toll measured, and the tomb let me by. It’s the porter’s whole creed, that one: the man who reads the manifest and pays the correct toll walks past the man who shoved ahead of him, every time, in the end.

We came down a masons’ stair Maeva remembered, low and wet and direct, the candle shielded, and we could hear the deep guard raging away at the Hero’s column through the stone, the clash and the shouting and a bard’s relay still gamely singing a tally even now, and we came down under all of it and into the Crown Vault by the workers’ door, the door a queen who’d commissioned it remembered and a Hero who’d skimmed a survey never knew existed.

And we came into the Crown Vault on a battle already lost.

The Vault was vast, a drowned cathedral of a chamber with black water at its floor and the King’s Effigy at its head, and the Effigy was awake, and it was worse than anything Maeva’s sketches had prepared me for. Half cathedral and half man, a monument the height of a house, carved as the husband-king in his tournament armor, and it had woken to Cylas’s careless toll and risen off its plinth, and it moved, the architecture of a man standing on a queen forever made to walk and fight.

It was the most wrong thing I’d seen in five years of walking dungeons, and I’d seen the leashed dead and the breach-mother and the plague-bloated wights, and the Effigy was worse than all of them, because all of them were things that had simply died and been bound. The Effigy had never been alive. It was a statement carved in stone and made to move, a man’s vanity given the height of a house and the reach of a siege-engine, every line of it built to say one thing forever: I stand on her, I stand on her, I stand on her. The carved king’s face was serene as Cylas’s was serene, a face built to be witnessed, and the body under it moved with the ground-shaking deliberation of a thing that did not need to hurry because nothing it had ever faced could outlast it.

And it dragged behind it the leash-chains of the deep Vigil, the bound honor-guard remnants chained to the monument’s will, a tail of leashed dead hauling along the black water behind the walking cathedral, two dozen of them, more, the empress’s own men reduced to ballast for her husband’s monument, dragged in its wake like a king’s train made of corpses, and the sight of them was the thing that put the cold old place into Maeva’s green eyes, deeper than I’d ever seen it, because those were her men, and her husband had made them into the hem of the thing built to stand on her.

And the Hero’s party was failing on it, in plain sight, before every witness-stone the adjudicator-bards had carried down the grand galleries.

I read it in one sweep. Saskia was down to nothing; even as we came in, the Effigy’s blade-arm swept and her famous crown-loaned sword spun out of her hand and into the black water, gone, and Saskia Roehn stood disarmed after a lifetime of building herself around the blade, her sword hand empty, her face doing a thing I’d never seen it do, the duelist’s certainty falling out of her all at once, alive only because the sweep had taken her sword and not her head. Odette was worse than useless; she’d loosed leash-arts at the Effigy, the clerk’s instinct, trying to bind the construct as she bound everything, and leash answers leash, her binding had fed the Effigy’s own leash-chains, strengthened them, and the deep guard hauling behind the monument had grown a count stronger for every leash she threw, the clerk accidentally feeding the thing she meant to stop. And Liria, veiled, was screaming the warning she’d put on my door-post, screaming it at her own party, the toll, the deep guard, the leash answering leash, and not one of them was listening, because they never listened to the priestess, and the warning that could have saved them died unheeded in the drowned cathedral.

I could have left them.

The stones should keep that part cold and exact: I stood in the mouth of the Crown Vault and watched the party that used me as bait fail and die, and I had every right in the world to let them, and the temperature of my revenge had always been cold, and the coldest thing, the thing Cylas himself would have done, was to let them die and clear the Vault over their bodies and take the discovery clean.

I chose the witness-stones. My revenge had always been the same revenge: out-deed him in daylight, with receipts, and let the stones say what happened, and there is no deed that out-deeds a Hero so completely as saving the Hero’s life when he’s failed to save his own, in front of every witness-stone in the province, and there is no receipt colder than that one.

“Save them,” I said, to the women at my side. “All of them. Before the stones. Yrsa, Saskia’s about to take the return sweep, get her clear. Maeva, the Standard, steady their rout. Nahari, time it. We save the Hero’s party in front of every witness-stone, and then we clear the Vault they couldn’t, and the stones will weigh both.”

For one breath, none of them moved, and I felt the cost of the order land.

It was cost that held them that breath, the sheer weight of what each of them would have to do. Maeva had to steady men who’d named her asset. Yrsa had to save the woman whose back-cut had dropped my line into a tomb. Nahari had to spend her sight keeping alive the same party-shape that had let Sundermere burn in another age. The bond did not hide any of it. It put the bitterness in my mouth, each flavor distinct, gold-cold, steel-sharp, still-water dark.

“I know,” I said, low. “Do it anyway.”

Maeva’s answer came through the link first, imperial and cold: of course. Yrsa’s was a blade leaving a sheath. Nahari’s was the lamp lit in a sickroom after bad news.

Then they moved.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn, who hated Saskia, who’d been challenged by her and had a personal debt against the clerk who’d re-armed a trap to cut her, did the thing that cost her the most and showed it least. She went into the black water toward the woman she’d have been within her rights to let die, the Effigy’s return-sweep already loading, the killing arc already in the air, and the Glimpse showed me the timing and I called it, “Yrsa, now, the collar, she’s dead in a count of two if you wait,” and Yrsa didn’t wait. She crossed the water on her long hard legs, the saint’s footwork carrying her under the loading blade, and she took Saskia Roehn by the back of the collar and hauled the disarmed duelist out from under the sweep that would have ended her, threw her bodily clear into the shallows, and the Effigy’s blade came down through the water where Saskia had knelt empty-handed staring at the place her famous sword had gone.

And then Yrsa stood over her, one beat, eyes flat, no triumph in them, no gloating, the new shear-claw scar showing at her ribs where the leathers had torn, and Saskia looked up at the saint who’d just saved her life and could not, visibly could not, file the data. The duelist’s whole self-story broke on it, the certainty that had made her cruel and made her fast, gone, because the bigger blade had saved her instead of beating her, had spent nothing on her at all, had simply done a thing that needed doing and turned back to the real work, and that was worse than any gloat, worse than a killing blow, a thing Saskia would carry out of that Vault and turn over and over for a season, and Yrsa was already gone, back to the leash-chains, the rescue shoved down with everything she didn’t want to feel.

The innate Standard steadied the rout. I felt it work in me without Maeva needing to lend it, the facet she’d crowned into my own blood at the Mirror Stair, mine now, and I raised the steadying note over the whole drowned cathedral and the Hero’s broken party firmed, their panic guttering, the rout slowing, allies steadying even though the allies were the men who’d left me to die, because the Standard didn’t ask whose side a frightened man was on, it just steadied him, and I steadied the party that betrayed me with a dead empress’s facet living in my own blood, and the witness-stones saw it.

It cost something, and the account should be honest. Steadying the men who left me to die was the coldest thing I did all day, and I felt nothing while I did it, and that nothing was the revenge made visible, the cold drop of it. Saskia, disarmed, felt the Standard catch her under the panic and looked at the source of it and found the porter, and could not square it. Odette, her leash-arts feeding the Effigy, felt the rout firm around her and looked up from her failing work and found the porter, and filed it, the impossible undiminished thing steadying her enemies, and I watched the clerk’s slate eyes do the cold accounting that was the only thing she and I had in common, and I gave her nothing to read but a man doing his job, which was worse for her than any gloat, as the saint’s rescue was worse for Saskia than any blow.

And Maeva walked toward her husband’s monument like weather coming in.

She didn’t run. She walked, the crowned empress past history’s ceiling, walking across the black water of her own tomb toward the cathedral-thing her husband built to stand on her forever, the gold Crowned light gathering under her skin with every step, her dread and her grief and her four hundred years all turned, in the walking, into something terrible and calm.

“Hello, Aldous,” she said to the monument, conversational, as a woman greets a man she’s about to settle accounts with, and the drowned cathedral carried it. “You built a very large thing to make a very small point. You always did mistake size for argument. You couldn’t share a throne so you took a garden and a cup of hemlock, and then you couldn’t even let me rot in peace, you had to sink a city on me and leash my own men to my jailing and carve yourself the height of a house standing on my grave, so that anyone who ever came down here would see Aldous, forever, on top of Maeva, forever. Four hundred years of you standing on me.” The gold blazed brighter. “Get off.”

And the Effigy turned its carved king’s face toward the woman it had been built to keep buried, and Maeva Castellan smiled up at it, unhurried, magnificent, and the Effigy fight began, and I conducted it beat by beat, because down there a missed beat meant a body in the black water.

“It duels,” Maeva called, through the battle-link, reading the monument’s movements with the authority of a woman who’d watched her husband fence ten thousand times. “It fights in his style, his tournament style, Aldous’s, he graved his own forms into it, the vain magnificent fool. It leads with the high guard and breaks low on the third beat, it always broke low on the third beat, it’s the only flaw he ever had and he graved it into his own monument. Summoner, the third beat, the low break, that’s the opening.”

“Nahari, time the third beat. Yrsa, the leash-chains, carve them while it’s committed to the high guard. Maeva, hold for the low break. Go.”

And the aria ran, each queen her own beat, drilled and undrilled at once.

The Effigy came at us first, before we could set, because a thing the height of a house moves on its own schedule. It led with the high guard exactly as Maeva had called, the great carved blade rising into the cathedral-dark, and it brought the blade down in a sweep that would have cut the four of us in half together if we’d been standing where it aimed, and we weren’t, because the Glimpse had shown me the line of the sweep a half-second before it fell and I’d already called the scatter, “break, four ways, now,” and we broke four ways across the black water and the blade came down through the space we’d filled and threw up a wave of black water to the cathedral ceiling. The floor shook. The sound of it was a bell the size of the room. And in the half-second of recovery while the monument hauled its blade back up out of the water for the next stroke, the aria found its rhythm, each queen on her beat, the porter at the center calling the tempo.

Yrsa carved the leash-chains link by link. While the Effigy committed to its high guard, the saint went down its dragging tail of leashed dead and cut the leash-chains one at a time, the drawn-sword line parting link after link, freeing the bound honor-guard remnants from the monument’s will as I’d freed the Vigil in the gallery, except she did it mid-battle, under the Effigy’s sweep, the Glimpse calling her clear of each return-stroke a half-second before it came, “Yrsa, left, now, clear,” and she carved the chains and stayed alive in the carving, link by link by link.

The Effigy fought us the whole time, and it fought well, because a man’s vanity carved the height of a house is still a man’s whole tournament style made tireless, and for a long stretch of it the drowned cathedral was nothing but the four of us and the dead reading one monster’s rhythm and staying a half-second ahead of a thing that could end any of us with a glancing blow. It swept; we scattered on my call. It recovered to the high guard; Yrsa carved a chain-link in the recovery-beat and slid clear before the down-stroke, the Glimpse calling her out, “Yrsa, clear, now,” her timing and mine and the seer’s braided into one. It pivoted to take the empress and the empress wasn’t there, because Nahari had moved her a step on a whispered “left, my lady, in a count of two,” and the blade came down through the black water where Maeva had stood. I conducted it from the center the way I’d conducted the breach and the warren, not fighting, never fighting, just holding the four of us inside the one half-second that kept us alive, the Standard steadying the rout, the Glimpse calling the breaks, the calls always right because the queens had drilled until the calls were always right, and the monument that had kept a queen buried for four hundred years could not land a blow on the porter who’d freed her or the women who’d chosen him.

The Effigy changed pattern after the fourth chain fell.

That was the danger of fighting something graved from a man: vanity makes patterns, but wounded vanity breaks them. It stopped using Aldous’s duel-form and started using the room, stamping one stone foot into the black water hard enough to throw a wave across the whole Vault. The wave hit knee-high and filthy, and the floating debris in it, broken chain, old bone, carved gilt, became weapons. I saw a jagged crown-fragment spinning toward Nahari’s throat in the half-second future and called, “Down, oracle,” and she folded under it without looking. Yrsa cut another link while the wave pulled at her legs. Maeva planted herself against the water as if she were the pillar and not the flood, gold blazing, and the wave broke around her.

“It stops pretending to be a swordsman when frightened,” Maeva said through the link, and there was satisfaction in it. “That is also accurate.”

“Then we frighten it harder,” I said. “Yrsa, next two links on the left. Nahari, keep the debris off her eyes. Maeva, make it look at you.”

“Gladly,” the empress said, and stepped into the Effigy’s sight like a sunrise drawn as a threat.

And Nahari unbound the bound guard as Yrsa freed them, and the freed dead rose.

This was the thing I’ll remember longest. As Yrsa cut the leash-chains and Nahari spoke the unbinding over each freed construct, the deep Vigil, Maeva’s own honor guard, bound four hundred years to keep their empress buried, came free of the leash one by one, and they did not collapse to rest as the gallery remnants had. They rose. They turned. And the freed honor-guard of the Golden Empress, who had been leashed all that time to her jailing, stood, for one last time, for their queen, the visors that Maeva had been closing all the way down now opening, the freed dead taking up their old positions around their crowned empress in her own tomb, a queen’s honor guard standing for her one last time before the rest, and they fought the Effigy with her, the freed dead against the monument that had bound them, and Maeva’s face, in the gold light, was a thing I won’t try to describe, four hundred years of grief and the closing of every visor paying off at once as her own guard stood for her again, freed, willing, hers.

The Effigy turned on the freed guard then, because a leashed thing hates nothing the way it hates a thing unleashed, and for a stretch of the fight the drowned cathedral was full of the wrong kind of war, the monument sweeping its house-high blade through the ranks of the men it had dragged, and the freed dead taking the blows that would have landed on their queen, standing in the line the way they’d stood on some bridge or wall in lives four centuries gone, and I conducted around them, the Standard holding the freed guard steady even in death, the Glimpse calling the sweeps, “fall back the left rank, now, it breaks left, fall the left,” and the freed dead fell back on my call as the living militia had on the drowned ground, and I understood, conducting the dead, that the Standard didn’t care whether a man breathed, it only cared whether he held, and these held, for her, one last time.

One of them knew her. That was the thing that undid me, conducting it from the center: one of the freed guard, a tall construct that had been a man four hundred years gone, turned its opened visor toward the empress before it took its place at her shoulder, and it inclined its head, the old salute, the one a guard gives a sovereign, the muscle-memory of a loyalty older than its leashing surfacing for one beat through all those bound years, and Maeva saw it and her composure, the composure that had held through her own crowning and her own grave, cracked for one half-second, and she pressed her lips together and gave the construct the smallest nod back, sovereign to guard, and then there was no more time for it because the Effigy swept again, and she went back to being the empress the whole field arranged itself around, but I’d seen it, the half-second, and I set it away where I keep the things that matter most, the ones with no ledger-word.

Another guard turned not to Maeva but to me.

Its visor was half-broken, one eye-slit cracked across, and behind it there was no face, only the last ember of a will unbound too late to become a man again. It looked at the blood on my palm where I’d paid the threshold, then at the gold in Maeva, then at the leash-chain cut at its feet. It lifted its halberd and struck the butt once against the stone, a worker’s salute, not a courtier’s. Kin-of-purpose, the ward had called me. The dead guard agreed.

Then it took its place in the line and caught the Effigy’s next blow on a halberd that shattered in its hands, buying Yrsa the breath to cut the last chain on that side.

I did not have time to feel that either. I filed it bleeding.

“You see,” Maeva called to the Effigy, to the monument of her husband, the gold blazing, her own freed guard at her shoulders, “you bound my own men to keep me down, and a porter freed them, and now they stand for me, against you, in the dark you buried me in. You never understood it, Aldous. You can leash a thing or you can be served by it. You can never do both. I learned it ruling. You died not knowing it. And your monument’s about to learn it from the wrong end.”

It nearly took me, in the middle of her speech, because I’d let the calling pull my attention off my own feet, the old rot, always watching everyone else’s line and never my own. The Effigy’s backhand came around low and fast on a beat I hadn’t called, off its own broken rhythm, and it was a half-second from folding me in half against a pillar, and Yrsa’s voice cracked across the link, “anchor, DOWN,” her saint’s eye catching what my caller’s eye had missed, and the Footwork her own gift had given me threaded me down and sideways off the blow before my mind had finished hearing her, my body arguing with the incoming blade the way she’d promised it would, and the backhand took the pillar where my spine had been and the pillar came down in a roar of broken stone and black water. I came up two paces clear, alive on her gift and my borrowed feet, and across the water Yrsa carved another chain-link and didn’t look at me and said, curt, through the link, “you guarded the room and forgot the porter again. Guard the porter. He’s mine and I’m not done with him,” and I guarded the porter, and called the third beat.

The third beat came. The Effigy broke low, the graved flaw, the husband-king’s one weakness built into his own monument, and on the low break Nahari’s “now, the low break, now” landed in my ear and I called it and Maeva was already moving, because she’d felt it through the link.

She took the Effigy’s blade-arm on her bare palm.

At full Crowned blaze, past history’s ceiling, the empress caught the descending blade-arm of the monument in her bare hand.

For one breath, the whole Vault held still around it. A blade the length of a cart, swung by a thing the height of a house, the husband-king’s killing stroke graved with all his vanity, caught and held in the bare crowned palm of the woman he’d built it to stand on. The gold light flooded up her arm and out across the black water and lit the drowned cathedral like a coronation hall, and the freed guard stood around her in the gold, and the monument strained against her one hand and could not move it, because she’d been raised past the grave’s own limit into something the tomb kept no measure for, and a leashed thing meeting a chosen one always loses, and the Effigy was the most leashed thing in the tomb.

I felt her reach for me through the link, not for help, for the Standard, the innate facet she’d crowned into my blood, and I gave it to her as I had on the killing-floor, my command-and-rally pouring into her own and amplified back, the two of us a single certainty, the small light feeding the great one, and Maeva Castellan turned the monument’s blade-arm aside with her bare hand and ended her husband’s monument.

“You buried a queen,” Maeva said, driving her freed guard’s recovered blade up through the Effigy’s carved heart with her other hand while she held its blade-arm in her bare palm, the gold at full blaze, the freed dead striking with her. “A queen is what woke.”

And the King’s Effigy, the architecture of a man standing on a woman forever, came apart, the monument shattering, four hundred years of being stood upon ended by the woman in one crowned stroke, her kill and his architecture both, and the witness-stones saw both, the empress’s killing blow and the husband-king’s monument falling, and the freed honor-guard, their last service done, lowered their visors one final time and rested, truly rested, let go at last, and Maeva closed the last of them with her own hand in the falling gold light, the last visor lowered at last, the empress laying her own freed men to rest in the wreck of her husband’s monument in the tomb he’d sunk over her grave.

That was the clearing. The Vault was cleared, the Effigy down, the deep guard freed and rested, and the witness-stones had seen the Marsh coalition do it while the Hero’s party stood saved and disarmed and outshone in the black water.

And that was when Cylas crossed the line.

He’d been rescued. Steadied by my Standard, dragged clear by my saint, alive only because I’d chosen the witness-stones over the cold thing, and he stood in the wreck of the cleared Vault with his crown-loaned armor and his failing gold and his whole career falling apart before every stone on the shore, out-deeded in his own claimed discovery, saved by the porter he’d left to die, and a man whose strength is belief, watching belief drain out of him before every witness-stone in the province, reached for the only thing he had left.

He slammed the Brand out of Odette’s lead-lined satchel and drove it at Maeva’s neck, and he shouted it for the record, for the stones, the asset-language read aloud, his last desperate claim to the discovery turning into the last desperate claim on the asset.

“RECOVERING THE KINGDOM’S ASSETS,” Cylas Aurent cried, for the witness-stones, the Leash Brand in his hand, that pale coercive iron meant to turn a willing queen into property, driven at the neck of the crowned empress in her own tomb to leash her out of it like a thing the kingdom owned.

It failed in three beats, and the failing was the difference between leash and bond made spectacle.

The first beat: the Brand met a Crowned bond, and it inverted.

The Brand touched the skin of her throat and I felt the whole province hold its breath through the witness-stones, because every soul watching knew what a Leash Brand did, knew it bound a summoned thing down into obedience, and every soul watching expected the gold empress to gutter and bow and become a thing the kingdom owned. The Leash Brand was made for exactly that, to bind a summoned thing, a diminished, leashed, takeable thing. And it met Maeva Castellan at full Crowned strength, bonded by a thing that only ran the direction she pointed it, a bond given and never taken, and the Brand reached into her for the leash to grip, and found none. There was no leash. There had never been a leash. The whole of our bond was the opposite of a leash, a thing she’d handed me with her own two hands on a Mirror Stair, and the Brand’s pale fire groped through her for a chain to seize and closed on nothing, on the absence of a chain, on the bare fact of a queen who’d chosen, and a binding that meets nothing to bind inverts. The pale fire turned back up its own channel. Gold light, her light, the Crowned light, ate the pale fire backward up Cylas Aurent’s arm, the leash-fire running home into the hand that held it because it could find no purchase in the woman who’d chosen, and Cylas screamed, the gracious minted-coin face coming apart, the pale fire and the gold eating up his arm together.

The second beat: the backlash stripped a visible layer of borrowed blessing off him, before every witness-stone. The inverting Brand tore back through Cylas’s blessing on its way up his arm, and the gold sheen, the borrowed legend, the thing the Pale Saint lent its tenants, came off him in a visible layer, peeled back like skin, the parade-polished Hero-glow stripping away before the witness-stones, the lamps the adjudicator-bards carried guttering all at once, the bards’ relays dying mid-word, and the province saw, through every witness-stone, the Hero’s borrowed light strip back a layer and reveal the thinner, ashier thing beneath, the tenant under the blessing, the minor knight’s son under the loan.

And the third beat, in the after-image, one breath, seen only by me and by Nahari: something tall and pale stood behind Cylas, a hand on his shoulder, a creditor at a deathbed.

It was there for one breath, in the after-image the stripped blessing left on the eye the way a flame leaves an after-image, a tall pale stillness behind the Hero’s shoulder, a hand laid on him the way a collector sets its palm on a debtor whose account has just come due, patient, unhurried, not hurrying even now, and then it was gone, and the lamps the bards carried guttered and leaned all at once toward the dark, against no draft, and steadied, and only Nahari and I had seen it, and Nahari’s hand found mine in the dark and gripped it once, hard, the oracle and the anchor the only two who’d seen the lender lay its hand on its failing tenant, and she said nothing, because some debts notice being spoken of, and we did not speak of it, there, in the dark, with the witness-stones live.

And then Liria knelt, and her conscience cracked in public, and the cracking was a testimony no speech could match.

The priestess, veiled, who’d watched once and prayed and done nothing, who’d left an unsigned warning and couldn’t yet swear, walked across the cleared Vault past her own bleeding party, past Cylas with his arm wrecked and his blessing stripped, past Saskia disarmed and Odette failing, and she came to me, to the porter, and she knelt at my burn-scarred arm where the day’s fighting had reopened the tracery’s edges, and she healed me first.

She didn’t make a speech. She’d never been able to make her words loud. She knelt in front of every witness-stone in the province and put her shaking folded hands on the burn-scarred arm of the man her party had left to die, and she healed the day’s wounds, the fresh cuts, the reopened edges, her temple-light moving over my arm, the priestess healing the betrayed man before she healed the betrayers, and the act was the whole testimony, louder than any swearing, the conscience of the Hero’s party kneeling to the Hero’s victim in front of the world, and the witness-stones saw it, the priestess choosing, with her hands, in public, at last, even if she couldn’t yet choose with her voice.

She healed the day’s wounds only. The tracery stayed, the silver-grey climbing past my elbows to the shoulder, permanent, the map of everything I’d spent, and she didn’t touch it, because she couldn’t and because it wasn’t hers to touch, and when she’d closed the fresh cuts she sat back on her heels, shaking, her veil damp, and she didn’t say a word, and she didn’t swear, not yet, she still couldn’t, but she’d knelt, in public, before the stones, and a witness who kneels in public is a witness who will swear, someday, from the marrow.

“Thank you,” I said to her, quiet, just for her, by name as I had thanked a lamplighter, and meant it clean through. “Liria. Thank you. You don’t have to swear today. You knelt. That’s enough for today. The rest comes when you can carry it, and not before, and I’ll be here when it does.”

And the priestess looked at me with her soft brown eyes wet above the veil, and she nodded, once, and got up and went back to tend her own bleeding party, because she was still theirs in the daylight even as her conscience had knelt to me before the stones, a witness in motion, one act closer to her feet.

In the confusion, before the bells, Odette Calloway pocketed a chip of the failed Brand and slipped the cordon.

I saw it, because five years at the back of a room had trained me on exactly the kind of small quiet motion no one else thinks to watch for, the clerk among the wreckage, calm as ever, the only calm person in a cleared Vault full of failure, and she crouched by the inverted Brand where it had fallen from Cylas’s wrecked hand and she broke off a chip of it, a fragment of the failed binding iron, and she put it in a tube-case and into her ash-grey robes, and she stood and walked out of the Vault toward the grand galleries before the adjudicator-bards rang the bells, the clerk loyal to knowledge and not to the Hero, leaving with the one thing in the room worth studying, a chip of a Brand that had inverted against an impossible bond, a specimen of the impossible. I let her go, because I couldn’t stop her without a fight that would muddy the clean thing the stones had just witnessed, and I marked it: Odette Calloway, Brand fragment, not spent yet.

The witness-bards had gone very quiet. One of them had dropped to a knee in the black water without noticing, his shard clutched in both hands, the silver-bound glass bright with everything it had just carried. Another was staring at Maeva as if the word asset had become poison in his mouth. They were sworn-neutral, trained to narrate without flinching, but neutrality is not blindness, and every shard in the Vault had seen the same impossible sequence: the Hero’s party saved by the man they had buried, the Leash Brand fail against a queen who chose, the borrowed blessing strip back, the priestess kneel to the betrayed man first.

The kneeling bard lifted his bell with both wet hands and rang it once.

The others answered.

The adjudicator-bards swore the stones’ witness, and the etch came clear and cold and final in the cleared Vault and propagated up toward the surface and the province:

FIRST TRUE CLEARING OF THE CROWN VAULT: THE MARSH COALITION.


Chapter 19: The Stones Re-Etched

We came up out of the Sunken Crown into the grey dawn light, and the deed-propagation cascade was already rolling across the province, stone after stone re-lighting, and I stood on the lakeshore and watched the world write four names it had never carried before.

It rolled as the etch always rolled, from the witness-stones to the mother-stones to the village stones, faster than a rider, fast as truth travels when truth is on a rock, and it carried the cleared Vault and the failed Brand and the rescue and all of it, and as it propagated it lit names, and the names it lit had not been on the stones of the world for a long time, and three of them had not been on any living stone at all.

MAEVA CASTELLAN, the lakeshore stone read, brightening, the etch finding her, the Golden Empress restored to a stone four hundred years after a husband-king sank her name into a vault, lit now, weighed, present.

YRSA KALDWYN, the stone read beneath it, the Blade Saint, undefeated, abandoned once, restored, the lord’s pen overruled at last by a rock that weighed the truth and not the song, her name lit and heavy and hers.

NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE, the stone read, the Oracle whose warnings were worth a city, her name on a living stone two hundred years after a Hero let her burn for the better legend, lit now, the apology the world owed her made stone.

And beneath the three, smaller and steadier and somehow heavier than any of them, the line that the whole province would stop and read twice:

ANCHOR: DORIAN MARSH.

The stone hadn’t named me survivor or victor or closer of the deed; it had named me Anchor, the thing I was, set down at last beside three impossible names, lit together on a rock at the edge of a drowned city, propagating across a province that would read it in every town by nightfall and do arithmetic that ended with a question no Hero could survive.

Each of them read her own name in her own way, and I watched them do it, because it was a thing two of them had waited centuries for and the third ninety years.

Maeva read MAEVA CASTELLAN on a living stone and went still, the green eyes moving over the letters of her own restored name as she priced everything, and then she said, very quietly, not to me, to the stone, “There I am,” two words, an empress rationing them, and under the two words was four hundred years of a name sunk in a vault, lit again, present, and she didn’t weep, because she’d done her weeping in the Vault, but she put two fingers to the cold rock over her own name for the length of a breath and took them away.

Yrsa read YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT, and read the word beneath it, and the word was not abandoned and was not the lord’s name, it was hers, and her eyes went wide-open, the way they did when a truth hit too clean for her to parry, and she said, gruff, to cover it, “The lord’s pen’s overruled. Ninety years. A rock did in a morning what no song ever would.” And then, lower, almost to herself, “Hello, me.” And she turned away fast, because she could never hold still for a kindness, even the stone’s.

Nahari read NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE and the line that named her, the seer whose warnings were worth a city, and the oracle who answered everything before it was asked had nothing sly to say at all; she just looked at her own name lit on a living stone two hundred years after a Hero let her burn for the better legend, and the stillness in her went deeper than any prophecy, and she said, finally, “The apology, made stone. I told you that’s what you were. Witnessed at last, two centuries late.” And she reached over and took my hand, once, and let it go.

And my three queens stood me in front of it and made me leave it lit.

“There,” Maeva said, her hand at my back, the crowned empress, the gold still faint under her skin from the Vault. “Your name, summoner. On the stone. Anchor. And you’re doing the thing, I can feel you doing it through the link, you’re already looking for the edge of the frame, the place at the back where you’ve stood for five years, and you want to step back into it and let the three big names carry the weight and stand modest beneath them as you stood beneath the Hero’s tour-entries.” Her green eyes held mine. “And you’re not going to. We’re not going to allow it. Stand here. Look at your name. Let it stay lit. That’s the whole of the correction, the thing I’ve been making since the loft, since I told you you spend yourself like the cheapest thing you own. You don’t, anymore. Look at the price the stone put on you and leave it there.”

“He’s hunching,” Yrsa observed, flat, beside me. “Still hunching. Stand up, anchor. From the spine. The empress keeps telling you. You closed a breach and cleared a vault and out-deeded a Hero in his own discovery and saved the people who left you to die, in front of the whole province, and you’re standing like a man apologizing for the height of his own name. Stop it. It’s unbecoming. Stand up and let the rock say what you weigh.”

And Nahari said, slow, the dark eyes on the stone, “Leave it lit. I saw you, two hundred years ago, in the glass, and the thing the glass never showed me was whether you’d let yourself be seen once you’d earned it, because the glass shows the deed and not the standing-in-it. So let me see it now, the part the glass never showed. Stand in front of your own name and leave it lit and let the man who spent himself for a lamplighter spend one minute being weighed correctly.” Her hand settled at my wrist, light on the old burn. “It’s harder than the burning, isn’t it. The burning you do without thinking. The standing-still-and-being-weighed, that’s the thing that costs you. So pay it. One minute. Leave it lit.”

So I stood in front of my own glowing name on the lakeshore stone, in the grey dawn, with three queens of legend at my shoulders, and I left it lit, and I did not step back into the edge of the frame, and it was, as Nahari had said, harder than any burning, and I paid it, one whole minute, a porter learning to be weighed at his true price, and Maeva closed the valuation she’d opened in a loft weeks ago.

“Correct price at last,” she said, quiet, watching me leave my name lit. “I told you I’d correct the valuation, summoner. There it is. Correct, on the rock, where the whole province can read it. The man who carries became the man who calls, and now he’s going to learn the last thing, which is the man who lets his name stay lit, and you just did it, for a whole minute, and I am, I’ll confess, more proud of that minute than of the whole cleared Vault, because the Vault was always going to fall to a man like you and the standing-still was never going to come easy to one, and you did the hard thing, and I’m keeping you, and I’m correct to keep you.”

Cylas came up the grand galleries diminished but standing, and there was no arrest, nothing procedural, because the kingdom that runs on Heroes cannot afford to drop one.

I’d half-expected, in some old porter’s part of me, that the failed Brand before every stone would end him, that the kingdom would arrest its Hero for trying to leash a willing person against the wager’s sworn clause, that the stones’ witness would be the end of Cylas Aurent. It wasn’t, and Maeva had told me it wouldn’t be, and she was right, because a kingdom that has spent decades building a Hero on borrowed legend cannot afford to admit the Hero is a tenant, and so there was no arrest, no tribunal, no hearing, nothing procedural at all, just a Hero coming up the galleries with his blessing stripped a layer thinner and his arm wrecked and his discovery lost, spinning it, even now, through his teeth.

The crowd did not boo him. That would have been easier for him, and for me. A booing crowd is a crowd a Hero can perform against, chin up, wounded nobility, forgiveness in the eyes, all the old tricks. Marrowford did something worse. It watched him with the new reckoning. Men who had cheered him six weeks ago glanced from his smile to the stone and back again, not angry yet, just adding. Women who had brought children to see the golden Hero turned their children slightly toward the glowing word ANCHOR instead. The bards kept their hands near their witness-shards and did not rush to give him the first line.

Belief thinned like cheap cloth under strain, fraying thread by thread instead of snapping clean.

“A great victory for the province,” Cylas said to the witness-stones at the surface, the gold pumped back up as high as his stripped blessing could manage, smiling the gracious smile through the wreckage, “and I thank the coalition for their aid in the Vault; the kingdom’s Hero is only glad the Crown is cleared, by whatever hand,” and it was a good performance, it would play in the towns the bards reached first, and it was also visibly thinner than it had been, the gold gone ashier at the edges, and the crowd that watched him spin it had already read the stone, and you cannot spin gratitude over a stone that’s already weighed you.

Odette rode out separately, ahead of the rest, which I marked, because a clerk who rides ahead of her own Hero is a clerk whose loyalties have finished decoupling. She’d pocketed a chip of the failed Brand in the Vault and slipped the cordon, and now she rode for Veltmark and then, I’d have laid money, for the royal archives at Vael, with a fragment of the impossible in a tube-case in her grey robes, the one person in the whole affair who’d come away with the thing she actually wanted, which was not the discovery and not the asset and not the Hero’s favor but a specimen, a piece of a Brand that had inverted against a bond that shouldn’t exist, a problem to take apart in the dark. I let her go, as I had in the Vault, because chasing her muddied the clean thing the stones had weighed, and because some receipts you don’t spend, you just keep in the drawer, dated and waiting for the day they matter.

And under his window that night, in the lakeside inn the crown had lent him, children sang the porter-walks-out verse of “The Porter’s Door,” the verse where the porter doesn’t die holding the door but walks out of the tomb with the queens of legend and corrects the masonry, the children of Marrowford singing it under the Hero’s window, not cruelly, only singing whatever song was current, and Cylas Aurent lay in a crown-lent bed with his stripped blessing and listened to children sing his out-deeding under his window, and there was no song he could commission to drown it, because the stones had out-sung the songs, the way I’d sworn they would in a market square.

Saskia stared at her sword hand. I saw it, before the party rode out, the duelist standing apart, looking at her empty sword hand, the hand that had held the famous sword her whole life until an Effigy swept it into black water and a saint she hated dragged her clear, and she looked at the hand like it belonged to someone else, the duelist’s whole self-story broken on being disarmed and saved by the bigger duelist. She didn’t speak to me, and she didn’t speak to Yrsa, she just looked at her empty hand, and Yrsa watched her from across the yard with the stillness of a woman who knew a challenge ripening when she saw one.

The party rode for Veltmark smaller than it had arrived, the bards subdued, the banners furled, a Hero and a duelist and a clerk riding out of a town that had watched them fail and be saved, and Liria did not ride with them.

Liria stayed behind. She’d healed me before the stones, knelt in public, and she couldn’t ride out as if she hadn’t, and she couldn’t yet swear, so she did the only thing left to a witness in motion: she stayed, took a room at the temple hostel at the edge of Marrowford, alone, the priestess between the men who’d used her and the man who’d thanked her, finding the floor under her own feet in her own time, a witness the stones would believe if she ever swore, and not yet able, and I left her to it, as Yrsa had told me to. A witness who stays is a witness who’s deciding to stand.

Helvane’s award came dry on the lakeshore, as the margrave did everything, a lord with authority saying the thing plainly and making it true.

He came down to the lakeshore and he read the stone’s witness, the Marsh coalition’s true clearing, and he awarded the discovery and the custody and the glory to the coalition, the way the stone said, no appeal, no filing, the rock decided and the margrave announced what the rock decided. Then he did the thing he’d been measuring since the feast-pageant, his one speech to Maeva.

“Lady Maeva,” Helvane said, the iron-grey hunting-hawk lord, dry, “the stone says you decide what you are, and the stone watched you end a four-hundred-year-old monument with one hand, and I find I’ve stopped guessing what you are and started hoping you’ll be a neighbor. The province could use one. We’ve Heroes enough, borrowed and bright and thin. What we haven’t got is a power that frightens us honestly, a thing that says plainly what it is and means it. The stone says you decide what you are.” His hawk-eyes held hers. “Decide to be a neighbor, my lady. There’s a banner in it, if you want one, and a runway for whatever you and your anchor are building, and a margrave who’d rather have you frightening his borders plainly than have ten Heroes flattering them cheap. Think on it. The door’s open. I don’t close doors on powers that frighten me honestly; I open them and stand where I can see them, which is the only sensible thing a careful man does with weather.” And he half-smiled, the careful old lord who’d half-guessed the whole truth and built a fence around it and now offered a door, and Maeva inclined her head, the sovereign-to-sovereign bow, and I watched a road into Veltmark open in one dry speech on a lakeshore, no committee anywhere near it.

Helvane stayed for the feast, which a careful margrave who hated ceremony had no business doing and did anyway, and he sat at Bram’s bar in his under-ranked hunting dress drinking the common cider and watching my household the way a man watches weather he’s decided he likes, and at one point he leaned to me and said, dry, “Your Lady Maeva is teaching my best border-reeve’s wife to haggle. I’ll have to raise every tariff in Veltmark inside a year to survive it. Worth it.” And he watched Yrsa pin a Veltmark man’s arm to the bar in a friendly contest of strength and lose on purpose so the man could buy a round on the winning, and he watched Nahari tell a fortune to a fisherman that turned out to be a joke that turned out to be true, and he finished his cider and stood and said, only to me, “I came to award a vault. I’m leaving having seen a thing I’ll not name in a taproom, a thing that frightens me, and I find I’d rather be frightened by a neighbor than flattered by a Hero. The door’s open, porter. Bring your queens to Veltmark in the spring. The province needs to get used to what you are before someone less friendly than me decides what to do about it.” And he went out into the night, the one noble who’d half-guessed the whole truth, leaving the door open behind him.

The victory feast was Bram’s, bought with his wager-winnings, the whole town a night, and the warmth of it filled one room until even I had trouble counting the edges.

Bram had cleaned up on the descent-wager, having refused every bet against his own stone and banked the coalition with his own purse, and he bought Marrowford a night, ale and stew and a fire, and the bard worked the room with the latest “Porter’s Door,” and at some point the bard, deep in his cups and his craft, asked the room what rhymed with “anchor,” for a new verse, and got two answers at once.

“Rancor,” said Yrsa from the bench, deadpan, “as in the Hero’s, riding home,” and “thank her,” said Nahari, slow, in the same breath, “as in the lamplighter, who you’ll put in the next verse,” and the two answers landed simultaneously and the room roared, and the bard, delighted, used both, a verse with rancor and thank-her in it, and Esra’s lamp got its own verse that night, the lamplighter who kept the nights and named the pale thing first, sung into “The Porter’s Door” beside the empress and the saint and the oracle, a nineteen-year-old nobody given a verse in the song, which was the only kind of immortality the songs had and the only kind she’d have wanted, and her actual lamp burned at the loft door above us all evening, lit.

The feast ran warm and long and ours. Bram presided from behind his bar with his one arm and his whole grin, retelling the wyvern story to a table of Cinderwell men, and the wyvern was a different size than it had been the last time I’d heard it and the arm had been lost a different way, and when I caught his eye over it he winked, because the story changing was the point, a man who’d buried enough friends to know that the truth of a thing and the telling of a thing were allowed to be different sizes. Maeva held court over a trestle of edge-farmers’ wives, teaching them, with terrifying enthusiasm, the exact tariff-grade haggling that had left a Veltmark spice-merchant grateful to surrender to her at the market weeks back, and the farm-wives took to it like a religion, and I pitied the next merchant to cross that table. Yrsa lost three rounds of the Sundermere dice game to Nahari and won the fourth and was so delighted at the winning that she stood up and announced it to the room, and Nahari let her, because the oracle had thrown that round on purpose and would never once admit it, and a saint who’d been let to win is a saint who never knows she’s been let to win, which is the only kind of charity Yrsa’s pride could swallow.

Holt and the converted outriders came in late, smelling of road and wet leather, and Holt put a little packet on the bar without ceremony. Four signatures, road-men’s marks, swearing the salt-fish ambush that became a wage. “You said receipts,” he told me. “Roads remember, but stones like ink too.” Then he bought his own ale before I could buy it for him, because a man who has recently become honest work is very protective of paying for his own drink.

Pell the merchant arrived after him and announced to anyone who would listen that the salt-fish had sold at a profit despite “certain troll-related depreciation,” which was a phrase so useless and so dear to him that Bram wrote it down for the next verse. Yrsa asked whether depreciation tasted good fried. Pell, after a long moment, decided that was a compliment and sent a platter up.

And a Veltmark teamster, deep in the cider, worked up the nerve to come to my table and ask, in a hush, whether it was true, whether the Lady Maeva was, you know, the Lady Maeva, the one off the old coins, and I looked at the most powerful woman who ever lived teaching farm-wives to fleece spice-merchants four tables over, and I said, deadpan, “She’s an envoy of a foreign patron,” and the teamster nodded slowly and said “course she is,” and went away entirely unconvinced and entirely delighted, and that, the whole province half-knowing and finding it the best joke it had, was a kind of cover better than any lie.

And the fox-fire pebble in my coat glowed faintly all evening, a small live warmth, and nobody noticed, and I half-noticed and was too full of the night to mark it properly, and it glowed against my ribs through the whole feast like a thing keeping its own counsel, waiting.

We went up to the war-loft late, the four of us, the feast-noise coming up through the floor and the deed-stone light coming in the window from the square where my name still glowed and the cascade still rolled, stone after distant stone lighting across the province, and Maeva convened the first night with all three of them like a council called after a victory no court had earned.

“Spheres, ladies,” she said, clearing the ruined breach-maps off the bed with one crowned sweep of her arm, “as drilled. And we’ll toast it first, because a thing worth doing is worth naming, and tonight we name what we’re choosing, each in our own register, and then the summoner answers, and then we stop talking, which even I can manage when sufficiently motivated.” She poured, and she raised her cup, and she named it in decree. “I choose him. Crowned, present, mine and his, not taken, given, the man who freed an asset and made a queen. That’s my toast. Witness it.”

“I choose him,” Yrsa said, raising hers, duel-terms, clipped. “My blade, his line, the only man who ever bound my hands in reach of my sword and never used it. That’s mine. Don’t make it a speech, empress, I’ve used my whole year’s words on it.”

“I choose him,” Nahari said, slow, the dark eyes warm over her cup, “the man from the glass, chosen for what he did when no famous thing was watching, a lamplighter’s anchor. And I choose to keep choosing him, which the glass never showed me and I get to discover, every night, like a living woman. That’s my toast. It’s also a prophecy. They usually are.”

“I choose all three of you,” I said, plain, raising my own cup, “freely, each in her own lane and none of you a copy of the others, queens, mine, who chose me. I’ll be worth the choosing tonight, tomorrow, and every time I’m weighed. That’s my answer. Now I believe the empress said we stop talking.”

“I did,” Maeva said, and set down her cup, and the lamps along the loft wall stood to attention under the Standard as they did when she meant a thing, and Esra’s lamp at the door burned steady, and the deed-light came in the window, and we stopped talking.

For a breath before anyone moved, the four cups sat on the table between us, a little ring of choices named out loud. Esra’s lamp held steady at the door. The stone-light through the window laid pale bars across the wood, and Maeva’s cup touched down first.

They undressed in the deed-light, the three of them, and the triptych of it hit me low and hard and dried my mouth: gold abundance and pale length and deep-brown curve, very busty and small-and-high and wide-hipped, crowned braid and jaw-cut black and silver-to-the-waist, three queens of legend in three completely different registers of surrender, lit by the cascade rolling across the province through the window, the world writing their names on stone after distant stone while they bared themselves in a war-loft above a feast. My blood was up and my hands ached for them before any of the three had crossed the floor, and I was riveted, and they all three watched me be riveted, and that, the being looked at and meaning it, was its own opening course.

Yrsa first, fast and fierce, because that was her sphere and her lane and she’d never wait politely for a thing she wanted.

I put her on the map-table, not bent over it this time, but seated on its edge with the breach-maps shoved to the floor and her long legs locked around my waist. The new shear-claw scar at her ribs caught the deed-light. Her blade stayed propped by the bed where she’d left it, two strides away and unnecessary.

“Front this time,” I said, one hand in the jaw-cut black hair, the other gripping the hard muscle of her thigh. “Look at me while the others watch. No hiding in the work.”

The order hit her harder than a pin. She tested nothing with her wrists, reached for no belt, made no move toward the sword. She held my eyes instead, wide and furious with how much she wanted, and when I notched my cock to her slick cunt and drove into her deep in one stroke she dragged me closer with her heels and took it straight on, her tight wet heat clenching hard around me, fast and rough and fully seen, her small high tits jolting between us with every snap of my hips.

“Yes,” she said, the word already fraying. “Like that. Looking. Gods, I hate the looking. Keep, keep doing it.”

So I kept her looking. I held her by the hair and the thigh and fucked her on the table’s edge while Maeva and Nahari watched from the deed-light, the saint’s body braced open around me, no restraints and no from-behind cover, only the chosen exposure of a woman who’d spent ninety years being a weapon and now let herself be wanted in a room full of allies. Her tactical commentary didn’t degrade into the old pattern. It failed differently: the orders turned into admissions, each one dragged out of her by the next hard stroke.

“Yours,” she said, shocked by it, angry at the softness and unable to stop it. “Line’s yours. Blade’s yours. Gods, anchor, don’t you dare look away.”

I didn’t. Through the braided link the other two felt her go and I felt them feel it, the empress’s court-diction shortening to nothing and the oracle going still with pleasure at the edge of the room. Yrsa came apart facing me, fast and fierce and over before the wine was warm, storm-grey bond-light running thin and bright along her flushed winter-pale skin while her pussy clenched hard around my cock and her legs locked tighter at my back. I kept the pace through the aftershocks until she took the first load of the night with a raw little sound she would have denied in daylight, and then she sagged back on one elbow, sweat-damp and loose-limbed, grinning up at me like she’d won a fight by losing it properly. “Ninety years undefeated,” she said, still breathing hard, “and it took you to make me do it facing forward, looking a man dead in the eye the whole way down.” Then she made room for the next sphere, because she’d had hers first and fierce and that was the deal she’d negotiated and she keeps her deals.

Nahari second, at the window, slow and deep from behind, her frame, the one that was hers and no one else’s, and she would not be hurried for the deed-light or the feast or the war just won, because the slowness was hers and she’d earned the right to it across two hundred years.

She braced her hands on either side of the window where the deed-light came in from the square, the cascade still rolling across the province behind the glass, lighting stone after distant stone, and she arched her back and presented the wide-hipped silhouette the murals had carved twice life-size, the heavy round ass gilded in the moving deed-light. I palmed and spread the full cheeks of it, baring her slick parted pussy to the light, and took her slow the way her lane ran slow, easing my cock into her wet heat by her pace and not mine, sinking in inch by inch until my hips met the soft give of her ass and she was full of me, and she made the long low sound that finished a beat after it started, her cunt clutching tight and warm around every inch.

“Slow,” she said, her silver hair spilling down her back, her reflection watching mine in the dark window-glass with the province lighting up behind it. “We do everything slow, even tangled together, even after a war. There’s no hurry. Look. The stones are writing us while you take me. The deed-light’s on my skin. The world is etching our names across the dark and you get to claim me by the light of it; don’t rush a thing the world is writing.” And she whispered the foresight that timed the whole room, “now the empress moves closer to watch, now the saint’s hand finds my hair, now you’ll slow because I asked, yes, the deed-light’s crossing my back, now,” and the braided squad-link ran all three of them through me at once now, gold-warm and drawn-blade edge and still-lake, each feeling the others through me, the oracle’s slow deep pleasure looping into the saint’s banked aftershocks and the empress’s climbing edge, all four of us joined at the rim. Nahari came apart slow and deep at the sill, her pussy tightening around me in rolling pulls, the ember-orange filigree tracing bright along the script at her ankle, the deed-light etching across her oiled skin, and I filled her slowly because slow was how she liked being claimed.

Between the spheres I took the room, because all three of them, under the rivalry, wanted exactly that: a man at the center of them ordering the whole, and I gave it to them. I drew Nahari back from the sill and laid her warm and slow across the foot of the bed where she could watch, cum slick between her thighs, and I caught Yrsa by the wrist as she prowled back in and put her where I wanted her, and the saint went where she was put with a flush and a bitten sound because being put where she was wanted was its own surrender, and I felt all three of them feel me take command through the braided link, the empress’s approval and the saint’s heat and the oracle’s slow delight all running through me at once.

“Look at you,” Maeva said, low, watching me arrange her household from the center of it, the gold rising under her skin. “Five years at the back of the frame, and now three queens of legend in a loft and you order the room like you were born to it. That’s the man we chose. The man the glass showed the oracle and the duel showed the saint and the antechamber showed me. Order us, then, summoner. We chose a man who’d take the frame. Take it.”

So I took it.

And Maeva last, astride me, claiming and crowned, directing the other two to attend even as her own composure went, and the directing was a thing we did together now, the empress and I, hers to convene and mine to finish, the surrender she chose freely and remade every time because the choosing was half her pleasure.

She rose over me, the gold faint under her skin going brighter, the empress in her throne posture, reaching down to fit me to her soaked entrance and lowering herself until her wet pussy held me deep, her heavy tits full and swaying in the deed-light and the crowned braid already coming down, and she directed the other two from astride me the way she directed everything, riding me slow and deep while she convened her council, the drill-sergeant of luxury at the center of it.

“Attend, ladies,” she said, riding me slow, the gold building, “hands here, the saint at his shoulder, the oracle’s mouth, praise him, that’s the sphere, attend the man we chose.” And Yrsa attended, the saint’s mouth at my throat and her hand on the empress’s hip guiding the rhythm she’d been taught to guide, and Nahari attended, slow and reverent, and the braided link ran all four of us together, every touch one woman gave me felt by the other two through the squad-link, a loop of four climbing in a circle that had no top. Maeva fed me her own breasts as she liked, leaning over me, the gold cascade falling around us both, the praise narrated in imperial sentences over the rising room, “witness him, ladies, the man who asked nothing of three queens and was chosen by all of them, attend him, that’s it.”

And then the turn came differently than it ever had, because the night had run differently. There was no contest for the tempo this time, no coup to mount and approve. The braided link was already full of the saint’s fierce finish and the oracle’s slow deep one, both poured into Maeva through the bond, and the empress who always made me take the pace from her was half-gone before I’d reached for it, drowning in two climaxes that weren’t even hers. She gave me the tempo with a broken sound instead of a sentence, the surrender arriving before the directing could form.

“I can feel them,” Maeva gasped, the gold blazing up out of her skin, “both of them, through you, I’m coming apart on what you did to them, the empress undone by her own household, take me, summoner, crown it.” And I took her, hands locked on the regal flare of her hips, driving up into her while she rode me down, and the saint pressed close on one side and the oracle on the other, both sated and bright-eyed, attending the crowned empress now the way she’d made them attend me, hands and mouths on her gold-lit skin as she came apart on the pleasure of the two she’d convened. The gold blazed across the loft and doubled in the dark window-glass and met the deed-light from the square, and Maeva went over with my name in her mouth and the braid running her undoing back through all three of them, her cunt clamping and milking, and I finished deep in her a stroke later, buried to the root and emptying in long thick pulses, the empress claimed last and crowning while her household claimed her, the province’s stones still lighting behind the glass, the world writing our names across the dark in the loft above the feast.

The deed-stone light etched across all our skin as the cascade rolled, and Yrsa, breathless in the tangle, said it again, the line that was the whole of the status-inversion in five words: “Outranked at last. Took a porter.”

The afterglow was a tangled pile, the maps ruined past saving, and for once nobody convened anything.

Maeva lay gold-lit and unhurried in the middle of it, doing the only kind of accounting she ever did after, a slow fond audit of the tangle, her fingertips drifting from the saint’s scarred ribs to the oracle’s silver hair to the line of my jaw and back, counting what was hers and finding the sum good. No decree. No schedule. The deed-light moved slow across the four of us and the feast died by degrees below, and the only sound in the loft was three queens breathing and the small settling of bodies that had nothing left to guard against. And then, drowsy, each of them named what she wanted into the dark, not as a council and not as a plan, just half-asleep and honest, the way people tell the truth when they’re too spent to dress it up.

“My old banner,” Maeva said, drowsy, “and your new one, summoner. Helvane opened a door and I mean to walk a kingdom through it. The Castellan banner over your anchor’s. Statecraft. I’ve missed it. Next, that’s next, after we’ve slept.”

“The spring circuits,” Yrsa said, single-syllabling toward sleep, “and a certain copper-shaved name who’s going to ask me honest in a quiet field, and I’m going to say yes, and it’s going to be the best duel I’ve had since I died. That’s mine. Don’t tell the empress, she’ll put it in a treaty.”

“To be surprised again,” Nahari said, slow, the last awake of the three, the dark eyes closing last the way they always closed last. “That’s mine. My whole long death of seeing everything, and now I get to be wrong, on purpose, in a man’s bed, again. To be surprised again. It’s the only thing I ever wanted and I never once saw it coming, which is the joke, and it’s also the prophecy. They usually are.” And she slept, mid-prophecy, on purpose.

And I stayed awake last, as I had on a loft floor weeks ago with a saint asleep on my shoulder, except now there were three of them, and I lay in the gold-fading dark with the feast-noise dying below and the deed-light still moving faint across the ceiling as the last distant stones lit, and I counted the heartbeats I could feel from the inside through the Crowned link and the braided squad-link, gold-warm and drawn-blade and still-lake, three queens’ hearts held in the link with mine, and then I counted one more, my own, four, four hearts I could feel from the inside, a porter who’d been at the back of every frame for five years, awake last in a loft with three queens of legend, counting four heartbeats and one of them his own.

The candle on the sill bent its flame toward the window.

Against the draft. There was no draft. The window was shut and the night was still and the candle on the sill leaned its flame toward the dark glass, toward the square, toward the province lighting up with our new names, against no wind at all, wrong. Esra’s lamp on the roof. The bards’ lamps in the Vault. A flame bending when something is reading the new entries.

Nahari’s eyes opened in the dark.

The flame leaned farther.


Chapter 20: The Ledger Opens

I woke last, which had never once happened in five years, because all that time I’d woken first to break the camp and check the gear and have the tea brewing before anyone stirred, and this morning I woke in a war-loft with grey light coming in the window and a saint asleep sitting up against the bedframe with one hand near her sword and the other resting on my ankle, and an empress sprawled imperial across half the bed with the gold cascade everywhere, and an oracle gone from the watch-post by the window, already up, already barefoot somewhere reading the morning. I lay still a moment and counted the heartbeats I could feel from the inside, three at the edges of my senses and one in my own chest, four, and then I got up to brew the tea, because some habits are the marrow of a man and the tea was one of mine.

Maeva woke to the smell of it, an empress who’d decided four hundred years ago that mornings were an administrative inconvenience and had revised the position only on the matter of my tea. “Honest,” she pronounced, the first word of her day, the verdict she’d given the tea since the antechamber, and she took the cup and audited the loft over the rim of it, the ruined maps and the lit lamp at the door and the saint asleep upright and the man who’d brewed the tea, and she looked, for a woman in a tomb-town with a kingdom to build from nothing, profoundly content.

“You woke last,” she observed. “I felt it. The bed didn’t go cold at dawn for once. You slept. All the way to morning. Do you know, summoner, that’s the first morning since the antechamber you haven’t been up before the birds spending yourself on the day before it asked you to?” She sipped. “I’m marking it. Filing it. The man’s learning to be expensive. It only took three queens and a cleared vault.”

“The tea’s still brewed,” I said. “Some things you do because they need doing.”

“There’s a difference,” Maeva agreed, “and you’ve finally found it, and I’m going to make sure you keep it, starting today. Now go down. There’s something nailed to Bram’s door; I can feel the town’s reckoning moving and it’s moving toward you. Go and see what the province decided about you overnight.”

There were petitions nailed to the Gilded Antler’s door when I came down in the morning, a dozen of them and more, and I stood in the dawn reading them with the slow understanding that the shape of my own banner had arrived overnight in salt-payments, bad ink, and village hands.

They’d come in the night, by courier and by hand, from villages the bards never visited, the dim-stone places, the ones with real needs and no songs. A spring fouled in a holding two valleys east, and would the Anchor come, they’d heard he’d come for Cinderwell, they could pay in salt. A wight-warren growing under a fishing hamlet on the north shore, and would the Anchor come, they couldn’t pay in coin but they’d a winter’s worth of smoked fish. A bridge out and a road haunted and a well gone bad and a child’s grave that wouldn’t settle, a dozen small dim places asking, by name, for the Anchor, because the cascade had rolled through them in the night and lit a stone with a porter’s title on it, the man who’d burned both arms for a lamplighter, the man who weighed a nobody onto a rock, and the dim places had read it and understood, as the dim places always understand first, that here at last was a power that might come for them.

Not for a song. They offered salt and smoked fish and a winter’s lodging, the honest small payments of places too poor to interest a Hero, and they asked for the Anchor by name, and that was the thing that landed in me, standing in the dawn: this was the only banner I’d ever have been able to carry without it feeling like a borrowed crown.

One of the petitioners hadn’t sent a paper. He’d walked. He was sitting on the Antler’s step when I came down, an old shepherd from a holding up in the hills, who’d walked through the night on a bad hip because he didn’t trust a letter to say it right, and he stood up when he saw me and took off his hat as men of his generation took off their hats, and he said his holding had a thing in the high pasture, a barrow that had opened, and lights coming off it at night, and his grandson too scared to take the flock up, and he couldn’t pay much, a lamb, two if it ran long, and he’d heard, he said, he’d heard the Anchor counted a man’s dogs before he counted his pay, and a man who did that was a man you could walk through a night to ask. And I sat him down and gave him Bram’s breakfast and took down the holding and the barrow and the lights in the notebook, careful, intending to come back for it, and I told him we’d come, and he gripped my hand the country way and didn’t thank me and walked back up into the hills to tell his grandson the Anchor was coming, and I watched him go and understood the whole shape of the next years in one bad-hipped old man walking home, the banner built a lamb at a time by people who’d heard the porter counted the dogs first.

One of them was from Cinderwell. Not a petition for help; they’d had their help. It was a single line in a grandmother’s shaking hand, the lamplighter’s grandmother, and it said only that they’d built a second lamp-post on the high ridge where Esra used to walk, and lit it, and meant to keep it lit, every night, just as she had, and they thought the Anchor would want to know that the nights were kept, and that the lamp at his loft door had a sister now, burning on a ridge two valleys off, against the dark, against the pale thing, every night, kept. I read it twice and folded it and put it in the breast of my coat, not the campaign pile, the breast of my coat, next to where the pencil used to ride, because some receipts you keep close.

“This,” Maeva said, finding me at the door, reading over my shoulder with a joy that bordered on the terrifying, “is a campaign map, summoner. Do you see it? A dozen petitions in one night, from places no Hero would cross the road for, asking for you by name. This is how a banner is built that doesn’t borrow its light. Not a kingdom granting a title; the dim places asking for the man who’d come for them.” She gathered the petitions in her crowned hands like a treaty pile, green eyes alight with statecraft. “I unified three duchies and I’ll tell you, I never once had a start as good as this. Give me an hour with these and a map and I’ll have you a province’s worth of need sorted by route and tide and payment, and we’ll build you a banner one salt-paying village at a time, where it can’t be foreclosed, because a thing the dim places asked for is a thing the kingdom can’t un-ask.” She was already sorting them, the empress with a campaign to run again after four centuries, terrifyingly happy. “Oh, I have missed this. Statecraft. A banner. A whole province of need and the man to meet it. Eat your breakfast, summoner, we’ve a kingdom to build out of salt and plain dirt roads, and I intend to enjoy it enormously.”

Bram came out from behind his bar while she sorted, drying a tankard he’d already dried, the small busywork he fell into whenever he had something to say and was working up to it, and he set a sealed packet on the table beside the petitions. It was the receipts file, the dead man’s switch I’d given him on the descent eve, Saskia’s signature cut and Odette’s ward-residue and the soundings and the lamplighter’s testimony, all of it, returned.

“You came back up your own stairs,” Bram said, “like I told you you would, so you’ll be wanting your receipts back, since you didn’t die and I didn’t have to swear them. Though I’ll say.” He weighed the packet in his one hand a last time before he set it down. “I half hoped you’d let me keep them and use them. There’s a part of an old innkeeper that would’ve enjoyed walking that file up to a stone and watching the province do its arithmetic out loud. But you did it the better way. You out-deeded the man instead of accusing him, and the stones said it cleaner than my swearing ever could’ve, and now you’ve a file full of receipts you’ll never need to spend, the best receipt there is: sitting in a drawer, true whether you touch it or not.” He pushed the packet across to me. “Keep it anyway. A man keeps his receipts. And the wager-book’s square, and I cleaned up handsome, and I bought the town a night and there’s still enough left I’m thinking of putting a second fire in the back room for when your campaign-map empties my taproom of every able body in the province. Which it will. I’ve watched that woman sort papers for ten minutes and I can already see my regulars marching off east to dig somebody’s spring out.” He nodded at Maeva, fond and dry. “You’ve a good problem coming, porter. Too much being asked of you by people who can pay in salt. I’ve run this book forty years and I never once had that problem. Enjoy it. It’s the only good problem there is.”

“You’ll oversalt their farewell stew,” Maeva said, not looking up from her sorting, “and they’ll march off east badly seasoned and think of you the whole road.”

“My stew, my salt, Lady Envoy,” Bram said comfortably, and went back to his bar, and Maeva smiled at the petitions and didn’t argue, because she’d learned, as I had, that you keep the ones who’ll overrule you.

The breakfast council gathered from four directions and made a route out of the morning.

It was a good table. That matters. Four people who’d each been used and discarded by someone, eating breakfast together in a loft that was theirs, with a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door and a cooper’s sign nailed over it and a campaign-map of a province’s needs spread between the plates. Maeva had pepper now, a scandalous amount of it, bought at a market price that still offended her on principle four hundred years after the prices she’d known, and she peppered her eggs with the satisfaction of a woman spending a small fortune on a thing that had been an emperor’s luxury in her first life and was a copper a fistful in her second. Nahari had laid out the breakfast before anyone asked, because she’d known what everyone wanted before they woke, and she’d been right about all of it except that she’d given Yrsa the larger portion on purpose and pretended it was foresight, and Yrsa ate it without noticing the kindness, which was the only way Yrsa could take a kindness, unnoticed, disguised as a thing the oracle had simply seen. We were a household. After five years of being a man at the back of other men’s tables, I had a table, and the having of it was a thing I was still learning to bear, like the standing in front of my own lit name, and I bore it, and ate my eggs, and let it be mine.

The pepper started a small war. Maeva offered the dish around the table as she offered everything, like a sovereign extending a favor, and Yrsa took one look at the scandalous black drift of it across the eggs and declared that a soldier who couldn’t taste an ambush in her own food was a soldier who’d be poisoned by the second campaign.

“You season like a woman who’s never had to taste for a knife,” she told the empress, flat, around a mouthful.

“I have tasted for a knife,” Maeva said, with great dignity, and peppered her eggs further out of pure spite. “Once. Thoroughly. By a man who under-seasoned everything his whole life, which should tell you something about the relationship between caution and character. The bland ones are the ones who poison you, saint. Write that down.”

“It tells me he had the sense to taste his food before he ruined it,” Yrsa said, and reached to rescue the pepper-dish from the empress’s hand on principle, and Nahari, without looking up from her own plate, slid it out of both their reaches a half-second before either could claim it, foresight deployed entirely in the service of breakfast.

“The dish wants to live in the middle of the table,” the oracle said, serene. “I’ve seen where it ends up otherwise. There’s shouting. Eat.”

And Bram, passing with a fresh pot, looked at the drift of black pepper going onto an empress’s eggs at a copper a fistful and said he’d be billing the loft by the season at this rate, and meant it, and wrote a standing line for it in the wager-book under the bar, as he wrote down everything that was going to cost him money and be worth it.

Yrsa had taken the militia volunteers out at dawn, the Marrowford men who’d held a line and wanted to keep doing it, and she stress-tested them in the yard with a saint’s ruthless economy and came back having kept exactly three.

“Three,” she reported, eating like the breakfast was a siege. “Out of thirty. The other twenty-seven are good farmers who held a line once because you steadied them and would hold it again, and I sent them home to their farms with my respect, because a militia’s a militia and a banner’s a banner and you don’t build the second out of the first. But three of them have the thing. The thing you can’t teach, the not-flinching. Those three I kept. I’ll make them into something. A banner needs a spine of people who don’t flinch, and I found you three who don’t, and I’ll find more on the roads, and I’ll make them hard enough to be worth the empress’s campaign map.” She pointed her fork at me. “And in the spring I’m going to Veltmark for the circuits, and you’re coming, because the note says bring the porter, and I’m going to give a copper-shaved duelist the honest duel she finally asked for, and you’re going to watch me win it, and it’s going to be the best thing I’ve done since I died. But that’s spring. This is breakfast. Pass the eggs.”

“The note,” I said.

“The note,” Yrsa agreed, and produced it, a folded paper in formal duel-script that had come by paid courier in the dawn, and she read it twice while I watched, and she smiled, the second time, in a way that needed supervision.

It was from Saskia. Formal, exact, duel-script, the challenge laid out as the old code laid out challenges: a meeting in the spring at the Veltmark circuits, saint to saint, no stones, no songs, no witnesses, just the two of them and a quiet field, to settle the question once and for all, the question of who was the most dangerous edge alive, and at the bottom, a line that wasn’t in the old code, a line Saskia had added herself: bring the porter. I want him to watch. I want to know if a saint who chose a porter fights different from a saint who chose a Hero. I think she does. I think that’s the whole answer. Bring him.

“She’s asking honest,” Yrsa said, folding the note, the dangerous smile still on her. “Finally. A quiet field, away from songs and squares and crowds telling her whether she still gets to call herself the most dangerous thing alive. Honest. To know. And she’s worked out the real question underneath, which is whether a saint who’s chosen something fights different from a saint who’s only ever had her edge, and she’s right that it’s the whole answer, and she’s right that I do, and she’s going to learn it in a quiet field in the spring, and I’m going to enjoy it, and so are you, anchor, because you’re coming to watch a saint fight different, the way she asked.” She tucked the note away. “She’s outside the Hero’s orbit now. She didn’t sign it for Cylas. She signed it for herself. That’s new. That’s the start of something, and it’s not the start of an enemy, quite, and it’s not the start of a friend, and it’s the most interesting thing the duelist’s ever done, and I’ll meet her in the spring and we’ll see what it’s the start of.” She went back to her eggs, content, a saint with a duel to look forward to.

We answered the first three petitions before I left the table, which felt, after years of carrying other men’s deeds, like the strangest and best thing I’d ever done with a morning. The spring two valleys east, first, because Nahari said it fouled worse each day and the glass and the tide-tables agreed; I marked the route and the loads and the order of the caches in the notebook, the porter’s work, my work, done now for my own banner instead of a Hero’s. The north-shore hamlet second, with the warren that would wake on the next tides. The old shepherd’s barrow third, the lamb-payment one, because a man who’d walked a night on a bad hip got answered, that was the rule of the new banner, you answered the one who walked through the night. Maeva sorted the rest into her campaign-map with terrifying joy, naming routes, pricing salt, and somewhere in the sorting she stopped and looked at the dozen petitions and the loft and the lamp at the door and said, quiet, “Do you know, summoner, I unified three duchies and I never once got to start a thing clean. I inherited everything tangled, married into worse, and untangled it with poison-tasters at every meal. This.” She set her crowned hand flat on the campaign-map. “This is clean. A province that asked for you, by name, in salt, with no one’s poison in it. I’m going to build you a kingdom out of that and I’m going to enjoy every single day of it, and it’s going to be the second-best thing I do in this second life.” She didn’t say what the first was. She didn’t have to; the bond said it for her, the warm-metal taste of it, and I let my name stay lit in her, as I’d let it stay lit on the stone.

“The east road,” Nahari said, mild, into her tea, reading the morning like weather, “smells like fox today. And overdue luck. You should walk it, anchor, before the campaign-map eats your whole day. Pay your copper. Something’s been counting them, and it’s nearly done counting, and a thing that’s nearly done counting is a thing that’s about to want to discuss the sum.” She turned the cup once between her palms. “I won’t see that corner for you; it’s the one place the glass goes strange around, the fox-shrine, all that sealed trickster light bending the sight. But I see enough to say: walk the east road, pay your copper, and mind your pockets. That’s the morning. Fox and overdue luck and mind your pockets.” And she finished her tea, having delivered the morning’s weather, and left me to walk into it.

The council went on a while after that, statecraft and warmth braided together until you couldn’t tell them apart. Maeva laid three petitions side by side and read them like a chess problem, and Nahari, across the table, moved them into a different order without a word, by route and by the order the rains would cross the warren-ridges, and Maeva looked at the new order and conceded it with the small regal head-tilt that cost her, and the two of them played the whole campaign-map like a board, statecraft against prophecy, each claiming the win, both right, the one game in the household neither of them wanted to end.

“The north-shore hamlet first,” Nahari said. “The smoked fish ones. The warren under them grows on the next two tides and not before; we’ve a week; we spend it on the spring two valleys east, which fouls worse every day we don’t, and then we take the road north and reach the hamlet exactly as the warren wakes, and we close it before it breathes. That’s the route. The glass and the tide-tables agree, which they rarely do, so we should listen when they do.”

“She’s right,” I said, reading it the porter’s way, route and tide and load, and finding it true. “Spring first, hamlet second, and we cache at the holdings between so the third call doesn’t cost an overdraft.”

“No overdrafts,” Yrsa said, flat, around the eggs, the old rule, her oath in its working form. “You’ve a blade now and an empress and an oracle. You point. We end it. You stop burning your arms off buying what we’re for. Say it back.”

“I point, you end it,” I said. “I don’t spend what you’re for.”

“Good,” Yrsa said. “I’ll make a banner-captain of you yet, if the empress doesn’t make a king of you first, and the two of them are going to fight over which, and I’m going to enjoy watching, from a chair, eating.” She speared the last egg. “Go pay your copper, anchor. The oracle said fox and mind your pockets, and the oracle’s smug about it, which means it’s going to be a good one. Take your coat with the good pockets. I’d lay money you come back robbed.”

“I never bet against the oracle,” I said.

“Wise,” said Nahari, into her tea, “and also you’ll return robbed regardless, so the not-betting saves you twice.”

So I walked the east road to the fox shrine in the late morning, and all the coppers I’d paid without thinking about return came due at once.

It was an old shrine, the fox-shrine, one of those road shrines with a weathered seal-stone and a leaning post and a little roof of moss-rotted shingle, the sort of wayside thing travellers pay a copper at without knowing why, against luck, against the road, against the things that live under roads. I’d paid it a copper since I was a boy running errands on the ferry-docks, because my master then had taught me you pay the shrines, all of them, every time; kind or cruel, a thing under a road is still a debt, and a man who keeps his small debts sleeps better. I’d kept the habit through five years of carrying other men’s glory, a copper at every wayside shrine, the porter’s small honest tithe, the one expenditure I’d never once begrudged myself because it was the cheapest insurance there was. I’d paid this one most of all, because it was on the road I walked to think, and I’d walked it a great deal to think, this season, with a tomb behind me and queens beside me and a Hero to out-deed.

And the thing under it, it turned out, had been counting.

The seal-stone had cracked.

Not broken, cracked, in a neat deliberate spiral that ran up the old seal-stone the way the scorch had run up the post, a perfect spiral fissure, fox-fire orange light leaking out of it in the daylight, and at the foot of it my years of coppers, every copper I’d ever paid the sealed thing, were stacked in a tower, a careful impossible tower of coppers balanced higher than any hand could have stacked them, a tower I hadn’t built, the sealed thing’s own accounting of my tithe, every copper I’d paid stacked and counted and displayed, and the fox-fire pebble in my coat hummed loud and warm and live against my ribs when I came near, almost singing.

And in the cracked spiral of the seal-stone, an amber eye opened.

One eye, vertical-slitted, amber, bright with a delight that had been sealed under a shrine for longer than the kingdom, and it considered me, upside down, tilting in the crack the way a fox tilts its head, and a voice came out of the crack, quick and bright and teasing, full of a vocabulary I’d never heard a sealed thing use.

“Interest,” the voice said, delighted, the amber eye considering me upside down. “You’ve been paying interest, porter-of-legends. Every dawn. A copper a dawn for, oh, weeks now, and before that whenever you passed, polite, every single time, the only one who ever paid polite, and I’ve been counting it, with interest, the way you count things, I’ve watched you count things, we’re the same that way, you and I, we count.” The eye gleamed. “Interest is the small regular payment on a debt, porter. Pay it faithfully long enough and a creditor grows fond of the principal.” The amber eye narrowed with pleasure. “When I get out, porter-of-legends, and I am very nearly out, you’ve seen the spiral, you’ve felt the pebble sing, when I get out, we are going to discuss the principal. All of it. Everything you’ve been paying interest on without knowing what the debt even was. I can’t wait. I have been so bored, and you are not boring, and the principal is going to be such fun.”

“I don’t know what I owe you,” I said, to the amber eye, plain, because plain was the only register I had and it had served me with queens so it could serve me with a fox. “I’ve paid a copper at this shrine since before I knew there was anything in it to pay. That’s manners.”

“Oh, manners,” the voice said, delighted, the amber eye crinkling. “Manners are the most expensive thing there is, porter-of-legends. Everyone pays for cruelty; the world’s lousy with people who’ll pay for cruelty. Almost no one pays for manners. You paid for manners, every dawn, to a sealed thing that could do nothing for you, when no one was watching, when there was no song in it and no stone to weigh it.” The eye gleamed. “Do you know who else does a thing like that? Spends real coin on a nobody when nobody’s watching? I’ve heard a rumor about a man like that. Burned his arms off for a lamplighter, they say. Filled a beggar-king’s bowl. I’ve been sealed under a road a long time and even I heard that one.” The fox-light bent and warmed. “You’re my favorite mark, anchor. Men who don’t think they’re owed anything are the most fun to pay back. With interest.”

And the voice stole my pencil.

I felt it go, out of my coat, the pencil I’d carried since before the tomb, the porter’s pencil, the one that had marked every receipt and every tide and every tell, gone out of my coat between one word and the next without the seal opening one inch further, lifted clean by a thing that was still sealed, a theft through a crack a hand couldn’t fit through, and the amber eye gleamed with the satisfaction of a pickpocket who’s just proven a point.

“Collateral,” the voice said, pleased, my pencil somehow inside the sealed crack now, turning where the amber eye could admire it. “I’ll hold the pencil. Against the principal. A creditor takes collateral; that’s just good practice. You’ll want it back. It’s a good pencil; you’ve underlined a great many things with it; I can smell the underlining on it, all the live debts you keep in your pocket and pretend are only notes. I’m one of them now, porter-of-legends. Underline me.” And a fox-fire paw-print scorched itself onto the leather of my map-satchel, a neat little fox’s paw, burned into the leather as a receipt, a creditor’s mark, and the amber eye winked, and closed, and the spiral fissure glowed and held, not opening further, not yet, a thing very nearly out and choosing, with enormous relish, to make me wait for it.

I paid my copper anyway. Set it on the impossible tower. The tower took it, and the pebble sang, and I walked back toward Marrowford with a fox’s paw-print scorched on my satchel and my pencil held as collateral by a sealed trickster who wanted to discuss the principal. I underlined it in my head, since I no longer had the pencil, and carried it with the chip of the failed Brand and the copper-shaved challenge and the pale hand’s after-image, four live entries in a quiet dawn.

I walked back into a town that looked at me differently than it had a season ago, and the looking was a thing I was still learning to bear without hunching.

Children were playing the porter-walks-out verse in the square, not singing it now, playing it, a game of it, one child being the porter and one being the empress and a third being the tomb, the youngest always made to be the tomb and furious about it, and they let the porter walk out and correct the masonry and they cheered, and one of them saw me passing, the real one, and went round-eyed and elbowed the others, and I gave them a nod and the deadpan, “the masonry’s fine, I checked,” and they shrieked with the delight of children who’ve had a legend confirm their game, and I walked on, owning a different kind of joke than the bucket-trick now, one that didn’t hurt.

I passed the temple hostel at the edge of Marrowford, and I didn’t stop, but I marked it. Liria’s window had a candle in it, lit, and the door had a med-kit on the step, the kind a travelling healer leaves out for whoever needs it in the night, unsigned, set out of the rain with the same quiet care she’d given my kit at the survey camp. She was still here. Still between the men who’d used her and the man who’d thanked her, finding the floor under her own feet. I left her a thing without stopping, the only thing she could take without it being a debt: I’d have Bram send a standing order to the hostel, a meal a day on the coalition’s coin, no name attached, answering the unsigned med-kit she’d returned in a survey camp a lifetime ago. A kindness that asks nothing, paid quiet, to a witness deciding whether she has the feet to swear. She’d know who it was from. She’d never have to say. That was the whole of what I could give her, and it was the right size, and I walked on and let her find her feet in her own time.

Nahari walked me out on the cliff-path above the lake that evening, and the warning she gave me was also a benediction.

“The flicker,” she said, slow, barefoot on the cliff-path, the lake going dark below and the province’s new stones lighting faint in the dusk across the water. “In the Vault. The pale hand on the Hero’s shoulder. You saw it; I saw it; we didn’t speak of it, and we were right not to, and I’ll speak of it now only enough to send you to sleep, because you’ve earned a sleep and I won’t have you lying awake over a thing that won’t move for a long while yet.” The dark eyes were on the lake. “The flicker was an invoice, anchor. Read aloud. The Pale Saint laid its hand on Cylas the way a creditor lays a hand on a debtor whose account has just come due, and the laying-on of the hand was a reading, the invoice read aloud, the loan reviewed.” She stopped on the cliff-path and turned to me. “The Saint is a creditor. Creditors are patient. They re-price defaults before they collect. It looks at a thing that’s changed the value of its whole ledger, and it re-prices that thing, slowly, without hurrying, because in all the length of its ledger nothing has ever once forced its hand.” Her hand found mine in the dusk. “You’ve changed the value of its whole ledger. You put coins back in the bowl. It won’t punish you for it tonight. It will re-price you. And being re-priced by a thing like that starts small, with flames leaning wrong and lamps guttering and a coldness behind your shoulder, slow, patient, a creditor reviewing an account it doesn’t yet know what to do with.” She squeezed my hand. “But not tonight. Tonight you sleep, and so do I, mid-prophecy, on purpose. We’re very expensive now, anchor, the four of us, an entry in a ledger older than memory, and expensive things are studied before they’re snuffed. We’ve bought ourselves time by becoming costly. So sleep. Be costly. Let it study us. And in the morning we’ll walk the campaign map and answer the petitions, and let the creditor take its slow patient time deciding what to do with the one hand that ever filled its bowl. Sleep. That’s the prophecy. It’s also a comfort. Tonight, for once, they’re the same thing.”

And we went in, and slept, the four of us, in a loft above a town that had learned to weigh a porter, with a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door.

That night, the Glimpse caught while I slept.

Not the clean half-second it gave me waking, not a useful tool, not a thing I could steer. This was the Glimpse run long and deep, a sight, not a dream, a sight Nahari felt through me and steadied with her hand on my wrist in the dark. I was not standing there, not truly, and I saw it anyway, the way the Glimpse makes you see: a hall of hanging lamps, more lamps than a man could count, each one a legend’s name burning as flame, hung in rows that ran off into a dark that had no walls and no ceiling and no end, and there was no wind in the hall and no weather and no time, only the lamps, each a name, each a legend, burning at the height the world’s memory still gave it, some bright, some guttering low, some nearly out.

A pale hand turned the pages of a ledger.

The hand was the only thing the Glimpse let my eye find, pale and patient and unhurried, and it turned the pages of a great ledger of lights, and down the pages ran the entries, the legends and their accounts, and beside many of them a single word, PAID, and as the pale hand came to each entry marked PAID it reached up, without hurrying, to the lamp that matched the name, and it snuffed the flame, the legend’s light going out, the account closed, the rent collected, the foreclosure quiet and total and unhurried, lamp after lamp after lamp going dark down the endless hall as the pale hand worked its slow way through the accounts marked PAID.

The hand turned to a new page.

The page was blank, and the pale hand held a pen, and there was an inkwell that was not ink, and the hand dipped the pen, and it wrote, in a fresh line at the top of a clean page, in ink that was not ink, two words:

ANCHOR (LIVING).

And the lamps nearest the page, the lamps whose names the eye could not quite read, leaned toward the fresh entry. Esra’s lamp on the roof. The bards’ lamps in the Vault. The candle on the sill bending its flame toward the window against no draft. All the nearest lamps in the endless hall of legends leaned their flames toward the two new words on the clean page, toward the entry that was not marked PAID, toward the first living entry in a ledger of the dead, leaning toward it like windows toward dawn.

The pale figure did not hurry. It had never once had to hurry.

It dipped the pen.
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