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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Frost

The first frost had come in the night, and Brenna wanted it counted before it melted. The longest night was fifty nights away.

She met me on the wall-walk at grey dawn with her census board under one arm and her breath standing out in front of her like a small ghost, and she led the way along the crenels the way she led everything now, at the pace of a person who has decided the job matters more than the cold. She was twelve. She had commanded the whole march’s lamp-count for a season while the household rode to a capital and back, and she had not lost a single light, and she defended that record the way a garrison defends a gate.

“Two hundred and sixty-six,” she said, before I could ask. “Same as when you got home. But the KEPT column moved.”

“How.”

“Up by two and down by one. The net is one, but the movement matters, and I want you to know I know the difference so you don’t have to check.” She tapped the board with a wire-tied pencil. “South River relit the smithy-yard lamp when the smith’s boy took over the forge. Coldharbour let the old bridge lamp go because the bridge fell in and nobody’s crossing a fallen bridge in the dark on purpose. And a new one at the ford-house, which I’m calling a repair and not a new light, because it’s the same bracket, and if I call it new the number lies.”

“Then it’s a repair.”

“It’s a repair.” She wrote it down anyway, because Brenna writes everything down, and under it, in a hand that had gotten better since spring and knew it, she had already ruled a fresh line at the bottom of the board that had nothing under it yet.

I read it upside down. FOURTH BRACKET, SHAPE UNKNOWN.

“That’s not a lamp,” I said.

“It’s not a lamp yet.” She said it with the particular patience of a child explaining an obvious thing to an adult who has forgotten it. “The cohort built a fourth bracket at the warden-post before the snow. There’s three lamps at the door and an empty one and we don’t know the shape of what goes in it. So I made a line for it. You don’t fill a line before you have the lamp. But you rule the line, so the lamp has somewhere to go when it comes.”

“You rule the line,” I agreed.

“You taught me that.”

“Maeva taught you that.”

“Maeva taught it fancier.” She turned the board so the frost-light caught it. “You taught it so I’d actually do it.”

The frost lay along the tops of the crenels in a thin white rind, and under it the march spread out grey and waking, the hall and the school and the drill-yards and the granary loft with the doorway Colm had cut to a dragon’s dimensions, and the warden-post at the gate with its three lit lamps and its one dark bracket, and the roofs of a march-town that had not existed as anything but a lead token and a ruin when I first rode up to it with a survey pen. Smoke stood straight from a hundred chimneys. Nobody was awake yet who did not have to be.

I counted as we walked. Counting is what my hands do when they carry nothing, and cold makes each number come clean. Nineteen in the second cohort, split this morning between the drill-yards and the lamp-rounds and the south-field tally, all of them running a guard that ran back through Yrsa to a garrison instructor ninety-five years dead. Six in the Anchor wing. Two hundred and sixty-six lights, forty-one of them in the KEPT column, distinct from the lit column. Brenna would write to me about anyone who confused the two even now that I was home to receive the correction.

And under all of that, at the edge of my senses where the bond keeps its ledger, the count that mattered most and that I never said aloud on a wall-walk.

Six hearts that were not mine. Maeva near, and Yrsa near, and Nahari near, and Suzu somewhere below in her vault where she read best. Sidonie’s glass-blue edge reached me faintly from the capital, still six weeks from the winter visit she had promised. Vyrissa’s beat came from the north this morning, slow, one in four, home under a mountain beside a thing that had started to glow, and I felt it the way you feel weather you have decided to trust. Seven with my own.

Under even that, fainter than any of them, an unborn pulse kept time beneath northern stone. I barely counted it and never aloud. I filed it where I filed the largest things, which is quietly, and kept walking.

“You’ve gone counting,” Brenna said. She had learned to read that on me the way she read a false weight.

“I’ve gone counting.”

“Anything I should log?”

“Not yet.” I looked north, where the light was thinnest. “I’ll tell you if it gets a shape.”

She wrote FOURTH BRACKET, SHAPE UNKNOWN one more time in the margin, for practice.

We walked the rest of the round in the cold. She had a system for the winter census that she had built herself and defended like scripture: you count the lit lamps first because a lit lamp is a fact, then the KEPT column because a kept lamp is a promise and a promise needs its own line, then you walk the dark brackets because a dark bracket is a question and you do not let a question go unwritten just because it has no answer yet. I had built a march to run without me, and then a twelve-year-old improved the running of it, which brought a particular pride a porter does not have vocabulary for and does not need one.

“Osric wants me to stop walking the dark brackets,” she said, at the north corner. “He says a dark bracket isn’t a lamp so it isn’t census.”

“What did you tell him.”

“That a census that only counts what’s already there is a census that never grows. And that you build the bracket before the lamp in this house, so you count it before the lamp too.” She frowned at the empty fourth bracket down at the warden-post, small from up here, three lit points and one dark one. “He wrote it down instead of arguing, which is how Osric agrees.”

“That is how Osric agrees.”

We went down off the wall into the waking of the day, and the frost was already softening on the crenels where the sun found it, and Brenna counted the melting too, because she counts everything, and did not write it down, because you do not census the weather.



The drill in the Anchor wing that morning used a candle, a cracked shutter, and six children who had come to the cold table on purpose.

Tam ran it from inside it. He did not stand at the front anymore; he had decided, somewhere in the autumn, that a rule taught from the front looks like a rule an adult holds, and a rule taught from the floor looks like a rule the children keep, and the second one travels and the first one doesn’t. So he sat on the kitchen boards with the rest of them and ran the drill the way you run water, from underneath, without seeming to push.

The candle stood on the sill. The shutter was cracked a hand’s width behind it, and the frost-cold morning came through the gap and pushed the flame flat, and six children looked at the flat flame and did not reach for it.

“Read it,” Tam said. “Don’t reach.”

Nell went first, because Nell was eight and hummed at everything and had appointed herself to the reading the way Tam had appointed himself to the running. She was the newest, come at the tail of the autumn, small enough that the table came to her chin.

“It’s the wind,” she said. “The smoke goes the way the wind goes. If I was pulling it the smoke would come at me and it doesn’t.” She was proud of the smoke. Everyone learned the smoke from Kelm, and Kelm had learned it from a boy two winters gone who had learned it from nobody, which is how a rule gets old in a house of children, which is to say in three weeks.

“Sure?”

“Boring sure,” Nell said, which was Orla’s phrase, and everyone let her have it.

Ninet went next. She was nine, the capital’s second confirmed door, wintering at the march with her mother in the west quarters at a princess’s arrangement, sent north by letter in the autumn ahead of the snow and ahead of the princess herself. The certifiers in the capital had prodded her and graded her and frightened her, and here nobody prodded anything, and she had responded to the novelty by becoming the most gloriously boring child at the candle I had ever watched. She held one flash and stopped. That was the whole of it. She read the flame, she felt whatever a nascent door feels when a flame is near, and she did precisely nothing about it, over and over, with the serene competence of a child who has decided that doing nothing is a thing you can be good at.

“Wind,” she said, and did not reach, and that was Ninet’s entire contribution to the morning, and it was perfect.

Orla checked her bolt. She did that at the start of every drill, not because the drill needed it but because Orla needed it, and nobody made her stop. She was nine and she had come to us in a winter with a lantern that spoke names in the dark, and we had melted its leash off in the yard her first week, and she still slept with her door bolted from inside and checked it twice, and the checking was hers and the bolt was hers and we had learned not to have opinions about either.

“Clear,” she said, of the bolt. And then, of the candle, “Boring. Still boring. Boring’s how you know it’s honest.” She said it like a diagnosis, the way she always said it, and I have come to think it is the truest thing anyone says in that kitchen and she is nine.

Kelm trimmed the wick before he sat. He did that every morning too. He was ten, the cooper’s-widow’s son from South River, and his whole body still wanted to lunge at a flame the way a dog wants a thrown stick, and he kept his hands in his lap because Tam had told him to and because the wanting was the exercise. He trimmed the wick with a little knife and put the scraps in a tin, because he was keeping them, comparing how different oils burned, on a theory about wicks that would never light a deed-stone and told me more about the boy than a stone ever could.

“Read it, Kelm,” Tam said.

Kelm’s fingers twitched once in his lap and stayed. “Wind,” he said. “And the wick’s clean. I trimmed it. So it’s not the wick doing anything. It’s just the wind.”

Jorin sat an inch. He was fourteen, too old for kitchen floors, and he sat on the kitchen floor anyway, an inch of a compromise with his own pride, because his two little sisters were in the next room with their mother and he had decided that whatever this place was, it was a place where a boy could be strange around lamps and not be driven out of it. Borrowed lamps wavered near him even when the air held still. He had spent his whole life being blamed for that. Here nobody blamed him, and it was still, six months on, taking him time to believe that was a real rule and not a trap with a slow spring.

“You don’t have to sit,” I told him, because I told him that every so often, so the not-having-to would stay real.

“I know.” He sat anyway. “It’s just lamps.”

“It’s just lamps,” I agreed.

Jorin’s two sisters came to the doorway partway through, in the way they did most mornings, drawn by the small fire and the low voices the way children are drawn to any warmth with people around it. They stood in their outdoor shawls with the west-quarters cold still on them and watched their brother sit on a kitchen floor in front of a candle he was not allowed to touch, and the elder held the younger’s hand, and the younger asked, in the enormous whisper of a child who believes she is being quiet, whether Jorin was learning again. The elder said yes, in the same whisper, and that learning looked slow and boring and that boring was the point, which she had gotten from Orla, who had gotten it from nobody. Jorin’s ears went red and he did not turn around and he held his hands in his lap, and I watched the back of a fourteen-year-old’s neck decide, one more morning, that he would sit on a hundred kitchen floors before he let those two see him flinch at a flame.

What they drilled on that floor was the smallest rule in the house. A child who could read a flame and not reach for it owned the choice inside his own hands. We had built that rule to keep a handful of ungraded children from opening doors before they were grown, and the children already held it more cleanly than most adults held a sword. Teaching was how a thing survived the teacher. Tam had said that once, plainly, the way he said arithmetic, and I had filed it.

The smallest recited the rule at the end, because that was tradition, which in a house of children means it was a month old and therefore carved in stone. Nell stood up and dusted her knees with great ceremony and said it flat, the way you say a thing you have decided is true.

“We hold first. Doors later.”

“Doors later,” Tam echoed.

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

“Especially those,” I said. I watched them put the candle out without reaching across one another, then pass it hand to hand toward the shelf. Six children with their hands in their laps in a cold kitchen, and not one of them reaching, and that was worth filing before breakfast.



The shelf of unopened things had grown a face-down letter since summer, and Merta had read it three times, and her fourth reading took even longer.

The shelf was Tam’s invention, THINGS WE DO NOT OPEN YET burned across the front board in a hand that had practiced the words. It held a sealed music box that was Nell’s, come with her in the autumn and set there by her own decision the first week; a jar Suzu had donated with nothing in it and a label reading PROFESSIONAL SECRET; a dried seed-pod that had been someone’s and was now the shelf’s; and three letters from parents who had written to the wing and then not decided to send their children, folded and set to wait, because a family that has not decided is a door you do not open from the outside either.

One of the three had been answered since summer, and answered the wrong way, and Merta had turned it face-down.

She read it now, front and back, the way she read a thing she meant to weigh, flour to both elbows and a knife within reach that she would have used on an argument. It was from a South River family, one of the three that had written in spring and waited, and the letter that came back in the autumn was not the child’s arrival. It was a withdrawal. We won’t be needing a door for our girl after all, it said, in a careful hand that had practiced the wording on a scrap. A godmother has sponsored her future. She’s to be a Hero come the longest night, and that’s more than a door, and it costs us nothing, and she gave us no terms at all, dears, none, and we thank you for your kindness but we won’t be troubling you.

Merta read it a fourth time and put it back on the shelf face-down, the way you set down a thing you do not yet know how to answer and refuse to guess at.

“That’s the third,” she said. Not to me exactly. To the shelf.

“Third what?”

“Third family in the valley this autumn that’s stopped writing because somebody kinder than us already offered.” She wiped her hands on her apron, which was how Merta closed a subject she did not want to keep open in front of children. “Two just stopped. This one wrote to say why. I’m keeping the why.”

“Godmother,” I said.

“Godmother,” Merta said, flat, the word turned over once and set down. “A kind woman with a gift and no terms, for a child, at a fair. I’ve buried a husband and made beds for other people’s children for six years, Warden, and a kind woman with a gift and no terms for a child is selling something. I don’t know what she’s selling. But I know the tell in that smile.” She turned the letter fully face-down, so even the direction of it could not argue. “It’s the shape of the courier I burned in the spring.”

I did not tell her she was right, because she knew, and telling a woman like Merta she is right about a thing that frightens her only tells her the thing is bigger than she’d hoped. I took the tell in that smile and set it beside a thin white frost on the crenels and a faint pulse under a mountain, and said nothing, and let the count run.



The petition board had stopped asking to be rescued and started asking to be taught, and Osric assigned the graduates against it like a general moving pins.

He did it in the war-loft with the maps down, ruling straight lines on a fresh sheet, hiding from anyone who tried to thank him for it, which was Osric’s whole art. Send us a graduate, the board said now, valley after valley. We’ll feed them and house them and build the school ourselves if you send us someone who knows the code and the loose grip and the census. All spring the road had flagged us down for rescue. All autumn it had flagged us down for curriculum, and Osric matched graduate to valley by temperament and distance the way he matched a thread to a page, and did not miss.

“Torvald to Old Wintering Barn for the winter,” he said, to the map, “because they’ll feed him too much and he’ll survive it. Sela to Coldharbour, they’ve a fast yard and she’s got the fastest back-cut read we’ve made. Wat stays; I want him for the relay work.” He ruled a line. “And this one I can’t place.”

He slid a letter across without looking up.

It was from a ferry-town two provinces east, and it asked, plainly, for a graduate to come and teach, and it was written in a hand that held a pencil badly, the letters shaped by a grip that had learned to write late and against its own inclination, pressing too hard in the wrong places. It was signed with a name I did not know and a small drawing of a door, drawn worse than the writing.

I read it twice. There was a man two provinces east who had taken a license I refused once, and lost everything he’d been sold, and walked out of a capital poor and free and pointed at a door worth holding, and the last I’d heard of him he was holding one badly, learning. A hand that holds a pencil badly. I did not write the name in my head, because a name written is a judgment you have committed to, and I had not decided anything.

“Send Wat,” Osric said, “when he’s done with the relay.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Answer it warm. Tell them we’ll come when we can. Don’t promise the man a date.”

Osric ruled a line under it and did not ask me why the man got a warm answer and no date, because Osric never asks, which is why people tell him things.



The household had settled into its winter shapes, and each of them was a small comedy that carried an account.

Maeva, thirty-eight when she died and still imperial four centuries later, had lasted eleven days in her bored summer. She reported this at breakfast with the grievance of an empress denied a proper idleness. “I decided in the spring that I had earned a season of doing nothing,” she said, “and I lasted eleven days, and then I re-tailored the march’s entire drainage decree out of pure restlessness, and the gutters have never been so magnificent, and I am not proud of it.” She was extremely proud of it. WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD was carved in the hall lintel and she had spent a summer making it truer.

Suzu, twenty-one and delighted by every clause she could abuse, had put a winter rider on her vault’s policy. She read me the amendment upside down from the rafters, where she read best and would fight you about it. “The premises are insured against fire, theft, flood, siege, debt-collection, the general malice of hills, and, new this season, processions, because we had a royal one this year and I have decided royalty is a hazard class.” She flipped a page. “And I appraised the chain-focus for the winter. Malchor’s master chain-focus, the trophy, the one that used to stand husks where you put them. Depreciating nicely. Vyrissa still wants it buried or melted on the grounds that it’s a grave-good and not a trophy. I still want it visible on the grounds that it’s proof the trade it served is broken. Neither of us will win, and we both know it, and the argument is also on schedule, and I’ve insured the argument too.”

“You’ve insured an argument.”

“Against resolution,” Suzu said. “Premium waived. Some coverage is a gift.”

Vyrissa’s side of the ridge was stacked with snow she had melted into a warm patch. Her human form read unmistakably adult, mid-thirties by mortal eyes, though centuries sat behind it, and the household’s cats had annexed it entire. She was north this week, beside the glow, but the warm patch held her heat for days after she left it, the way old fires do, and the cats knew a good thing and had moved in without asking. Nobody moved them. You do not evict a cat from a dragon’s warm stone; you observe the arrangement and file it.

And the three lamps at the warden-post were lit each dusk by whoever reached them first, and the reaching was a race, and the race was denied by every person who ran it. Esra’s flame, the kept one. The march’s own, the earned one. Tibba’s clay spare, the given one, a chandler’s gift from the Winter Court to a keeper’s line. Three lights and an empty bracket, and every evening two or three of the household drifted toward the post at dusk with a taper and pretended they had happened to be going that way, and lit whichever was unlit, and denied the race with a straight face, and Brenna logged who won and did not say she was logging it.

Bram ran the taproom annex through it all with one arm and a wager book he cheated at transparently, and had opened a new line on the winter that he read me at the bar. “Book on how long the empress’s boredom lasts,” he said. “I called eleven days. I won my own book. I’ve never been prouder of anything I’ve been ashamed of.” He had also refused, on the same principle he refuses everything, to insure a single item against the coming snow. “I don’t book weather,” he said, “and I don’t book royalty, and I don’t book dragons, and now, since Kestering’s not come up yet and I want it on record before it does, I don’t book anybody’s children. Some things a man leaves out of the book. That’s how you know he’s got a book worth keeping.”

The second cohort had learned the ballad’s twelfth verse over the autumn and rehearsed it in the drill-yard at the ends of drills, the one about the porter who bet his whole name and won and the two sunrises and the fox who bought the moon, and it scanned, which Suzu regarded as a bad omen. “A ballad that scans is a ballad that’s stopped mutating,” she told them, gravely. “A ballad that’s stopped mutating is a ballad that’s decided it’s true. I need it wrong. Sing it wrong. Rhyme Cindermaw with saw again, that one’s my favorite, it’s wrong in four provinces and I want five.” The cohort, who loved her, obligingly ruined the verse, and she paid them each a copper for it, and Osric logged the coppers under MORALE.

I did not run the lamp-race. I watched it, most evenings, the way I watch the small things that carry the enormous accounts, and I counted the household by the lamps they lit, and I was, in the plainest way a porter can be, content.

That was the morning: frost thinning on the wall while the wing’s children held their hands in their laps. I went down to the gate when the lookout called.



The rider came from South River at midmorning, on a blown horse, with an object in his saddlebag he did not want to carry.

I met him at the gate because I was near it, and Brenna was near it because Brenna is always near the gate when a rider comes, logging arrivals. He was a South River man I half-knew, a carter, and he had the look of someone carrying a message he’d rather have left home.

“Warden.” He got down stiff with cold. “It’s Cass’s girl. Dorrit. The little one, four this autumn.” He worked his jaw. “There’s a thing. Cass found it under the child’s blanket after the fair, and she didn’t think anything of it, a gift’s a gift, and then the child started dreaming, and now the child dreams the same dream every night, a door, always a door, and wakes up reaching at the candle, and Cass’s not slept in a week and she’s frightened, and she said bring it to the Warden, he’ll know if it’s nothing.” He fished in the saddlebag. “I hope it’s nothing.”

He put it in my hand.

It was a bird. A small carved tin bird, struck sharp, the die-marks crisp as the day it was made, no wear on it anywhere, not a scratch, not the dullness that comes off a hundred small hands. A child’s toy that had never been played with hard, or a toy that did not wear.

And it was warm.

It had ridden two hours in a frost-cold saddlebag on a blown horse in the first frost of the year, and it lay in my palm warm as a held hand, warm the way a thing is warm when someone has just closed their fist around it, except no one had, except it had spent the morning in the cold giving off a heat it had no honest right to.

I have held wrong warmth before. Grave-minted coin, uncirculated, warm out of cold ground, paying for cold work; I have a lockbox of it, each piece a receipt for something the Saint’s economy bought and I broke. But those were coins, and this was a toy, and a coin pays for a deed already done and a toy is given to a child who has not happened yet, and I did not like the difference at all.

I let the Anchor’s own sense settle on it, the reading that woke in me when Vyrissa’s Measure went innate, the sight of true weight and true debt and where a leash grounds. And the tin bird read like nothing I had a name for. A leash grounds in a keeper and drags the dead to heel. This grounded forward instead, a note written on a door still years from opening. The reading told me plainly, in its usual flat grammar, that payment came due at the opening.

[KEEPSAKE: A NOTE WRITTEN ON A DOOR NOT YET OPENED – PAYABLE AT OPENING.]

I did not say any of that in front of the carter. I closed my hand around the bird, and it was warm against the silver on my palm, and I made my face the face I make when a thing has landed hard, which is no face at all.

But the reading kept talking, the way a good reading does, layering the account under itself. The bird was not a leash and it was not a coin and it was not a Brand. It was quieter than any of those and worse. It sat in a child’s blanket and did nothing at all, made no husk stand and no name dim and no deed rebound grey; it only waited, warm, patient, for a door that a four-year-old did not have yet, and when the door came it meant to be standing in the doorway. A leash takes a dead thing that already was. This was written on a thing that had not yet been. And a child who dreams a door every night and wakes reaching at a candle is a child being taught, in her sleep, by a warm gift under her blanket, to want the reaching that the whole of my house exists to teach children not to want.

I had spent a year building a rule inside children so that no one could open their doors from the outside. Someone had found a way to make a child want to open the door from the inside, and had started with the ones too young to have learned the rule, and had done it kindly, with a toy, and asked nothing, the same false kindness Merta had named at breakfast.

“You did right to bring it,” I said. “Tell Cass the child sleeps in our care tonight if she wants it, or we come to South River tomorrow, her choice, and either way nobody studies the girl. Tell her that exactly. Nobody studies her girl. We come to read the gift, not the child.”

The carter’s shoulders came down half an inch. “So it’s a thing.”

“It’s a thing. It’s not the child’s fault and it’s not Cass’s and it’s not yours. Warm the horse and eat before you ride back. Brenna, log him a bed and a feed.”

“Logged,” Brenna said, already writing, and then, quieter, to me, reading my no-face the way she reads a false weight, “That’s not nothing.”

“That’s not nothing,” I agreed.

On the wall above the gate, Vyrissa had come back from the north sometime in the last hour without my marking the shadow of it, the way she does when she means to arrive quietly, and she stood at the crenels in the shape of a woman with the frost not melting on the stone around her because it had already given up trying. She was looking at the bird in my closed hand from forty feet up, and she had gone still.

Not the stillness of a person who has seen something new. The stillness of a mountain that has recognized weather it has felt before, a long time ago, and hoped not to feel again. Her slow heartbeat, at the edge of me, did not change its rhythm at all, and the not-changing was how I knew.

“You know it,” I said, up to her, not loudly.

“I know its maker,” she said, and did not soften it, because Vyrissa sets a thing down where you can see it and lets the weight be the mercy. “Not the hand. The hunger.” She came down off the wall in the way she has, which is not falling. “Wrap it,” she said, when she was beside me, and did not touch it. “Do not carry it against the skin. And do not, small anchor, let a child hold it again, not even to say goodbye to it. This one is given, not sold, and given is worse.”

“Why worse.”

She looked north, where the light was thinnest and a glow she would not hurry pulsed under stone, and then she looked south, at the sea-road, at a horizon a caravan might come up.

“Because a sold thing is a thing you can buy back,” she said. “A given thing, a child will defend.”



That evening the household made its welcome pile at the great room’s frost-fire, and a fox declined a theft on principle, and nobody said anything about it, which was the whole of the rule.

The frost-fire was the winter version of the welcome-pile, smaller and closer and denser, the queens claiming quadrants of the great hearth the way they claim any warmth with people around it. Maeva took the high side by the mantel where the light was best for reading a room. Yrsa, who had died at twenty-four, took the corner nearest the door where she could see it, cleaning a blade she did not need cleaned, which meant she was thinking. Nahari, twenty-nine when Sundermere burned, settled at the shuttered window with her feet drawn up and her eyes half shut, listening to the frost the way another person watches a fire. Suzu hung over the back of the settle, upside down again, tails loose, and Vyrissa took the whole west end and made it warm without a lamp because near her you do not need one.

The tin bird sat on the mantel in a twist of oilcloth Vyrissa had wrapped it in herself, and nobody in the room quite looked at it and nobody quite didn’t.

Suzu stole the pencil first, out of habit, with full eye contact, and put it back, which is the ritual and not a theft. And then, because she is a fox and cannot leave a warm thing alone, she stole the bird.

She did it the way she does everything, between one breath and the next, the twist of oilcloth open and the bird in her small quick hand before anyone marked her move, and I felt the room go a degree cooler in the way a room does when it braces. She held it a moment in her palm, and the wrong, given warmth registered in her face, and the delight went out of it, not into anger but into something quieter and more professional: a locksmith reading a door built to be a trap.

And then she put it back.

She gave us no joke, invoice, game, or line about interest and the general malice of hills. She wrapped it in the oilcloth with Vyrissa’s care, restored it to the exact spot on the mantel, folded her hands, and stayed quiet.

A fox who steals every warm thing in the house on principle had declined this one, and declined it on principle, and the household saw her do it and filed it and did not point at it, because pointing at it would have made her be funny about it, and some things she has earned the right to mean.

“That’s a hook,” she said finally, to the fire, not to any of us. “I’ve held a lot of things that were mine and a lot that weren’t. That thing is a hook wearing a gift. There’s no market rate for a hook. I can’t even price it to insult it.” She looked at the wrapped shape on the mantel and, for once, there was no game anywhere in her. “I’ve done dishonest things. I never did that one. There’s a floor. That’s under it.”

“There’s a floor,” I said.

“We’re standing on the other side of it this winter, aren’t we,” Suzu said. Not a question.

“Looks like.”

At the shuttered window, Nahari had kept her eyes closed for a while, and when she spoke the room turned to her the way it does, because the oracle who refuses to look does not waste the looking she has left.

“Something is coming up the sea-road,” she said. She said it slow, warm, the way she says the things that have waited a long time to be said. “It does not hurry. I want you to mark that, because everything I have ever fought hurried, and this does not.” She braided a strand of silver hair and unbraided it, feeling for something too far off to see clean. “It is not counting names. Since Sundermere, I have learned the taste of a thing that counts names, coins, deeds, a grown person’s measured worth; and this is not that.” Her dark eyes opened, slow, and found the wrapped bird on the mantel, and did not flinch from it. “It is counting years. It has come a long way, and it is in no hurry at all, and it is counting how many years old the children are.”

Nobody said anything. Even Suzu, who fills silences for a living, let that one stand.

And into it, from the yard, came Wend’s brother at a trot, off the south road, waving with the wrong hand, which by our own rule means news that will keep until supper, except that he did not slow and did not wait for supper, and swung down at the door with the specific breathlessness of a man who has ridden ahead of something large.

“The king’s banner’s on the south road,” he said. “Three days out. Early. He said midwinter and it’s not midwinter, and he’s coming now, and the princess’s banner is with it.”


Chapter 2: Forty-Nine Nights

Maeva declared the king’s visit a hospitality campaign before breakfast was cleared, and lost her first engagement to Merta over the menu inside the hour.

“A king comes to a march,” Maeva said, standing at the war-loft’s map-table with the household’s winter stores laid out in front of her like an order of battle, “and the march feeds him what the march is proud of. That is not vanity. That is statecraft. A table is a map of who you are. We will set a table that says: here is a place that keeps its people fed through a hard winter, and does it well, and will do it whether a crown is watching or not.” She had the campaign already built in her head, I could see it, the whole three days laid out like a board she’d been given the pieces to early. “Merta. The menu.”

“Stew,” said Merta.

“The first night, certainly, stew, because a road-weary man wants stew. But there are three nights, and the second night we should serve something finer.”

“Stew,” said Merta.

Maeva paused, in the way an empress pauses when a subject has failed to understand that a suggestion from her is a decree wearing manners. “Merta. The Crown is coming.”

“Then the Crown eats what the wing eats,” Merta said, flour to both elbows, not looking up from the beds she was making up in her head for a king’s escort. “I feed forty children and a garrison and a household through a winter on what I’ve got in the stores you’re standing on, and I don’t change the pot because a man with a nicer horse is coming. He can eat what the children eat. If it’s good enough for a child who’s had a hard year it’s good enough for a king who’s had an easier one.”

“The Crown eats what I decree,” Maeva said, and there was steel in it now, warm steel, the empress genuinely enjoying meeting a wall she respected.

“The Crown,” said Bram, from the door, where he had been leaning to watch, “eats stew.” He said it the way he settles a wager. “I’ve fed adventurers, margraves, one duke, and a woman who turned out to be an empress. They all say they want something finer. They all eat the stew twice and ask what’s in it. Put the good barrel out. That’s the whole difference between a supper and a state supper: the barrel.”

A very particular silence took the loft.

“Put out the good barrel,” Maeva said, to Bram, conceding the field with the grace of a general who has decided the hill was never worth taking. And then, to Merta, because an empress does not lose to a cook without extracting a term: “And there will be plums with it. Children who have sat still all winter eat like a siege, and so does a king who has ridden three days early, and I will not have a Ruthelm leave this table hungry and tell the capital the march is poor. Plums, Merta.”

“Plums,” Merta allowed, which was Merta conceding a field of her own, and the treaty was signed, and the menu was stew and the good barrel and plums, which is what it was always going to be, and both of them looked privately satisfied to have fought about it.

The rest of the hospitality campaign she laid out like a siege in reverse, which is to say a siege you win by feeding the besiegers so well they forget what they came to take.

“A king who comes early is a king who wants something he has not written down,” she said, moving markers across the map that were the guest quarters and the school and the second drill-hall. “Berengar does not scheme; he is the honest one; but an honest man arriving before his own date is an honest man who has seen a thing at home that will not keep. We do not ask him what it is. We feed him, and we house his people better than the capital would, and we let the march be so plainly itself that when he does say the thing, he says it to friends and not to a court.” She set a marker on the second drill-hall. “His escort sleeps in the school. Thirty riders, Wend’s brother said, no army. The order’s masters and their first class if he’s bringing them to be graduated, and I would bet the good barrel he is, because a king who comes to a march early comes to watch it do the thing the capital cannot. Merta.”

“Beds are made,” Merta said, which was true, because Merta makes beds before she is asked the way other people breathe. She had been making up the school’s boarding rows since Wend’s brother’s horse was still in the yard. “Thirty in the school, the officers in the west range, and I’ve left the good room in the guest wing alone.”

“The corner room,” Maeva said.

“The corner room,” said Merta, “is spoken for,” and did not look at me, and neither did anyone else, which was its own kind of looking.

Her crowd doctrine she stated once, for the household, the way she states the things she intends to keep saying until they are carved somewhere. “A king at a table is a problem of arithmetic for everyone at it. They all sit up straighter and eat less and watch him for the cue. So you take the cue away from him. You make it a Thursday. This household eats together on Thursdays, and a king is simply at the table, and the pepper passes without diplomacy, and by the second hour nobody is performing and everybody is arguing about stew, and that is a march he cannot un-see. Frightened people want to be rescued. Comfortable people want to be conspirators. I would rather a king left here a conspirator.” She looked pleased with the sentence, and Suzu, from the rafters, said “Write that one down too, Osric,” and Osric, who was, said “Already have.”

The neighbor’s chair got dusted that afternoon, and Maeva dusted it herself, and nobody commented.

It stood at the head of the long table, the chair we had kept on standing reserve since the summer, since a king who had come to a stable yard and asked what a man’s power costs and listened to the whole answer had earned a chair that waited for him. Maeva took a cloth to it personally, which an empress does not do, which is the entire reason she did it, and she set it square at the table’s head and stepped back and looked at it the way she looks at a thing she has decided means something, and nobody said a word, because there was nothing to say. A neighbor’s chair, dusted by an empress, for a king who no longer needed a pretext. The household had learned which small acts carry the enormous accounts, and this was one, and you let it stand.

The second chair I dusted myself, and everyone commented.

It was the guest-wing corner room’s chair, and it was Sidonie’s, and it had been Sidonie’s since the summer without anyone deciding it out loud, and I took a cloth to it because the princess’s banner was on the road with the king’s, and I set it in the corner room where the light was good for counting, and Suzu, who misses nothing, said, “The Warden’s dusting furniture,” in a carrying voice, and Yrsa said, “He dusts the census board too, it’s a habit,” and Nahari, without opening her eyes, said, “He is not dusting the census board,” and Maeva said nothing, and looked at me over the neighbor’s chair with the expression of a teacher whose student has finally, quietly, begun to take up the space she has spent four hundred years telling him he was allowed. I finished dusting the chair. A man is allowed to look forward to a thing arriving. I had learned that too, this year, at the villages’ pace.



We read the tin bird honestly in the war-loft that evening. Most of the work involved naming the gaps in our knowledge.

That was the discipline of it, and Maeva enforced it, because a household that guesses at a threat and acts on the guess is a household that walks into the thing it was afraid of by the shortest road. So we put the bird on the map-table in its oilcloth, and we said aloud, one at a time, only the things we could stand on.

“We know a parent accepted it,” I said. “Cass took it for the child at a fair. It’s a note on a door that hasn’t opened. When the child’s door opens, the note is payable. That’s what I can stand on.”

“We know the warmth,” Suzu said. She had the bird unwrapped now, holding it in the professional way, at the fingertips, and she had refused to price it, which for Suzu is a statement. “It’s the mint of every wrong coin in Bram’s lockbox. Grave-warm. Uncirculated. Same hand that paid Dreven’s snatchers and the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money and the Coiner’s exact change. I filed it. I wrote NO MARKET RATE. TERMS UNKNOWN. across the entry, which I don’t write about anything, because there is always a rate, there is always a term, and this one there isn’t, and that’s the entry.”

“We know it grounds forward,” I said. “An ordinary leash would terminate in a keeper here. This one waits for whoever the child becomes.”

“And we know where the blanks are,” Maeva said, closing the small list before it could grow legs. “The opening has no observed shape. Her distribution and route remain unknown. We haven’t priced whether a child’s door can be stopped, delayed, or merely witnessed. Her face is a blank. Suzu held the thing and could not price it; Vyrissa knows its maker’s hunger and not its hand. So.” She set her palm flat on the map. “We do the one thing that answers questions in this house. We ride to South River tomorrow, and we read the child, and we ask Cass what she accepted, and from whom, and we do not promise the woman anything we have not priced.” She looked at me. “Read the gift. Not the girl.”

“Read the gift, not the girl,” I agreed. It was Merta’s law wearing a tactical coat, and it was correct.

“We meant to ride tomorrow,” I said, “and now there’s a king on the road two days out, and the week’s reordered itself.” I looked at the wrapped bird. “So the child comes here where we can watch her, and the reading of South River waits until we can do it right, whole, not squeezed between a menu and a graduation. Cass keeps the girl or brings her, her choice. The gift stays wrapped. And when the king’s ridden home and the escort’s gone, we go down to South River and we read the whole of it, the village, the fair, the woman, not just the toy. You don’t read a thing this careful in a hurry. That’s what she’s counting on, whoever she is. That everyone’s too busy to slow down.”

“She is counting on winter,” Nahari said, eyes shut. “A season when the roads close and the fairs end and there is nothing to do but wait for the longest night. She has come at the one time of year a march is too busy keeping itself warm to ride out and read a toy. Do not oblige her by being too busy.”

“We won’t,” I said. “South River gets read right or not at all. After the king.”

Maeva marked it on the map with a small hard stroke, a deferred campaign, kept honest by being written down. It was the first move of the winter, and it was a decision to be slow, and being slow on purpose against a thing that was counting on our hurry felt like the right ground.

Nahari, twenty-nine and two centuries dead, sat through the reading with her eyes shut, and gave the smallest piece of it, which was the largest.

“I have been trying to taste it,” she said. “The way I taste a leash, a market, a debt, a grown person measured on the ledger. And it has no taste. It is not a thing that has happened. A leash is a bill for a life already lived; I can taste the life on it. This has no life on it yet. It is a bill for a life not lived.” Her dark eyes opened, slow. “That is why none of us can price it. You cannot weigh what has not happened. You can only wait for it to happen, which is what she is doing, patiently, up a sea-road, on forty villages at once. I do not like fighting a thing that is happy to wait. Everything I know how to beat is in a hurry.”

“Vyrissa knows its hunger,” I said. “Not its hand.”

“I know the hunger the way you know a smell from childhood,” Vyrissa said from the doorway, and did not enlarge on it, because she had already said, at the gate, that she knew the maker’s hunger and not the hand, and she does not say a thing twice to make a room feel it more. “It is old. It is the oldest thing that particular creditor does. I will say the rest of it when I have lain beside the mountain and am certain, and not before, because I have been wrong about old things by being sure of them too fast, and I do not intend to be wrong about this one.” She let that sit. “Ask me again in a week. Read the child. Read the village. And do not,” she added, the one warning she would repeat, “let a child hold one to say goodbye.”

Yrsa, in the corner, had been inspecting a stack of planks the whole while, and now she rejected three of them.

They were the certificate wood, delivered by the cooper for the order’s graduation, the oak service bars that would be burned with each graduate’s station, and Yrsa went through them by grain the way she goes through anything by grain, and set three aside. “Cross-grain,” she said, of one. “Knot too close to the burn-line,” of another. “This one’s sound but it’s warped a hair and it’ll warp more in a burning, and a certificate that warps is a certificate that says its craft bends, and it doesn’t.” She stacked the good ones and pushed the bad ones back at nobody. “I ordered this wood. I’ll have it right. There’s an order graduating on it and a farm cohort graduating on it and a king watching, and every one of those bars is going to be dead flat and stay flat.”

“You could just tell the cooper,” Suzu said.

“I did tell the cooper. This is me telling him again, in a language he’ll remember, which is three planks he has to explain to his wife.” Yrsa did not look up. “Craft is craft. You don’t certify craft on wood that isn’t.”

And Vyrissa, at the wide doorway, said her piece and left, the way she does. “I fly north tomorrow. Three nights beside a glow that is learning to pulse. It pulses one beat in nine now; I would like to lie beside it for the changing, if it changes.” The furnace eyes moved once to the wrapped bird on the table, and away, because she had already said what she would say about the maker’s hunger and would not say it twice. “I will be back before the king’s second supper. Keep the count. And do not,” she added, to the room, not to me, “let the empress feed a Ruthelm on the second night without me. I intend to sit in the chair on her left and watch a king eat a cook’s stew and pretend it is a state dinner. That is a thing I have decided I want to be present for.”

“Noted,” Maeva said, setting the next braid-pin down with deliberate precision, and the war-loft emptied to its work, and the bird stayed on the map-table in its oilcloth, warm and patient and payable at an opening none of us could yet describe.



The wing found out a king was coming, and handled it the way the wing handles every upheaval, by turning it into a smaller and more manageable problem.

I came through the kitchen at the tail of the evening drill and found the children in a state of low ceremonial excitement, which in that house meant Nell had asked four questions in a row and Orla had answered them all with the word boring.

“Is a king bigger,” Nell asked me. She had a theory, I could tell, and wanted it confirmed or destroyed.

“Bigger than what.”

“Than a person.”

“He’s a person,” I said. “He’s a tired man who carries his own gear and asks what things cost. He came to a stable yard in the summer because he said thrones make liars of visitors and horses don’t. You’ll like him. He’ll ask you to teach him something and he’ll get it wrong twice.”

Nell considered this against her theory and found the theory wanting. “So he’s boring,” she said, disappointed, and Orla, vindicated, said, “Told you. Boring’s how you know it’s honest,” and I did not correct either of them, because they were both, in the way of that kitchen, exactly right.

Ninet’s mother was in the doorway, a quiet woman still learning that the march would not take her daughter from her the way the capital’s certifiers had tried to. She had come north in the autumn at a princess’s arrangement, ahead of the snow, ahead of the princess, and she had spent the first weeks braced for a prod that never came, and she was beginning, the way Jorin was beginning, to believe the rule was real. “The king,” she said, carefully. “He’ll want to see her. The confirmed ones. That’s why the capital sent the certifiers.”

“He’ll want to,” I said. “He won’t. The rule’s the same for a king as for a courier. Nobody studies your child. If he asks, and he might, because he’s honest and he’ll want to understand, Merta says no at the door, and I second her, and he stands where he’s put, because that’s the kind of king he is. He learned it in the summer. He’ll learn it again if he’s forgotten.” I looked at her daughter, gloriously boring at a candle, holding one flash and stopping. “The best thing about Ninet, from where a king stands, is that she does nothing at all in the most disciplined way I’ve ever seen. There’s no show. There’s a child who’s decided not to reach. That’s not a thing to be studied. That’s a thing to be left alone to get good at.”

The mother’s shoulders came down the half-inch I had learned to watch for, the one that means a frightened person has decided to trust a rule one more day. “She likes it here,” she said, like a confession. “She never liked the capital.”

“Boring,” said Ninet, from the floor, not looking up from the candle, which was the highest praise that child had. “It’s honest here.”

Suzu appeared from somewhere with the specific timing of a fox who has been waiting for the right moment to make an entrance and steal a plum, and did both. “A king,” she said, to the children, conspiratorially, “is a very rich man with a poor security arrangement. I have robbed exactly one, and the household insists that already filled our lifetime quota, which I consider a failure of imagination on the household’s part.” She counted the children by touch as she passed them, a hand on each head, a tally she kept without saying she kept it. “But I’ll tell you a secret about kings, since you’re all going to meet one. They can’t count. Not properly. He’ll say the census is a wonder and mean it, and he won’t be able to do it himself, and Brenna’s going to have to teach him, and it’s going to be the best thing any of us sees all winter.”

“I can count,” Nell said, offended on behalf of counting.

“I know you can, small one. That’s why you’re better than a king at the one thing that matters in this house.” And she gave Nell the plum she’d stolen from the bowl, which was the plum coming home, which is the only kind of theft Suzu truly likes, and went out into the cold with her tails hidden badly on purpose, leaving a kitchen of children slightly in love with her, which is her permanent condition and everyone’s.



A wool-factor came through the gate at dusk on his way to winter over in Marrowford, and left a piece of the sea-road behind him without knowing he carried it.

He stopped for a bed and a feed the way traders do before the snows close the roads, and Bram drew him a cup, and I sat a while at the bar because a trader off the sea-road is a map that talks. He complained about the tolls and the ferries and the price of nothing, the way they all do, and then, when Bram asked what the last fairs had been like before the roads shut, he gave us the detail.

“Good trade,” he said. “Quiet, though. There was a caravan come up the eastern sea-road, worked every autumn fair from the water inland. No banner on it, which is odd, a trader flies his house or he’s got a reason not to. Sold toys. Nice work, tin and clay, birds and lambs and little whistles.” He drank. “Gave half of them away, that’s the thing. Any child whose mother said yes. Free. I asked the woman running it how she made a living giving stock away and she smiled at me and said she wasn’t in it for the living, dears, and asked how old my boy was, and I said I hadn’t got one, and she lost interest in me faster than any seller I ever met.” He shook his head at the memory. “Kind woman. Couldn’t tell you a thing about her face. Kind, is all. Odd, giving toys to children and asking their ages and never their names. But it’s a hard winter coming and a free toy’s a free toy, and there wasn’t a mother at any fair I saw who said no.”

Suzu had come to the bar halfway through, silent for once. Her hands stayed out of everyone’s pockets, and no joke arrived. When the trader had gone up to bed, she looked at me across Bram’s counter.

“Every fair,” she said. “From the water inland. All autumn. Free to any child whose mother said yes.” She did the arithmetic out loud the way she does when the number frightens her. “That’s not one child in South River, porter. That’s a season. That’s forty villages if it’s ten. You can un-hook one child. You can’t un-hook a season.”

“No,” I said. “You break the mechanism where it opens them, not cottage by cottage.”

“Do we know where it opens them?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“Then that,” said Suzu, “is the thing to find out,” and she went to bed without stealing the pencil, which she does only when she is truly worried, and I marked it, and filed it, and the count in my head went one lower and the number of children in it went a great deal higher.



Nahari found me on the wall that night before she found her own rooms, and told me what work the winter had given her.

She came up out of the dark with her feet bare on the frost-cold stone, which she should not have been able to bear and bore anyway, because Nahari treats cold the way she treats prophecy, as something to inhabit rather than defend against. She stood at the crenels beside me and closed her eyes and listened to the frost, and the frost did whatever the frost does when the oracle listens to it.

“Summer carries sight,” she said. “Heat-shimmer, dust in the light, a thing seen a mile off across a hot field. I have spent years learning to close my eyes against sight, because the things I fight arrive through the seeing and I have made blindness a weapon and a pleasure both.” She tipped her head, listening. “Frost carries sound. A struck note travels a frozen night the way a lit lamp travels a hot day. And the thing coming up the sea-road does not arrive through the seeing at all. I have been reaching for it with my closed glass all week and finding nothing, because there is nothing to see. It is not a sight. It is a sound.” She opened her dark eyes, slow, and under the serenity sat a woman meeting a tool that did not fit her hand. “It is sung, Dorian. A song. And I can close my eyes the way I close my glass, easily, I have practiced it for years. I cannot close my ears the same way. There is no lid on an ear.”

“Then we find you a lid.”

“You find me a sound.” She said it plainly, filing it, a doctrine seed set down where it belonged and left to grow. “A closed ear is deaf and a deaf woman on a wall is no use. A full ear cannot hear a new thing over the thing already in it. I do not yet know whose sound. But I will need my ears full of something I choose, before that night, or the song will find them empty and pour itself in.” She looked south, where the sea-road ran, where a caravan that did not hurry was selling toys at the last fair before the snows closed the roads. “That is the whole of my prophecy this week, and it is barely one, and you should buy me nothing on it. Fill my ears. Somehow. Before the longest night.”

“Forty-nine of them,” I said.

“Forty-nine.” She turned from the wall, and there was a different warmth in her face now, the oracle deciding to be a woman about a number instead of a seer. “Come to my rooms. I have decided how I am going to keep the count, and I would like to start tonight, and I would like you in it.”



She had the eleven lamps lit when I came, with the shutters open to the first frost so snow-light and lamp-gold met across the sill.

The tradition of the eleven lamps was old between us, born on the night she Swore, and she kept it the way she keeps all her rituals, exactly, because for Nahari the ritual is not decoration around the act; it is the act. But the shutters she had thrown wide, and the frost-cold night came in over the sill and lay on the stone, and the snow-light and the lamp-light met on the deep sill where the cold pooled, and she stood in the middle of it in her layered wraps with her silver hair loose to her waist and her dark skin already welcoming the cold the way she welcomes everything, from the inside, unhurried.

“There are forty-nine nights until the longest one,” she said. It was consent and it was arithmetic and it was the ritual all at once, and she said it in full sentences the way she always does, because for Nahari the naming is the foreplay. “I have decided I will not look at that night. I have refused to look at things before and been right to refuse. But a thing you will not look at, you can still count. So I am going to count it. Here. On you. From forty-nine down, one number a stroke, and I am going to stop at one, because the zero belongs to the Long Night and I refuse it. Those are my terms. Say your yes.”

“Yes,” I said. Plain, the way she likes it, the way she asks for it, because the asking and the answering are the first heat of a Nahari night and always have been. “All of them. And I’ll hold you to the count.”

“I would be disappointed if you didn’t.”

The oil was already warm; she had set it over a lamp before I came, and she warmed it further between her palms with the unhurried attention of a woman who has decided the slowness is the pleasure and will not be moved off it by any appetite in the room, mine or hers. She set aside the wraps one layer at a time, and every layer was a clause, ember and ash and bone-tone cloth folded away with the cold coming in to meet the skin under it, and her skin welcomed the cold and pebbled under it and warmed again where my hands came after, and she watched me watch her, dark eyes slow and certain, while each discarded layer brought the cold closer to her bare skin.

She oiled her own skin first, unhurried, palms moving over the wide heavy curve of her hips and the round mural-worthy ass that the murals of a drowned city carved twice life-size and undersold, and the oil went gold in the lamplight and the frost-light both, and she watched me watch her do it, which was the point, because with Nahari the being-watched is half the ritual and the watching is the other half. My mouth had gone dry. The exit-counting part of me, the part that never quiets, had gone entirely quiet, the way it only does in her rooms.

“You’ve stopped counting the room,” she observed, pleased, oiling the small of her back where the temple-script would light.

“You do that to me.”

“I know. It is my favorite of the things I do to you. The Warden who counts everything, counting nothing.” She set the oil down. “Come and count me instead. From forty-nine.”

She went to the sill.

That place was hers by long habit, and the winter made it new: the deep stone ledge with the frost behind it, the snow-light coming up cold off the yard and the lamp-gold coming warm off the eleven flames, and Nahari braced on her forearms at the sill with her oiled hips presented in the cold light and her silver hair falling forward over one shoulder to catch the lamps and hang. Her palms went flat on the frost-cold stone and she gasped once at the cold of it and did not move them, because the cold was the point, because she was the argument against it.

The first touch of me against her, the head of my cock finding the slick heat between her thighs, she went still all the way through, the slow oracle stillness, the half-second she lives a breath ahead of the world. I felt her wet against me before I pressed in, the oil and her own slickness mingling, and I held there, at the entrance, not giving it to her yet, and her hips pressed back a fraction and I did not move. “There,” she whispered. “I saw that a moment ago. Do it slower than I saw.” And I did, easing into her in one unhurried stroke, the wet parting of her around me, the tight grip of her pulling me deeper than I’d meant to go on the first, and the being-slower-than-her-foresight was its own heat, the one thing she cannot arrange in advance.

“Forty-nine,” she said, when I was fully inside her, buried to the root, and her voice on the number was low and even and entirely in command of itself. I drew back slow, feeling every inch of her clinging to me, and pushed in again. “Forty-eight.” A stroke, the oil-slick friction of it, her pussy gripping me on the withdrawal and yielding on the push. “Forty-seven.”

“Hold the sill,” I told her, low, my hands spread over the oiled sweep of her hips, taking the tempo because taking the tempo is what she wants under the ritual of setting it. “You keep the count. I’ll keep the stroke. If you drop a number I start it again from forty-nine.”

“You would not.”

“Drop one and find out.”

She laughed, low, and did not drop one, held the count clean out of pure competitive spite while I moved in her slow and deep, and that was the game under the game, the oracle refusing to lose a count to her own body, her knuckles pale on the frost-cold stone.

I kept the count with her, matched it stroke for stroke, each thrust a slow deep slide into the wet heat of her with the frost-cold stone under her palms and the oil-gold skin of her ass pressing back into my hips, and the counting was the tempo and the tempo was hers to name and mine to hold, and for a long while she named it steady, the oracle timing the winter’s clock on her own body, one number a stroke, her breath even, her hands flat, the wet sound of each stroke landing soft in the cold room. “Forty. Thirty-nine.” Her hips rolled back to meet me harder and the number frayed a little at the edge, her pussy clenching on the backstroke as if to keep me. “Thirty-five.” A little more, the oil warming between us, slick now with her own arousal, the sound of us thicker. “Thirty,” and she had to stop and breathe, and I held her there, buried deep and still, my cock pulsing inside her with my own held patience, and she laughed low at being made to wait on her own count, and the laugh squeezed her around me. “Twenty-nine. You are slowing me down on purpose.”

“You said one a stroke. I’m keeping the stroke.”

“I did say that.” Her voice had begun to warm and fray, the even command of it giving at the seams, and I could feel it in her body too, the patient oracle’s discipline beginning to lose to the heat of having me move in her at a pace she had named and could not speed up. “Turn me. I want to see the count on you.”

I turned her, and she went astride me on the wide bed with the shutters still open and the cold still coming in and her too warm now to care about it, facing me, sinking down onto my cock with a slow exhale that broke into a sound she did not plan, the wet slide of her taking me deep, silver hair curtaining down between us, the ember filigree of her bond-light beginning to climb the temple-script that circles her ankle. And the numbers came slower now, spaced by her breath, her voice going from an oracle’s whisper to a woman’s, dark eyes half-shut and fixed on mine, her wide hips rolling as she rode the count down, the slick grip of her rising and falling, each number a stroke she gave herself on me.

“Twenty. Oh. Eighteen.” She had stopped being precise and gone to fragments, her thighs trembling with the held pace. “Fourteen. Ten,” a long stretch of no number at all, only her ragged breath and the wet slap of her hips on mine and the eleven lamps steady in the cold, her heavy ass grinding down on each stroke and her pussy squeezing me so tight I could feel her pulse around my cock, “nine. Five.” Her hands found my face, palms flat the way they go flat on the sill, holding me while she rode the last of the count out of herself, slick and shaking. “Three. Two.” She reached one, and stopped, exactly as she had decreed, her whole body poised on the number with me deep inside her, the oracle refusing the zero, holding at one and expecting the holding to hold.

And I did not stop.

The stroke past the count was the one she had refused to foresee, and it took her the way being wrong takes her, which is the way nothing else does. Her eyes flew wide. “Oh. The zero came anyway. I did not,” and then she was gone, coming apart astride me with her walls clenching and her breath breaking into a laugh she could not hold back, delighted and wrecked at once, the oracle undone by the one number she had given away. “I did not look, I refused it and it came anyway, oh, you gave me the zero.” She shook with it, ember light running full down the ankle-script and up her spine, her head dropping to my shoulder, laughing into my skin.

I followed her over with my hand hard on her hip, driving up into her one last time and holding there as I came, pulsing deep inside her, my cum flooding into her in thick spurts while her name tore out of my throat low and wrecked, and she felt every pulse of it echo back through the bond and it set her off a second time, smaller, her walls fluttering around me as I spilled the last of it, laughing still, my cum warm inside her and beginning to drip where we were joined, and we came down together with the frost coming in over the sill and the eleven lamps steady and her too warm to close them.

She lay against me a long while after, sprawled and unhurried, and did the thing she does, which is finish an old thought at her own pace.

“A sound,” she said, into my shoulder, drowsy. “The thing on the road is a sound, and a sound needs a sound against it, and I do not yet know whose. But I know it is not mine to make. I make silence. Someone in this winter makes a sound I can fill my ears with.” She was already sliding toward sleep, on purpose, mid-sentence, the way she likes to. “Find her for me. I will know her when I hear.”

And she slept, mid-sentence, deliberately, leaving me the end of it to hold, which is her oldest trick and her fondest.

I closed the shutters against the frost. She murmured something that was not a word and turned into the warm.


Chapter 3: The Neighbor’s Road

The king came up the south road with thirty riders and no army, and the first thing his sister did was count my lamps.

The column came into view from the wall, and I read it by its omissions. A royal progress would have brought candidates, a regalia wagon, and a herald riding ahead to make the square stand straight. This had none of them. Thirty horse in winter gear, a king in the middle of them who carried his own saddlebags, Saskia at his flank in a Champion’s plain steel with no patron’s colors on it because she is her own patron now, Ser Halvard beside her in the leathers he wore all through his winter as a student instead of the shine the Crown once issued him. Margrave Helvane rode with six of his own and the settled expression of a man attending an investment. Behind them, the order’s first honest class rode in a tight column, their eldest master among the six, and a certifiers’ senior rode at the tail with a satchel bulging with yard-notes.

At the column’s edge, a thirty-year-old woman in riding blacks and royal slate held a plain brass field-glass to her eye, already counting a march she had yet to enter.

Forty-seven nights, Nahari had said at breakfast, still counting the thing she would not look at, and the king’s banner had come up the road two days ahead of its own word, so that the winter’s first arrival was a friend and not the thing on the sea-road.

Sidonie lowered the glass when I came down to the gate, and she looked at me with the ice-grey steadiness that counts before it admires, and she did not say hello.

“Two hundred and sixty-six,” Sidonie said. “Your census says?”

“Two hundred and sixty-six.”

“Good.” She swung down, unhurried, handing her reins to no one and expecting the horse to be dealt with, which it was. “I’ve come early. I said midwinter. I did not say I would wait until then to start.” She looked at the field-glass in her hand as if it had personally disappointed her, and I knew why, and she knew I knew, because her own glass, the surveyor’s instrument she had counted lamps with her whole life, rode in the inner pocket of my coat where it had ridden since the summer she handed it to me, and she had counted my march with a borrowed one rather than ask for it back, and neither of us said anything about that, because it was the whole of a thing said in silence and saying it aloud would have made it smaller.

“You counted them from the road,” I said.

“I count things from wherever I am. It is a condition, not a choice.” A pause, and under the level voice a warmth she rationed the way her family rations everything. “Two hundred and sixty-six is up five since the summer. You relit South River and Coldharbour and repaired the ford-house. You did not tell me. I read it off your roofs.”

“You could have written and asked.”

“I could have. But then I would not have gotten to count them cold and be right.” And that, from Sidonie, was affection, the whole of it, delivered like a survey brief. I had been looking forward to it for a season and had not let myself say so until now.

The rest of the column came in behind her and sorted itself into the march the way water finds its level. The order’s first class dismounted at the school and stood a moment looking at the second drill-hall Yrsa had built, the one whose double-door hinges rode on washers cut from a dead lamp’s cup, and the eldest master said something to the other five I did not hear and they all went quiet and squared up, which is what men do when they have just understood that the yard they are about to graduate in is the yard the whole ladder runs from. Saskia handed her horse off, checked the sky and the gate and the exits in one flat sweep the way she always does, permitted herself no expression, and went to find the drill-yard before she found her bed, because Saskia meets a new place by learning where you would fight in it. Halvard clasped my forearm at the gate, over the tracery, without flinching at it, a knight who lost his shine and stood better for it, and said only, “I brought the class. They’re ready. Yrsa will tell them they’re not, and they’ll be better for that too.”

Helvane came last of the fighting men, and reined in beside me, and looked at the march in the frost the way a man looks at a field he planted. “Warden,” he said. “I invested early. I have come to attend the dividends. I said in the summer that competence rarely becomes fashionable and that you should bottle it, and I have decided, on the ride up, that a graduation with a king watching is you bottling it, and I intend to be present when the cork comes out.” He looked at the empty fourth bracket at the warden-post, three lit points and one dark. “You’ve a bracket short of a lamp.”

“We don’t know the shape yet.”

“No,” Helvane agreed, “but you built the bracket. That’s the whole of you in one gesture, that is. A place that builds the shelf before it has the thing.” And he rode on into the yard, dry and vindicated and, in the way that on Helvane passes for delight, pleased.

Maeva met the king’s escort as a hostess meets neighbors, and had the whole thirty housed and fed and their horses stabled inside the hour, and did it so smoothly that nobody but Osric, who logged it, understood an empress had just run a campaign around them disguised as good manners.



Berengar sat in the neighbor’s chair without being shown to it, which was the entire point, and stayed three hours too long, which was the rest of it.

He came into the great hall out of the cold with the road still on him, and Maeva went to greet him as a hostess greets a neighbor and not as a subject greets a crown, and he stopped her before she could bend to it. “None of that,” he said. “I came to a march, not a court. I’ll sit where a friend sits.” And he crossed to the head of the long table and sat in the chair that had been on standing reserve since the summer, the chair Maeva had dusted with her own hands, and he did not know it had been kept for him and he did not need to, because he sat in it the way a man sits in a chair that is his, which is what made it his.

Merta brought the stew, and the good barrel came out. Bram set the salt cellar at the king’s elbow. Berengar tasted the stew, left the salt untouched, and pushed it back down the table. A cook notices what a king rarely considers. Merta noticed, and her flint-plain face allowed him one degree of warmth he had not been there long enough to earn otherwise.

He stayed three hours. Nobody timed it. He ate two bowls and asked what was in the stew, exactly as Bram had wagered he would, and he warmed at someone else’s fire and told the table his news the way a man reports weather, which is to say without conclusions, laying the tells down one at a time and leaving them for us to add up.

“The foundling quarter,” he said. “The capital’s got a quarter down by the old wall where the orphaned children go. This autumn they started dreaming. All of them, or near enough. The same dream. A door.” He turned his cup. “The keepers thought it was a fever at first. It isn’t a fever. They wake reaching, the little ones, reaching at whatever candle’s nearest. I’ve seen it. I went down. A child of five reached at a night-candle in her sleep, and the keeper caught her hand and the child wasn’t burned, wasn’t feverish, wasn’t anything. Dreaming a door.”

Nobody at the table moved.

“And the Gift Flame,” Berengar said. “The palace keeps a flame in the entry-lantern, the one the dragon set there in the summer. Living candles bow to it, they always have; it’s the truest light in the building. A woman walked the square one evening in the autumn. Grey cloak. A basket. Nobody could tell me her face; the guards who saw her said ‘kind’ and nothing else, which is not a description and I made them try and ‘kind’ is all they had. And every living candle in the entry-hall bowed away from her while she crossed the square. Away. Not toward, the way they lean at a debt. Away, the way you’d lean from a fire that was too hot, except she wasn’t hot, she was a woman with a basket, and by the time the guard went out she was gone.” He set the cup down. “And there’s a caravan on the eastern sea-road that sells toys and gives half of them away, free, to any child whose mother says yes. My reeves counted the villages it worked. I stopped counting at thirty.”

The tells landed on the table one at a time. The household added them in silence, each according to her own arithmetic.

Nahari had kept her eyes shut since the word door. Maeva’s face did the thing it does, which is nothing, an empress rationing a reaction she had already felt to the base of her. Suzu had gone still on the settle-back, no theft in her, her fox-quick face doing a slow professional anger. At the king’s right hand, Sidonie took out a scrap of paper from habit, then deliberately put it away. Counting would fix none of this.

“A dream a whole quarter shares is not a fever,” Nahari said, to the dark behind her eyelids. “A fever spreads by touch and by water. A dream spreads by nothing at all, which means it was not spread. It was planted, in each of them, separately, and it is the same dream because it came from the same hand. She has been in your city, brother-of-the-princess. In the autumn. With a basket.”

“The candles bowing away,” Maeva said, slowly, pricing it. “A debt makes a flame lean toward it, we have all seen that, the creditor’s pull. A flame leaning away is not a debt. Fire fears a bigger fire and a snuffer. This is something else.”

“Or a creature that eats fire,” Nahari said, and opened her eyes, and did not say the rest, because the rest was the dragon’s to say when she came home from the mountain.

He reached into his coat and put a single folded page on the table.

It was in a ruled ledger-hand I knew, that had come to this household under doors and past every eye on the stair for years, unsigned, delivered by a courtesy between ghosts. Except this one was signed, and dated, and had been carried in a king’s coat in daylight instead of slid under a door in the dark.

Count the toys.

O.C.

“Odette Calloway keeps my honest lamp-count now,” Berengar said. “She invented the post herself, or your princess did, in one sentence, in the summer; I forget which and they both deny it. She has spent the autumn counting the palace’s lights the way your Brenna counts yours. She wrote me that. Three words and her name, in daylight, which she has not done in three years. I thought that meant it was serious. I came early. That is the whole reason I came early.” He looked around the table, at an empress and a saint and an oracle and a fox and a Warden and a princess who was his own sister, at a household that had broken every instrument this creditor had ever fielded. “I can’t fight a woman with a basket. I don’t have the tools. But I know the people who do, and they’re at this table, and I would rather be early and useless than on time and too late.”



Corbet said the sentence that dated the whole winter, and he said it plainly, the way you say a true thing you have carried a while.

He was the youngest of the order’s first class, twenty-two, and he sat down the table with the other graduates-to-be, and when the talk had gone around to the caravan and the toys and the free gifts he set his spoon down and said it into a lull, not for effect, because a boy that age does not yet know how to make an effect, just because it was true and the table had finally reached the truth he carried.

“My village does that,” he said. “Did that. Over the eastern border, where I’m from. The winter before last a woman came through and sponsored the children. That’s the word they used. Sponsored. Free, no terms, for their futures. Eleven of them went south to be sponsored.” He looked at his hands. “They came back Heroes. That’s the thing. They came back blessed, gilt, the whole village proud of them. And they came back at twelve. And they don’t come to the fire anymore. You’ll be at the fire on a winter night, the whole village, and the sponsored ones sit outside the light. They’re warm to shake hands with. Brave. Everyone says how brave. But they sit outside the fire and they don’t come in, and nobody made them, they just don’t, and I left the winter after because I couldn’t work out why it frightened me and it frightened me more that I couldn’t work it out.” He picked the spoon back up. “That’s all. Sorry. It’s just, when the king said toys, I thought of the fire.”

Nobody told him it was nothing. Yrsa, three seats down, looked at the boy the way she regards anyone she has decided to protect, and said only, “That’s the most useful thing anyone’s said at this table tonight. Say it again if anyone forgets it,” and Corbet, who had expected to be told he’d spoiled the supper, went red and nodded, and the eldest master beside him put a hand on his shoulder once and took it off, which from that man was a decoration.

Eleven children came back at twelve, warm to shake hands with, sitting outside the fire. We did not know yet what that looked like from the inside. But we had a witness now to the outcome, a farm boy from over a border, and the table had heard it, and the threat coming up the sea-road had acquired a shape before supper.



Yrsa’s terms for the graduation were the only negotiation of the evening she won without lifting her voice, because she had paid for them already and was only telling us the price.

“The order graduates here,” she said. “Beside the second cohort. Same day, same wood, same hand burning the bars. Not the order in a hall and the farm children in a yard. Together. One deed. And the king stands where I put him, as a witness, not a sponsor, because the whole point of this class is that nobody sponsored them, they earned it, and a king standing over them as a patron would turn the deed back into the thing we spent a war killing.”

“I came to watch,” Berengar said. “I’ll stand where you put me.”

“He’ll stand where she puts him,” the eldest master agreed, dry as old wood. “We’ve been standing where she puts us since spring. It’s restful. You stop having to decide where to stand.”

Her price for the day was already carved, and had been since the summer: a name at the top of the realm’s highest wall, ILSABET KRON, cut there by the order’s own hands because Yrsa had made it the terms of teaching them at all. The graduation was the dividend on that, and she did not say so, and she did not have to, because everyone at the table who mattered knew that the whole ladder ran from a name on a capital wall down through a saint down through this yard to a farm cohort learning a loose grip, and that on the day the order graduated it would run the other way for once, uphill, which is the direction Yrsa cares about.

“When,” the king asked.

“Two days,” Yrsa said. “Third morning. In the snow if it comes, which it will, which is better, because a certificate earned in fair weather is a holiday and a certificate earned in the first snow is a fact. Colm’s clearing the school yard. The cooper’s re-cut three planks he’d rather not have. The second cohort’s drilling the demonstration and the order’s drilling beside them and neither of them will admit the other’s any good, which is exactly the mood I want them in.” She looked at the eldest master. “Your class takes the fixed posts and brace-shields before the burning. The second cohort demonstrates loose-grip and count-and-step forms in a separate marked lane. No adult blade crosses that line. The yard sees the top of the ladder and the bottom practicing the same craft without pretending they’re evenly matched. That’s the deed.”

“They’ll want a proper bout,” the master said.

“They’ll want one. They won’t get one. Discipline is part of the certificate.” And that settled the graduation, in the way Yrsa settles things, which is by describing the true shape of them until arguing would be arguing with a fact.



The comedy of the arrival, the way it always does in that house, did the real work while pretending to be the light relief.

The certifiers’ senior, a careful grey man with a satchel of yard-notes, sought out Tam after supper and asked him, gravely, to certify the notes. They were his “give it a winter” rulings, the honest slow certification that had spread out of the march all year, families told to wait a season and watch a child rather than grade and price it, and the senior had been keeping records and wanted them checked by the house that started the practice. And Tam took the satchel and read every note with a slate on his knee and certified them one at a time, a twelve-year-old solemnly approving a grown certifier’s winter’s work, and the senior received each approval like a man being knighted, and neither of them found it funny, which is what made it the funniest thing in the hall.

Petra formally welcomed the king on behalf of the wooden blade, saluting with two fingers and her practice sword worn exactly the way a real knight wears a real one, and Berengar, who had hung that wooden sword with the real ones in the capital when Petra visited court, formally accepted the welcome and asked after the blade’s condition, and Petra reported it sound, and the whole exchange was conducted with a straightness that would have graced a treaty.

Maeva and Sidonie fell into step at the edge of the hall, an empress and a princess who had been quietly apprenticed to each other since the royal progress without either naming it, and audited the room together. I could not hear the whole of it, but I heard the shape: Maeva pricing the escort, the officers, the certifiers, who would be useful for what, and Sidonie answering in the same clipped survey-grammar, learning the empress’s crowd-craft the way she learns everything, like a weapon, and correcting the empress twice on numbers, and being right both times, and Maeva letting herself be corrected with the particular pleasure of a teacher whose student has begun to out-count her. “You’ll do the parents, when it comes to that,” Maeva said to her, low. “I’ll do the crowd. Between us the winter won’t know what hit it.” And Sidonie said, “I’ll do it briefly. You’ll do it magnificently. I’ve been apprenticed to the magnificent all autumn and I intend to graduate,” and Maeva set the pin she was holding precisely beside its twin and did not correct the sentence, because it was accurate.

And Helvane and Bram opened rival books on how long the king would stay. Helvane called five days; Bram called four and the good barrel emptying; a certifiers’ clerk called a week; and Osric ended both books before the plates were cleared by the simple method of asking the king, directly, at the table, how long he meant to stay, and Berengar said “until the snow, then home before the roads close, so I don’t strand thirty riders on your hospitality,” and Osric wrote down UNTIL THE SNOW and closed both wager books, and Helvane said “the boy’s ended two books with one honest question, somebody hire him,” and Bram said “he’s hired, he’s mine, get your own tally-man,” and the hall laughed, and a king laughed with it, at someone else’s fire, three hours too long, exactly as Maeva had built it to happen.



Before the hall emptied, the king tried to walk the wing.

He asked, honestly, because he is honest, whether he might see the confirmed children, the ones the certifiers had found, because he wanted to understand what it was we protected. And Merta met him at the wing door and said no, flat, the way she says the founding statute of the place, nobody studies your child, not for a courier and not for a king. And Berengar, who had learned this once in the summer and had the grace to look like a man who had forgotten a thing he should have remembered, stopped at the threshold and did not cross it.

“I’d forgotten,” he said. “You’re right. I’ll stand here.”

“You can stand there,” Merta allowed. And from inside the wing, Orla, who had heard the whole thing through the door and had opinions about doors, called out, “You can watch from the doorway if you don’t come in and if you don’t ask us anything,” negotiating terms with a king through a bolted door she had checked twice, and Berengar accepted the terms gravely, and stood at the threshold in the cold hall and watched the evening drill from outside it, six children reading a candle and not reaching, and asked nothing, because the terms were the terms.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he said to me, quietly, at the door. “And I’ll stand outside it again. And someday one of them will decide I’m allowed in, and that’ll be worth more than any welcome a court could give me.” He watched a moment longer, a tired honest king in a doorway he had been told he could not cross, entirely content to be told it. “Whatever’s coming up that road,” he said, “it starts by being let in. And you’ve built the one house in the kingdom where the children get to decide who crosses the threshold. I don’t think you planned it as a weapon. But it’s going to be one.”

I filed his sentence beside a farm boy’s fire and a caravan that did not hurry. He did not press it. He went to bed.



Sidonie’s winter began that night in the corner room, and it began with a blank list.

She had claimed the room without ceremony, the good room in the guest wing that Merta had left alone, and I found her at the window first, counting the march’s lamps one more time in the dark with the borrowed field-glass, because she cannot enter a place and be still in it until she has counted it, and I stood in the door and let her finish, because you do not interrupt Sidonie counting any more than you interrupt Nahari listening. She reached two hundred and sixty-six and lowered the glass and did not turn around.

“Your census is honest,” she said. “I have audited three kingdoms’ worth of dishonest ones. Yours matches the roofs. Do you know how rare that is.”

“Brenna keeps it. She’d take that as a grave insult, being told it’s rare. She thinks honest is the floor.”

“She is right and it is rare. Both are true.” She set the borrowed glass down, and I felt the small absence of my own coat pocket where her real one rode, and she felt me feel it, and she turned around at last. She was still in her riding blacks, one lamp lit, and on the table in front of her was a single sheet of paper with nothing written on it. I knew the paper. She had brought it to the march by letter in the spring, a blank list, a list of things she was not going to be doing this winter, and it had lived on the household’s shelf of things that matter next to a letter from a duchy and a music box that had chosen to wait. She had it here now, on the table, blank.

“Fill it,” she said.

I looked at the paper. “Fill what.”

“The list.” She turned it toward me. Ice-grey eyes, steady, the armor of a whole season of letters already loosened at the seams though nothing had been unfastened. “I have counted everything for everyone my entire life. I keep the books. I am the clerk. And I came here for a winter that counts me nothing, and I find I do not know how to be counted, only how to count, and so I am handing you the instrument.” She tapped the blank list. “You fill it. In exact words. One line at a time, aloud. And I will answer each line yes or no, aloud, plainly, and I will not be permitted to say ‘perhaps,’ because perhaps is the clerk’s word, the word you use to keep the books open, and I am closing the books tonight. That is the whole holiday. You propose. I grant. And the granting is going to cost me exactly what the asking used to cost the people who asked me, which is why I want to do it.”

It inverted her established pattern while keeping the composure, permission, and plain asking entirely hers, and I understood it the way you understand a survey brief, which is completely and at once.

“The braid,” I said. First line.

“Yes.” Her hands went to it, the single severe court braid, and she loosed it herself at her own spoken grant, the moonlight-ash hair coming down over the slate collar of her riding blacks, and the flush I follow like an audit trail had already started, a warmth climbing her winter-cool throat at the saying of one word.

“The riding coat. Open.”

“Yes.” She opened it, slow, exact, each fastening a granted line, and under it the court whites she wore to the road, and the flush-trail climbing.

“The collar.”

A pause, the first held word, her composed syntax catching on the edge of a grant. “The collar stays,” she said. “Disorder it. Do not remove it. That is a counter-line, and it is within the terms, because the terms are that I answer plainly, and plainly the answer is: the collar stays and you disorder it.” Granted with a counter, which is the most Sidonie thing there is, a woman auditing her own surrender in real time and finding it accurate.

I disordered the collar and left it on, the court silk pulled open and wrong at her throat, and the first touch of my hand flat on her sternum, over the flush, made her breath go out of her in a way she had not authorized. She looked down at my hand on her, then up at me, and there was the whole of her desire in the look: the auditor watching her own composure be corrected and finding the correction accurate to the copper.

“Yes,” she said, before I had asked anything, and then, catching herself, “no, ask it, I want it asked, I want to answer, that is the holiday.”

“The whites off the shoulders,” I said. “The collar stays. Everything above it, disorder. Everything else, off the shoulders and no further.”

“Yes.” Exact. Granted. The court whites came off her winter-pale shoulders at her spoken word and stopped where I had said, disordered and worn, the wreckage staying on, the audit trail visible now from throat to the small high curve of her breasts where the flush had run and pooled.

I took her first standing at the table with her hands flat on the blank list, her city not beneath them for once, only paper, and I entered her from behind in one slow push that made her flatten both palms on the page as if the paper could hold her, the wet heat of her closing tight around me as I slid in, and she made a sound she did not plan to make and pressed her lips flat against it out of a lifetime of habit and then, on purpose, let it go, because letting it go was the holiday. My hand spread over the flush on her chest, feeling the heat of it under her winter-cool skin, and she watched it and named it, because naming was how she made desire exact.

“There,” she said. “You follow it. The warmth. You always follow it. I used to think it gave me away and now I bring it on purpose so you’ll have something to read.”

“I read it. Say the next line.”

“Say the next line,” she said, ragged already, her pussy tightening on me as the words frayed. “I want to answer it.”

I laid her back across the table, my pace now, the blank list under her spine, the lamp throwing glass-blue light along the willowy length of her from the nape down, her long elegant lines stretched across the blank page, a woman built like a drawn audit laid out on the one paper in the world that had nothing written on it. I pushed her thighs apart and entered her again, watching my cock slide into the slick of her, and she watched too, the auditor watching the entry being made, and the word she had been forming stopped unfinished at the sight of it. I proposed the lines one at a time and she granted them one at a time, each yes accompanied by a thrust that drove the permission deeper than the word, and her yeses began to shred into held words, sentences that failed at the middle, and she fought each one down herself and finished it, because since her Sworn oath she finishes her own broken sentences and I do not finish them for her, that is her rule, and she keeps it even coming apart.

“Deeper is a line,” I told her, low, pulling back until only the tip of me stayed inside her and holding there. “I’m proposing it.”

“Yes. Deeper. Granted,” and I gave her what she’d granted, one long stroke to the hilt that pressed the breath out of her, and the word granted broke in the middle and she dragged it whole out of herself, glaring at her own failing voice with the specific offense of a clerk whose pen has skipped, her slick walls gripping me so tight I could feel the pulse of her around my cock. “I will finish my own sentences,” she informed me, wrecked, “that is the one term I do not yield,” and I told her I knew, and did not finish a single one for her, and watched her fight each broken word down and set it right, which undid her more than any touch, because the fighting is the wanting, in Sidonie, and always has been.

“There,” she managed, at the collar, at the wrong silk pulled open, her composure failing in stages down her chest where the flush had run, the wet sounds of me inside her growing louder in the quiet room with each stroke. “Yes. There. Say another.”

I moved in her slow and then not slow, my hands gripping the slim hips as I drove deeper, watching the audit trail climb and break, the frost-blue light tracing the small high bust and the long lines and the throat where the flush had reached, her pussy clenching at the peak of each thrust and releasing on the pull, the friction of her dragging me toward the edge. I gave her the lines and took the grants, and at the brink I proposed the last one.

“Counted nothing,” I said, low, over her. “Counted mine.”

And she could not say yes.

Her composed syntax failed mid-word for the third time, the way it fails only for her, the sentence catching and breaking, and I waited, because waiting is the rule, because she finishes it herself. She fought it down, her whole body poised on the edge of the count she had refused to be, and she said the sentence whole, plain, unhidden, the clerk making herself the entry.

“Yes,” she said. “And. Witnessed.”

And the saying of it was the detonation, the word she reached for and the surrender the same act, her back arching off the blank list and her hands closing on nothing and then on me, glass-blue light tracing her spine from the nape down, bright but partial, a line not yet closed. Her pussy clamped down on me in hard rhythmic pulses, her long willowy body going taut and then shaking apart, the flush-trail bright from throat to chest under the frost-blue light, and the clench of her pulled me over; I drove deep and held and came, my cock pulsing inside her in thick spurts, cum flooding her in waves as her name tore low from my throat, gripping her hips hard enough to bruise as the pleasure whited out, and the bond looped every spurt back through both of us until she made the sound a second time, unhidden, riding the feel of me emptying into her, and did not press her lips against it at all, my cum warm and leaking from where we were still joined and the audit trail of her flush the only thing left uncomposed on a woman who composes everything.

She came down slowly, composure rebuilt item by item the way she rebuilds it, each fastening set right in order, except that I left the top button of the disordered collar wrong, and she felt me leave it wrong, and she looked at it and did not fix it. The one wrong button. Hers, now, and mine to keep.

“Entry one,” she said, dry and shaken, a whole woman putting a clerk’s voice back on over a body that had just been counted. “This winter.” And she reached across and took the blank list off the table, and it was not blank anymore; I had written one word on it, in the taking, without her seeing, and she read it now, and folded it once into her coat, and said, “That does not exist. If you tell anyone that exists I will deny it and the stone will believe me, because I will mean it.”

“It doesn’t exist.”

“Good.” She lay back with the wrong button wrong at her throat and her braid down, and let the room be quiet, and then, because she is who she is, she said, “The census was up five and you didn’t write. Tomorrow you’ll show me each of the five and tell me the why, because you write down the why in this house, and I want them in my own hand.” Which was Sidonie asleep in everything but posture, dividing a winter into things she would count and one night she wouldn’t, keeping the books open on everything except the one entry that was, for once, herself.

Sidonie folded the one-word list into her coat with the wrong collar button still wrong.


Chapter 4: The Census Lesson

Brenna made the king do the census three times before she was satisfied he had it, and he got it wrong the first two, which is the entire method of the place and the whole reason it works.

It had started at breakfast, when Berengar asked, honestly, how a march counts itself, and Brenna, who had been waiting her whole short life for a person of importance to ask her that question, put down her spoon and said, “I’ll show you,” in the tone of a general granting an audience. She fetched the board. She did not ask whether the king had time. Kings, in Brenna’s experience, which consisted entirely of this one, could make time for a census or they could be the kind of king whose march did not know its own lights, and she would not have that on her record.

She had him at her slate with the whole census board propped where he could see it, and a small crowd gathered the way a crowd gathers at the march for anything involving a child correcting an adult, and she taught him the way she teaches everyone, which is by refusing to let a wrong answer pass as a nearly-right one. She was twelve. He was the king. She did not appear to find the difference relevant, and neither, after the first wrong answer, did he.

“A lamp travels with a man from the smithy to the ford,” she said. “How many times does it count?”

“Twice,” said Berengar. “It was at the smithy and now it’s at the ford.”

“Wrong. Once. It’s one lamp. It didn’t become two lamps by moving. If you count it twice you’ve invented a lamp, and an invented lamp is a lie, and a census with a lie in it is worse than no census, because people act on it.” She wiped the slate. “Again. A lamp’s lit at a house all summer, then the house empties for winter and the lamp goes dark. Is it census?”

“No. It’s dark.”

“Wrong. It’s KEPT. It’s dark but it’s kept, because the house means to come back and light it, and a kept lamp is a promise and a promise has its own column, because if you fold it into the dark column you’ll think the march is shrinking when it’s only sleeping.” She wiped the slate again. “Again. Why do you write down why you counted a thing the way you counted it?”

Berengar looked at the board, and the king actually thought about it, which remains a rarer royal habit than anyone would hope. “Next season someone else counts it,” he said slowly. “Without the reason, they’ll guess. Then they’ll act on the guess.”

“Right.” Brenna wrote it on the slate at the top, the way it stood at the top of her own board: WRITE DOWN WHY, OR NEXT SEASON SOMEBODY GUESSES AND ACTS ON THE GUESS. “That one you got right the first time. The other two took three tries. That’s normal. Grown-ups always miss the kept column. You count things you can see and forget the things you’re keeping.” She said it without malice, a diagnosis, the way Orla says boring. “You’re better than most. My teacher says most reeves would rather invent a lamp than admit they lost track of one, because an invented lamp makes the number bigger and a lost one makes them look careless. You didn’t invent one. You said twice because you were being honest about what you saw, not because you wanted a bigger number. That’s the good kind of wrong.”

Forty-six nights the winter had left in it, by Nahari’s count, and a king was spending one of them learning a census from a twelve-year-old, which is a better use of a night on the way to a longest one than most kings would have found.

“Your reeve is twelve,” Berengar said to me, somewhere between wonder and complaint.

“Our reeve is a fox,” I said. “The census is twelve.”

“Worse,” said the king. “Better. Both.” And he asked to see the windlass rig, because a man who has just learned that a lamp counts once wanted to see the thing that walks a lamp three hundred feet in twenty seconds to look like a person carrying one.

Colm showed him. The rig is Colm’s masterpiece and he is shy about it, so he showed the king the way he shows anyone, by handing over the crank and stepping back and letting the thing teach itself. The lamp ran the line, four feet high, a single light walking the length of the yard in the dark of a shuttered afternoon, and the king understood it at once, because he is a soldier and a walking light on a wall at night is a signal a soldier reads in his spine before his head. “It looks like a man,” he said. “On the wall. In the dark. It looks like a sentry walking.”

“That’s the whole point,” Colm said. “One man walks a hundred lights and the wall looks held by a hundred men. We held a siege on it. The dead couldn’t count and neither could the men who paid them.”

The king worked the windlass himself, hand over hand, three clean lifts, and on the third the summer’s blister on his palm split open and he laughed out loud, a tired honest king delighted by his own honest hurt, and worked a fourth lift with the blister bleeding just to prove the rule to himself, that a light counts once no matter how many times it walks, and Brenna wrote in her margin, gravely, THE KING PROVED THE RULE. BLED FOR IT. LOGGED, which is the highest citation her census can award.

Bram had chalked a line at the gate before breakfast: THE KING REOPENS THE BLISTER IN THREE CLEAN LIFTS, EVEN MONEY. It paid to four shepherds and the certifiers’ senior, who had bet against a king blistering himself on the second morning and lost, and Bram entered the winnings and refused, on principle, to say whether he’d bet his own book, which meant he had, and won it, and was ashamed and proud in his usual proportion.

The king looked at the blister on his palm with the satisfaction of a man who has earned an honest mark, and then he looked at the tracery on mine, the silver map from the fingertips up, and he did not flinch from it and he did not pity it, which is the correct response and one most people fail. “Yours doesn’t heal,” he said.

“Mine’s a receipt. Yours is a blister. Different accounts.”

“What does it cost. The summoning.” He asked as he had in the summer stable yard, wanting every part of the answer. “I asked you once and you told me and I’ve thought about it all year. Does it still cost the flesh.”

“Not anymore. The map’s finished. It won’t grow. There’s nothing left to write on.” I flexed the hand, the fingers that hold pencils and doors. “The cost moved. It used to be my body. Then it was my name, which I spent whole once and let grow back at the villages’ pace. Now, when it costs, it costs the family, with their leave and their signatures, because they made me promise to stop spending myself like the cheapest thing I own.” The account had moved, and the absence of pain did not make the next cost cheap. “A porter learns to price a load. It took me five years carrying another man’s glory and every campaign since the tomb to learn to price myself. The queens taught me. It was harder than any pack I carried for Cylas.”

Berengar filed that too, a king learning the account of a power from a man who had spent it, and he did not offer to pay any of it, which is the mark of a man who has understood that some costs cannot be sponsored, which is, when you come down to it, the whole lesson of the winter, told once at a windlass rig with a blistered hand.



Berengar walked the Anchor wing that morning, and a nine-year-old let him in, and a twelve-year-old taught him the whole of what was coming up the sea-road before any of us had seen the mechanism work.

He came to the wing door and stopped at the threshold, the way he had stopped the night before, and did not cross it, because the terms had been set by a child through a bolted door and a king who breaks terms with a child is not a king I would want at my table. And Orla came to the door and looked him over with the terrible steadiness of a child deciding whether one more adult could be trusted, and recited the law at him, because it was hers to recite.

“Nobody studies your child,” she said. “We teach, or we feed them. Both. That’s the rule. If you come in you don’t study anybody. You don’t grade us and you don’t price us and you don’t ask us what we can do. You watch, or you go.”

“I won’t study anyone,” Berengar said.

Orla considered him a moment longer. Then she stood aside from her own bolted door, and said, “You can come in,” which from Orla was a coronation, and the king of the realm crossed the threshold of the Anchor wing because a nine-year-old with a bolt she checks twice had decided he was allowed, and I do not think any welcome he received in his own capital ever meant a fraction of it to him.

Inside, the drill unfolded before him. Six children at the sill, the candle, the cracked shutter, the flat flame, and six children reading it and not reaching. And when it was done, he asked Tam the one question a man asks who has finally understood he is standing inside the answer to something.

“What happens if a child reaches?”

“Then the door opens,” Tam said. He stayed on the floor with the others rather than stand to answer a king. “It opens from the inside. That’s the rule. A certifier, a courier, or a woman with a basket can wait outside forever. Only the child can open it, and only by reaching. So a door’s only dangerous if the child’s decided it has to open the second it can. And we haven’t decided that. We’re in no hurry. So we teach them to read it and hold it and not reach, and then it doesn’t matter who’s outside trying to open it, because there’s no door open to come through.” He wrote something on his slate. “It’s boring. That’s how you know it works. If it was exciting we’d be doing it wrong.”

Berengar was quiet a long moment. He was a soldier; he filed things in his body; and he filed the lesson there, the whole refutation of the threat coming up the road, delivered by a twelve-year-old on a kitchen floor while the king stood in the doorway and listened.

“She’s selling the reaching,” he said finally, to me, low, at the door. “Whoever she is. She can’t open the doors. So she’s teaching the children to want to open them. From the inside. With a warm toy.” He looked back at the six children, gloriously boring at a candle. “And you’re teaching them not to want it. That’s the whole war. It’s not a war for the doors. It’s a war for whether the children reach.”

“That’s the whole war,” I agreed. He had gotten it in one, faster than the certifiers, faster than the court, because he had stood in a doorway a child let him through and stood before the mechanism itself instead of reading a report.

Sidonie spent the morning at Ninet’s mother’s side with empty hands. For her, leaving an audit unwritten demanded more discipline than recording one.

Her fingers remained folded in her lap. Sidonie sat in the room without counting it, and the restraint cost her visibly, her hands still in her lap where they wanted a pen and a tally, and she let the frightened woman talk instead of pricing her, and the talking did the work no count could. Ninet’s mother told the princess about the certifiers in the capital, the prodding and the grading, the men who had made a small girl feel like a fault to be measured, and Sidonie listened without a scrap of paper, and said, at the end, only, “They studied her. Here they teach her, or they leave her be. It is a different verb. I have spent my life on the wrong verb and I am learning the right one this winter, from a widow and a nine-year-old with a bolt.” And Ninet’s mother, who had braced for a princess to be a grander version of a certifier, looked at her and the last of the bracing went out of her shoulders, the half-inch I watch for.

By the end of the morning the two mothers of the wing, Merta and Ninet’s, and the princess had settled the winter’s kitchen rota in four sentences flat, the way women who have decided to trust each other settle things, and assigned the king dish duty on Thursdays. Berengar accepted the assignment as gravely as he had accepted Orla’s terms. “I can wash a dish,” he said. “I washed my own on campaign. It’s the one royal skill I’ve kept up,” and Merta said, “You’ll dry, not wash, I’ve seen how kings wash,” and the king of the realm was demoted to drying by a cook before he’d finished volunteering, and took it as the honor it was. I believe those two duties, the doorway and the dishes, did more for the alliance than any treaty his court could have drafted, and I believe he believed it too, which is why he came early and stayed late and washed nothing and dried everything and rode home a conspirator.



The afternoon the king spent in the school, and it did more quiet work than the census had, because the census showed him a march that counted honestly and the school showed him a march that taught itself.

Torvald and Sela and Wat ran the second cohort through the drills a graduate team runs. Before the king, a yard of farm children held a guard taught by a garrison instructor ninety-five years dead. Berengar asked Wat, who is nineteen and took a blade through the arm holding a siege hinge and did not step forward, how long it took to learn. “To learn it, a season,” Wat said. “To teach it, longer, because you have to un-learn wanting to show off. That was the hard part. Yrsa made me teach the same block eleven times to the same child until the child had it and I’d stopped performing it. She said a teacher who’s performing is stealing the lesson to wear it. I didn’t know what she meant for a month.” And Berengar, who has a whole court that performs its competence for witness-stones, filed that too, a nineteen-year-old on the difference between doing a thing and teaching it, which is the difference his whole capital had never learned.

Petra gave the king a tour of the school in her capacity as ambassador of the wooden blade, and did it beautifully, telling the good stories and the frightening ones slow, and when they reached the drill-hall she pointed out the double-door hinges to him, the washers cut from a dead lamp’s cup, and said, “Dame Yrsa built the whole hall around not wasting a broken thing, and there’s a philosophy in it if you want one, which is that this house doesn’t throw anything away, not a lamp, not a child, not a cruel woman who turns out to want to be exact instead,” and the king said that was the best philosophy he’d been handed all winter and asked who taught it to her and she said, “Nobody. I made it up on the tour. But it’s true, so I’m keeping it,” which is, in the end, how the whole house makes its doctrine, on the tour, out loud, and keeps whatever turns out to be true.

The feast fell on Thursday, so a king simply joined the table. Pepper traveled from north end to south without the diplomacy that had become ritual between two empresses. Everyone noticed the smooth passage. That absence carried the point.

Vyrissa’s seat at the south end was empty. She was north, beside a thing that pulsed, and the empty seat was its own small ceremony; the household glanced at it and did not remark on it, the way you don’t remark on a chair you’re keeping. Maeva sat at the north end and the pepper passed the length of the table between the places where two empresses usually held it in armed neutrality, and it passed without a single beat of negotiation because one of the empresses was on a mountain, and everyone felt the smoothness of it and privately missed the friction, which is the truest measure of how far this family had folded a dragon into itself.

Berengar ate with a bandaged hand and did not mention the bandage, and was overruled by Bram on the salt a second time and took it well, and stayed too long again, and it was, in every way that mattered, a supper and not a state dinner, which is exactly the march Maeva had wanted him unable to un-see.

Helvane made the only toast, one sentence, into the warm noise of it. “Magnificent,” he said, “and cheaper than a war. I have said it twice now. I fully expect to be dining on it a third time by spring.” And he sat, and drank, and the toast was the whole of his statecraft and everyone knew it.

The second cohort performed the twelfth verse of the ballad, the one about the porter and the two sunrises and the fox who bought the moon, and it was note-perfect and it scanned, and Suzu, who had spent a season trying to keep it wrong, watched it come out right in front of a king and put her face in her hands. “It’s calcifying,” she mourned. “It scans. A ballad that scans has stopped arguing with itself. I need it wrong in five provinces and it’s going right in my own hall. This is a bad omen for accuracy and I want it on record that I predicted it.” Nobody was sure whether she was joking, which is the correct state to be in about Suzu.

Nahari answered a question the king had not yet asked, once, because it was funny; he opened his mouth to ask whether the roads south would hold another two days and she said “yes, two more days of hard road and then the snow, you’ll ride home a day ahead of it if you leave the third morning,” before the first word was fully out of him, and Berengar closed his mouth and looked at her and decided, visibly, not to be unsettled by it, which is the correct decision and the one everyone eventually makes about Nahari.

And at the edge of the feast, at dusk, Yrsa and Saskia drilled the order’s first class shoulder to shoulder in the falling dark, and the king studied them, and comprehension settled into his tired face.

They drilled without a word, which is how the two of them drill, a dead-and-returned saint and the realm’s first unblessed Champion, two lifetimes of craft that had met on stones twice and settled everything they had to settle there and now simply worked. Yrsa ran the loose-grip guard down the line, the one that runs back through her to a garrison instructor ninety-five years dead and forward through her to a farm girl of twelve, and Saskia ran the back-cut read beside her, the fast flat assessment that had once cut my line out from under me and had spent years being turned to honest use. And at one point a graduate loaded his left heel before a lunge, the old tell, the one Yrsa carried herself until my notebook fixed it in her, and both women saw it in the same instant from two different lifetimes of seeing it and corrected it with the same small gesture at the same moment, and neither acknowledged the other, because there was nothing to acknowledge, two masters agreeing about a heel.

Berengar watched it with the specific hunger of a man who has spent his reign trying to buy what he was looking at. “I have three armies,” he said, low. “I have paid more for worse than that than you could count. And it turns out you can’t buy it. You can only teach it, and it takes ninety years, or you can die holding a bridge and come back and teach it in an afternoon to a woman who was going to spend her whole life being cruel and now spends it being exact.” He shook his head. “I came here to watch a graduation. I keep learning things I didn’t come to learn.”

“That’s the graduation,” I said. “You’re in it. The king’s a student too. Yrsa’ll tell you’re not ready. You’ll be better for that.” And he laughed, tiredly, honestly, a king at a fence-rail in the falling snow watching the top and the bottom of a ladder agree about a heel, and I filed the whole of it, because these are the small things that carry the enormous accounts, and I have learned to keep them.

Suzu and Sidonie audited the vault’s winter books together after the feast, a fox and a princess bent over the same ledger, and found them perfect, every line, every plum, and were both visibly offended by the perfection, because a fox wants to find one honest error to fix and a princess wants to find one dishonest one to catch, and a perfect book gives neither of them anything to do, and they sat there aggrieved by their own competence until Suzu invented a discrepancy out of spite and Sidonie corrected it and they were both happier.

The children of the wing had been allowed to the tail of the feast, the way they were allowed to the tail of most things, drawn by the warmth and the noise, and Kelm had appointed himself to watch the king eat, on some private theory about kings and appetite, and reported his findings to Nell in the enormous whisper of a child who believes he is being quiet. “He eats like a person,” Kelm said, disappointed and reassured at once. “Two bowls. Same as Jorin.” And Jorin, fourteen and too old for the observation, went red and ate a third bowl in protest, and the king, who had heard the whole exchange, gravely requested a third bowl himself so as not to be out-eaten by a growing boy, and Merta gave it to him, and the alliance was, at that point, essentially complete, sealed over a third bowl of stew between a king and a boy who was too old for kitchen floors and sat on them anyway.

Berengar told the table one piece of capital news that was neither tell nor warning, merely an event worth carrying, because a man at a Thursday supper tells you things. “The foundling quarter,” he said. “Since the dreaming started. The keepers began sitting up with the little ones at night, holding their hands so they wouldn’t reach in their sleep. Just holding their hands. All night, in shifts, a whole quarter of grown keepers holding children’s hands so the children wouldn’t reach at a candle in a dream.” He turned his cup. “I don’t have a plan in that. I just haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. A city full of people holding a child’s hand all night against a dream. It’s the best thing my capital’s done in a year and it’s also the most frightened, and I can’t work out which it is more.”

“Both,” said Nahari, eyes shut. “It is always both. That is what the winter is going to be made of.”

The king turned it over a while, the way he turns a thing, and then he said the sentence that told me he had understood the whole of what he was in. “A city holding children’s hands all night,” he said, “is a city that’s already lost the argument it doesn’t know it’s having. Because you can’t hold every hand every night forever. Eventually you have to teach the child to hold its own, or you have to take the thing away that makes them reach. My keepers are holding hands. You’re teaching children to hold their own. And the woman with the basket is betting she can outlast the hand-holding, because she’s patient and my keepers are tired.” He looked at me. “Which is why you’re not going to hold hands. You’re going to teach. I don’t know how you teach a whole city of children faster than a patient thing can gather them, but I know that’s the only version of this that ends, and I know it’s the version you’re already building, because I watched a twelve-year-old teach it to a farm boy in nine words this afternoon.” And he was right, and he had gotten it at a supper, three hours too long, over a third bowl of stew, which is the only place this house ever teaches anything that matters.



The great room emptied, and I bolted the doors, and I put an empress in a king’s chair.

The neighbor’s chair still stood at the head of the long table, still faintly warm from three hours of a king, one lamp burning low, the household gone to its beds. Maeva had lingered, as she does when a campaign has gone the way she built it, pricing the day’s victories in the quiet, and I cleared the last cups myself and set the bar on the great doors, and she watched me do it with the auditing gaze gone warm.

“You bolted the doors,” she observed. “That is the saint’s gesture. You have borrowed it.”

“Borrowed, with attribution,” I said, which is the rule in this house, and I crossed to her and put her in the neighbor’s chair, the king’s chair, with a hand at the small of her back, and I handed her decree-grammar back as an invitation, the way she taught me to. “Court’s over, neighbor. Attend me. Or the chair’s annexed.”

She set the next braid-pin down with exact care. “You would annex a king’s chair.”

“I’d annex it to you. Sit.”

She sat, in the chair still warm from a crown, and the auditing green eyes lingered on me, and then the pins came out of the crowned braid one at a time onto the table’s edge, and each one was a clause. “This one,” she said, setting it down, “against kings, who I have hosted before and will host again and who do not get this.” A second pin. “This one against protocol, which I invented half of and can suspend.” A third. “And this one, summoner, against you thinking I will call you neighbor twice in one night,” and the golden braid spilled over her shoulders and the chair-back, heavy and bright in the low lamplight, until it curtained the carved oak behind her.

I knelt first.

She opened by conducting and turned at the moment she let me take control. I began with worship and gave her exactly that. The bodice engineered to lose lost by one lamp, the lacing giving under my hands the way she has tailored it to give, and the very full heavy bust the church’s painters hid and failed to hide came free into the low gold light, and I put my mouth to it with the empress seated above me in a king’s chair like a verdict being handed down. She is warm and she is heavy and she yields and wraps and cushions, and four hundred years of being wanted for a throne had answered themselves, by now, in a man who knelt to want her for herself, and she knew it, and it was the whole engine under the ceremony.

“There,” she said, court-formal and already unraveling, one hand coming into my hair, “tribute, received. You may. You have my leave. Oh, you may,” her diction shortening at the seams the way it does, the distance dropping out of the words while the diction stayed, court-praise narrated over me until the narration began to fail. Her nipple hardened against my thumb and my tongue and she made a sound that had no protocol in it at all, and the crowned braid swung down over both of us, gold on gold in the lamplight, and the empress who had run a whole day’s campaign in good manners came apart at the seams of her own vocabulary one clause at a time.

My hands found the full hips under the travel skirts, the regal hourglass, and she pressed into them, and for a moment I only held her there, at the worship, the first-touch of my calloused hands on imperial skin a thing she has never once pretended not to want, porter’s rope-scars dragging over an empress’s flank until she pressed harder into the roughness of my palms.

Then came the reversal she always chose. She rose, and I took the chair, the king’s chair, and the empress descended into my lap like a procession of one, slow and imperial, the crowned hair coming down over both of us, and she reached between us with one ringed hand and wrapped her fingers around my cock and guided me to her entrance and sank down onto me with a sound of pure imperial satisfaction, the slick wet heat of her swallowing me inch by inch, tight and deep, her pussy gripping me as she settled her full weight into my lap. She set the pace and rode it, gold and unhurried, rising so I could feel the cool air on my slick shaft before she sank back down, an empress in a king’s chair on a Warden’s lap with a whole day’s victory in her, the wet sound of each stroke filling the empty hall.

“Tribute,” she said, riding, court-formal, the word already fraying. “You will witness what you are given. You will attend the empire and the empire will attend you and,” and the sentence lost its footing as I let her build it and then, at the midpoint, took the tempo out from under her, my hands hard on the full hips, dragging her down onto me faster and deeper than her decree, grinding her into my lap at the bottom of each stroke so she felt every inch, which is the turn she always signs, the coup she plans to lose. Her court diction frayed all the way down to plain hunger, the very full tits bouncing with the new pace, her slick heat clenching tighter around me with every thrust, four hundred years of command breaking into gratitude when I took the tempo she had chosen to give me.

“Faster is not a decree you get to make,” I told her, low, driving up into her. “Attend me.”

“I. Attend,” and the word came apart in her mouth, gold bond-light lacing up through the old oak of the chair where her hands gripped it, laced through her sweat-sheened skin, her heavy breasts slick with sweat in the lamplight, and the empress who had commanded three duchies rode a Warden in a king’s chair with her pussy dripping and her thighs shaking and lost the ability to finish a sentence, which is her surrender and her gift both, never her defeat.

At her peak she said the word once, on purpose, court-formal and breathless. “Witness it, neighbor.” And then my name, plain, no title on it, and she laughed at herself mid-climax, gold light blazing full under her skin as she came apart astride me in the king’s chair, her walls clamping down on me in deep rhythmic pulses, her whole imperial body going rigid and then shaking loose, her back arching, the crowned braid fallen over both of us, the bodice long since lost. And the clench of her milked me over with her; I gripped the full hips hard and drove up deep and held, my cock pulsing thick inside her as I came, spurt after spurt flooding into the tight grip of her while her name tore out of my throat, and the bond looped every pulse back through both of us until she shuddered again on the aftershock of feeling me empty into her, gold light lacing the old oak of a king’s chair, her nails scoring my shoulders, my cum spilling warm down the inside of her thigh when at last she rose off me, a slow slide of spent heat. She looked at the slick mess on the king’s chair and on both of us with the fond auditing gaze and pronounced it, court-formal even wrecked, “received, and witnessed, and annexed.”

She sprawled across me and the king’s chair both, afterward, imperial even in the wreckage, and audited the damage fondly, and made her decree. “The chair,” she said, “is annexed. To the treasury. The Crown may apply for its return in writing and I will consider the application at my leisure and deny it.” And then, because she is Maeva, the afterglow became a council, which is how she loves. “The Kestering road, when it comes to that, and it is coming: you will need me at the parents, not the walls. I have said this before and I will keep saying it until it is carved somewhere. Frightened people do not want to be rescued. They want to be conspirators. A godmother is building a crowd on a hill by making frightened parents want to bring their children. So we un-build it the same way. We make the parents want to bring their children to us instead. Not by fighting her. By feeding them better.” She traced the tracery on my forearm with one fond finger, an audit of a ledger she was fond of. “I am very good at making people want to be at my table. It has won more rooms than any blade I carried.”

“Noted,” I said. “Filed.”

“Paid,” she said, and stayed sprawled in a king’s annexed chair, gold light fading under her skin, and did not move. She traced the tracery a while longer, thinking out loud the way she does after, when the ceremony is spent and only the woman is left. “He came early because he is frightened,” she said. “He will not say it and I will not make him. A king who cannot fight a thing brings it to the people who can and calls it a visit. That is not weakness; it is the rarest kind of sense; most men who cannot fight a thing pretend it is not there.” She turned her head against my shoulder. “We will win his parents for him, in the end, the same way we won him. Not with walls. With a better table. Give a frightened person a good enough supper and you can turn them into a conspirator. I have been setting tables since before this kingdom had a name. She has toys. I have stew and plums and a fox who receives and a cook who makes beds before children. It is a better offer. We only have to make the parents taste it before the longest night.”

“That’s the campaign.”

“That is the campaign.” She closed her eyes, imperial even in exhaustion. “And you will not, summoner, spend yourself on it like the cheapest thing you own, because I have annexed that too, along with the chair. Your spending is the treasury’s now. We signed for it. Do not make me audit you.” And she slept, or near enough, in a king’s annexed chair, and I did not move, because an empress who has won a day is entitled to sit in the spoils of it as long as she likes, and because the thing she had just annexed was the flaw I have carried since a tomb, and I let her keep it, which is the only way I have ever found to set it down.

Maeva slept, or near enough, across me in the annexed chair. The great doors stayed bolted.


Chapter 5: Certificates

The snow came in the night before the graduation, which Yrsa had wanted, because a certificate earned in fair weather is a holiday and a certificate earned in the first snow is a fact.

Forty-five nights the count stood at, the morning of it, a long way from a longest night and no distance at all when you are trying to be ready for one, and Yrsa had decided the readiness started with a graduation held in the first snow.

She had said so at the table two nights before and she said it again at dawn, standing in the school yard with the snow coming down in the flat grey light and settling on the burning-frame Colm had built, and she looked at the weather the way another commander looks at ground, which is what it was to her. “Good,” she said, of the snow. “Nobody’ll think it was easy. You can’t certify a deed you did in the sun. The sun does half of it.” And she went to check the wood one more time, the oak service bars she’d rejected three planks to get right, and found them dead flat, and was satisfied in the particular grudging way she is satisfied by a thing that has finally stopped being able to disappoint her.

The march came out for it. So did the escort and the king, who stood where she put him.

The whole day stood in those two ranks and the king waiting at the rail. Yrsa had set two ranks in the snow, the order’s first honest class in a column of six, and the march’s second cohort in a longer line, twelve farm children and market-town apprentices who had come up through the first cohort’s instruction, and she had set them side by side, not the order in a place of honor and the cohort in a place of learning, but together, one deed, and she had put the king at the rail as a witness with no more standing than a shepherd, and Berengar had come to the rail and taken his place there and not once tried to make it more than that.

Before the burning, the two classes gave one paired demonstration, order beside cohort, with a white cord and twelve feet of untouched snow between them.

Yrsa had fixed six posts along the order’s side and marked six count-lines on the cohort’s. The adult Champions struck the posts with wooden wasters while the students, well beyond any blade’s reach, demonstrated the same count-and-step with empty hands and loose-grip willow rods held upright against their own shoulders. A child called the count; an adult answered it on oak. At no point did either line cross the cord. The rule was simple: hold your form, keep the cadence clean, and finish with both lines still square.

One second-cohort girl paired with the broad-shouldered younger master, the one who had learned the loose grip on his fifth try. She was thirteen and he was a grown Champion, so Yrsa planted him at a fixed post and put the girl two chalk-marks farther back than anyone else, where no swing could reach her even if the man stumbled. She called the count and stepped it, weight balanced, the willow rod resting against her shoulder. Across the cord, the master matched each footfall and struck the post on her number. She changed pace twice. He followed both changes without crossing his heel-mark. At the finish he lowered the waster, remained behind the cord, and saluted. She answered with her willow rod from twelve feet away.

The order’s six were better than the cohort, of course; they were the realm’s best. Yrsa did not blur that difference by putting children under adult blades. She made the difference useful. The Champions showed where force landed; the cohort showed where discipline began. Six young voices called changes, six adults obeyed them against fixed oak, and the count never broke. When both lines finished square in the falling snow, the king at the rail understood the floor Yrsa had built. The order was the ceiling and the cohort was the floor, and a kingdom that certified only its ceiling was still standing on nothing.

She burned the certificates herself, each oak bar seared with the graduate’s current station, and she did it with the iron in her own hand and no ceremony beyond the searing, because the searing was the ceremony. Twelve for the second cohort. Six for the order. Corbet’s read GATE, because that is where Yrsa had decided he would stand, and Corbet looked at the word burned into the wood he would carry and stood very straight and did not trust his own face. The eldest master received his last of the six, and he took it the way a man takes a verdict he asked for and dreaded and needed, this grey-haired master of the realm’s order accepting a burned oak bar from a woman ninety years dead and returned, and he held it in both hands and did not say anything, which for that man was a speech.

And the three grey men stood as the honor line, unasked, again.

They had done it at the siege, the three tradition-keepers who swear IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD, AGAIN. They came uninvited now and took the old guard at the edge of the ranks in falling snow. Yrsa saw them, gave no acknowledgment that would turn their presence into ceremony, and let them stand. That was the only honor those three wanted: a place beside what they kept.

The twelve second-cohort bars named new stations earned that season: relay, hinge, lamp-line, ford, yard, and the quieter posts without songs attached. Brenna, Wat, Torvald, and Sela stood behind them as first-cohort instructors and honor-line witnesses, their own bars already earned and carried. Each new graduate, taking the burned oak, stood in the snow a moment in front of a king and a saint and a dead instructor’s memory, then put the receipt away. The house had taught them to do a deed rather than display it, and the eldest master studied the absence of performance more closely than the ceremony.

“They don’t perform it,” he said to me, low, at the rail. “My order performs everything. Every certification’s a pageant. These children take the wood and put it away like it’s a receipt.” He watched one second-cohort girl tuck her bar into her coat without a glance. “You’ve taught them that a deed doesn’t need an audience. I don’t know how to teach that. I’ve been performing for forty years. I might be too old to learn it. But the class isn’t, and they saw it today, and they’ll carry it, and that’s worth more than the wood.”

Yrsa’s speech was four words. She does not make speeches; she makes rulings; and she stood in front of two ranks in the snow with a king at the rail and gave them the whole of what she had.

“Hold. Yours. All. Witnessed.”

And then, because it was the order’s day and not only the cohort’s, one sentence more, and she said it looking at the top of the highest wall in the realm where a name was cut that none of them could see from here.

“She’d have hated this,” Yrsa said. “The ceremony. The standing about. All of it. Do it anyway.”

The stones took both classes as one deed. There is a deed-stone at the school now, set at the yard’s edge, and it took the graduation whole, the order and the cohort in one entry, the light of it coming up in the snow, and I stood at the rail beside a king as the stone certified what no court in the kingdom could have, which marked the difference between a deed performed and a craft passed on, and Berengar, beside me, said nothing at all, and filed it, which was correct.



Petra got her second certificate, and Yrsa handed it to her with her own hand, and said “over my dead body” out loud, and denied ever saying it forever after.

It came at the end, when the ranks had broken and the snow had thickened, and Yrsa crossed the yard to where Petra of Harlow stood in her wool with her wooden practice sword at her hip worn exactly the way a real knight wears a real one, and Yrsa held out a burned oak bar, a real one, a second certificate, and said, flat and clear enough for the rail to hear, “Over my dead body,” and put it in Petra’s hands.

Petra wept. She wept without any of the composure a court would have wanted from her and all of the honesty the march had taught her was allowed, a woman who had come to this errand wanting mostly to meet a dragon and had ended up in a better story, holding a burned oak bar with her name and her station on it from a saint who had said over my dead body and meant it as the highest possible love, which is what it was. The king applauded. He was the only one who applauded, because the march does not applaud, the march witnesses, but Berengar came from a court and his hands wanted to do the thing his court did, and he applauded a weeping woman with a wooden sword, and it was not wrong of him, it was the most human thing he did all week.

At the rail, Saskia permitted herself the smallest possible nod, honor acknowledged at the lowest denomination she owned. Then she left before thanks could land. She and Yrsa shared the same allergy to gratitude. The realm’s first unblessed Champion walked out of a graduation she had helped drill so nobody could catch her caring about it, and I let her go. Chasing Saskia’s feelings only corners them; a clean escape is the sole mercy she accepts.



Then a twelve-year-old sat the realm’s newest Champions down on a drill-hall floor in front of a candle and taught them not to reach.

It was Tam’s idea, and he asked for it plainly, the way he asks for everything, and Yrsa gave her permission the same way, and so after the ceremony the order’s six graduates, including their eldest master, came into the second drill-hall out of the snow, and Tam put a candle on the floor and cracked a shutter, and sat down cross-legged, and told the realm’s newest honest Champions to sit down too.

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

They sat. Six Champions, their eldest among them with forty years of war in his hands, sitting on a drill-hall floor in front of a kitchen candle, learning to not reach, taught by a boy of twelve who did not stand up to teach them. And it was hard for them, harder than for the children, because a fighter’s whole training is to close the distance to the thing, to take it, to grip it and end it, and here was a boy telling them to read a flame and hold and not grab, and the eldest master sat with his scarred hands open in his lap and looked at them like they belonged to someone else.

“Forty years,” he said, quietly, to no one, holding his own open hands. “Forty years of instructors taught me to grab faster. None taught me to leave it. And a boy’s just told me to leave it, and I find I don’t know how, and I find I want to learn.”

“Read it,” Tam said, not unkindly, from the floor. “Don’t reach. It’s not a test. There’s no grade. Nobody’s watching to see if you do it right. That’s the whole trick. You’re not doing it for anybody. You’re doing it because a door that opens from the inside stays shut if you don’t reach, and you’re the only one who can reach it, so you’re the only one who can keep it shut.”

“And if I want to reach,” said one of the six, a young Champion who fought like she meant it and had never in her life been told to hold. “If everything in me wants to close with it.”

“Then you want to,” Tam said. “Wanting to’s fine. You’re allowed to want to. Kelm wants to every single morning; you can see his hands twitch; and he doesn’t, and the wanting doesn’t get to decide, the not-reaching gets to decide. That’s the difference between a person and a door. A door can’t choose whether to open. You can. So you’re safer than a door, if you practice.” He said it flatly, a boy of twelve explaining the deepest thing in the house to the realm’s best fighters as if it were where the well is. “Read it. Want to. Don’t reach.”

And the young Champion held her twitching hands in her lap and read the flame and wanted to and did not reach, and her face when she managed it was the face of a fighter who has just discovered a kind of strength she was never taught existed, the strength of the action you refuse, and she looked at a twelve-year-old with something close to awe, and Tam wrote something on his slate and did not look up, because he had learned from the whole household not to turn a lesson landing into ceremony.

Corbet, who had a village over a border where children came back at twelve and sat outside the fire, held his hands in his lap and read the flame and did not reach, and then he asked the question the room had been circling.

“Can it be taught to a village?” Corbet said. “Not a child at a time. A whole village. All the children at once, before, if a thing was coming for them.”

Tam thought about it, the way he thinks, seriously, a boy doing arithmetic. “It travels,” he said. “That’s the thing about it. Every time we teach it, it gets shorter. It started as a whole morning and now it’s a sentence. If you taught it to a village you’d teach the teachers and they’d teach the children and by the third time it’d be nine words and it wouldn’t be anybody’s anymore, it’d just be a thing the village knew, like where the well is.” He wrote something on his slate. “So yes. If you had time. If you got there first. You’d want a week, and a kitchen, and somebody loud.”

“Somebody loud,” the eldest master repeated. “Why loud.”

Tam frowned at his slate, working it out, because he had said it on instinct and now had to find the reason under it. “Because a child who’s frightened reaches,” he said, slowly. “And a frightened child’s hard to talk out of it, you can’t reason a scared four-year-old into holding, they’re too little. But you can drown out the scared. If there’s a louder thing than the fear, a warm loud thing, they hold onto that instead of reaching. I don’t know what the loud thing is. A song, maybe. Merta hums when she’s making beds and the little ones go quiet. Something like that. Loud and warm and not scary. So they’ve got their ears full of something better than the fear.” He looked up. “I don’t actually know. I’ve never taught the drill to a four-year-old in the middle of a panic. If they came scared, I’d want somebody loud.”

Corbet wrote it down. So did the eldest master, on the back of his own burned certificate, with a nail, because it was the only surface available. A week, and a kitchen, and somebody loud. Nobody named it. There was nothing to name yet, only a boy on a floor describing a drill that could travel and a Champion asking whether it could reach a village, and a farm boy from over a border thinking of a fire, and a hum a cook uses to quiet children while she makes beds. The drill could travel. From the door, I let the nail in the eldest master’s hand scratch a week, a kitchen, somebody loud onto the back of his certificate, then filed the words without pretending we knew whose warmth could fill that last blank.



The king rode home ahead of the snow, and left half his escort behind without ordering them to stay, which is how a king who has learned this house does a thing.

The order’s first class stayed, and Saskia stayed, and Halvard stayed, “for winter training,” and there was no paperwork for it, because there did not need to be; Berengar simply did not order them back to the capital, and a thing a king does not order is a thing that happens, and the order wintered at the school, the realm’s newest Champions housed under a dead garrison instructor’s rules at a porter’s school with a fox for a reeve and a dragon on the roof. Halvard would hold a line if a line needed holding. Saskia would teach the back-cut read one more winter and leave before the thanks. It was the whole ladder, wintering in one yard.

Berengar’s parting was two honest sentences at the gate, one to each of the two people he had come to say them to.

To Sidonie, his sister, he said: “Count them for me at midwinter. All of it. The march, the villages, the children. I’ll count the palace. And when we compare the numbers in the spring, one of us is going to be wrong, and it’s going to be me, and I’d rather be wrong to you than right to a courtier.” And Sidonie said she would, briefly, and did not embrace him, because that is not how they speak love, and counted his escort as they mounted and told him he was one rider short and he said the man was staying and she said “then say so, don’t make me find it,” and that was a Ruthelm goodbye, two auditors correcting each other’s numbers at a gate in the snow, and it was full of love and neither of them would have called it that.

Sidonie did not ride home with him. She had said midwinter and started early and she was staying the winter. The household gave brother and sister room at the gate and did not watch too closely while two Ruthelms corrected each other’s counts before the snow closed the road between them for a season. “You’ll write the census,” he said, and she said “monthly, and a note if you get clever with your own numbers,” which is what Brenna says to me, and I understood then where Brenna had gotten the phrasing, secondhand through a princess, the whole kingdom teaching itself to count in one another’s borrowed words.

And to me, hand on his horse, the honest one, the one I kept: “If the thing with the basket comes for the march, send for me. I mean it. I can’t fight it. I’ve no tool for it; I’ve a whole kingdom and not one tool for a woman with a basket. But I can ride three days early, and I can stand where you put me, and I can wash a dish, which your cook won’t let me do, and dry it, which she will. Send for me and I’ll come and stand where you put me. That’s the whole of what a king’s worth against this, and it’s not nothing, and I’d rather spend it than keep it.” And he rode out through the gate with Helvane and half his riders, ahead of the snow, home before the roads closed, and Bram’s book on the length of the stay paid to Osric, who had ended it, which is a paradox Osric and Bram both enjoy the way old men enjoy a joke that is only theirs.

Vyrissa came home at dusk, mid-ceremony, or the tail of it, dropping out of the north with the snow parting around her wings, and landed in the school yard in front of a king who had not quite left, and the order, and forty children, and gave her entire report in one sentence to all of them at once.

“It pulses one beat in nine,” she said, folding out of the shape of a landing into the shape of a woman. “Still. It did not change while I lay beside it, which I take to mean it is not ready, not that it is not coming. Congratulate me later. Where is the roast.” And she looked at the certificates and the snow and the king mounting to leave, and added, to the order’s six, appraisal-grammar returning like weather, “You were certified today by the smallest yard in the kingdom and it is worth more than the largest, and I have flown over the largest, so I would know. Wear the wood. Now. The roast.”

The king, one foot in the stirrup, looked at a dragon reporting the pulse of a waking egg to a graduation in one sentence and asking after dinner, and something in his tired face let go entirely, and he laughed, and rode home laughing, which is not the worst way for a king to leave a march, and may be the best.

The children of the wing had watched the whole graduation from the school’s low wall, wrapped to the eyes, and had opinions. Nell had decided the snow made it better and said so. Orla had approved of the ceremony on the grounds that it was mostly people standing still, which is her highest praise for a public event. And Kelm, who keeps wick-scraps in a tin and thinks about oils, had watched Yrsa burn the certificates and asked me, seriously, what oil the searing-iron ran on, and I did not know, and he found this a serious failure in my education and resolved to find out, and I have no doubt he did.

When Vyrissa landed, the children mobbed her, because a dragon who has been north for three nights owes them a flight report in units they can use, and she gave it under duress, which she pretends to resent and does not. “Three rivers,” she said. “One city of sheep. Nine clouds entered, seven left whole.” Kelm, who has a running theory that Vyrissa eats clouds, demanded to know what happened to the missing two, and Vyrissa said the accounting was “unsupported but possible,” which is her standing verdict on Kelm’s cosmology, and the children took it as confirmation and Kelm updated his tally of eaten clouds to a running total he keeps on the THINGS WE DO NOT OPEN YET shelf, or beside it, on a scrap, because the shelf is for things and this is a number.

Ninet asked the real question, the one the children had been circling. “Is the glowing thing a baby.”

Vyrissa went still, the way she goes still near the egg and near anything that touches it, the quietest voice she has, and she crouched down to the child’s height, which she does for very few things. “Not yet,” she said. “But not never. It pulses one beat in nine. When I was born it would have pulsed one beat in four, like mine, so it has a way to go, and I am in no hurry, and neither is it, and that is the correct pace for a thing that is deciding whether to be born after nine hundred years.” She stood. “You will meet it, I think, if it comes. You are the right age to grow up beside a thing that is also growing up. But not yet. We hold first.”

“Doors later,” said Ninet, gravely, applying the rule to an egg, and Vyrissa looked at me over the child’s head, a keeper discovering that the house had taught her own oldest grief a rule to wait by, and she did not say anything, and neither did I, and the children ran off to eat, and a dragon stood in the snow having been out-doctrined by a nine-year-old about the pace of a beginning.



Yrsa won a bout in the snow-yard after dark, fair, and then dragged me into the drill-hall by the collar, which is how her nights begin.

She had not drilled all day; she had certified all day, which is not the same. Ninety years had done nothing to dull Yrsa’s hunger for an honest bout, and by full dark she carried a pressure that needed a bout, and she found me in the yard and put a bare training blade in my hand and took one herself, no stakes, snow falling, and we went at it in the dark with the school asleep around us.

I had beaten Yrsa once, on the tide-flats, and neither of us had ever mistaken that for being the better swordsman. I had stopped trying to repeat it. But I can make her earn it, and making her earn it is the honesty that works between us, because a saint who has been undefeated for ninety years does not want a man who folds and does not want a man who cannot see how good she is; she wants a man who sees exactly how good she is and holds anyway and loses fair. So I held. I gave her the Saint’s Footwork she gave me, her own style ghosting my stance, and she read it and grinned in the dark because fighting her own echo is a thing she finds delicious, and she pressed, and I read the pressure with the Glimpse a half-second early and threaded out of it, and she pressed harder, and for a dozen exchanges in the falling snow the school slept around two people trying very hard in the dark.

And then she took my line the way she takes everything, with a shift of weight I did not see because there was no tell in it anymore, my notebook had fixed her one tell years ago on the tide-flats and she had thanked me by becoming untellable, and her blade came flat against my ribs, and she stepped back into the snow and said “good,” which is the highest word she owns, and I had earned it, and she knew I had earned it, and that is the only way she wins that means anything to her. Then she dropped the blade in the snow and took me by the collar of my coat and hauled me toward the drill-hall.

“One bout indoors,” she said, and it was terms, in duel-grammar gone soft. “No stakes. I already won outside. This is the prize.” She barred the double doors behind us, the ones whose hinge-washers were cut from a dead lamp’s cup, and the eighteen fresh certificate-hooks stood empty along the wall in the one lamp’s light, and the snow ticked at the high windows.

“Yes,” I said, plain, inside her first hold, which is how she wants the yes, no ceremony, no reverence, a fact stated the way you’d state ground.

She was flushed already from the bout and the win, winter-pale skin gone warm at the throat, and she opened her own leathers with her own hands, the chest-wrap loosened by her own choice, which is her intimacy threshold and always hers to cross, and the small high firm chest bared as a dare and not a gift, the way she bares it, watching me to see if I will make a reverent thing of it so she can swear at me for it. I did not make a reverent thing of it. I put my hands on her the way she wants, sure and unhesitating, palms flat on the small firm tits and then down, and she made a low sound of approval that was almost a growl and pulled me into her, reaching down between us to free my cock and guide me home with a grip that was half a threat and all permission.

She took me against the barred doors first, snow-cold leathers opened not removed, and I pushed into her in one hard thrust that shoved her back against the oak, her breath punching out of her at the depth of it, her back to the door and her heels off the floor and her long hard fencer’s body strung between the doors and me, my cock buried in the tight wet heat of her while I fucked her fierce and fast against the wood, the storm-grey light of her bond silvering the old scars on her forearms and the newer one across her ribs that only I may look at. Her blade stood propped against the wall three feet away, in reach, deliberately in reach, and she never once looked at it, and that untouched blade is the trust, on the floor, in the room, the whole of it, a saint who could end anyone leaving the ending within her own reach and choosing me over it every second of every bout that becomes this. She is winter-pale and she flushes when she is genuinely bested, the flush coming up her throat, and she was bested, and she knew it, and the knowing is the thing that turns her, the switch-flip total and instant, the moment she believes the pin she is all the way over from tactical to raw with nothing gradual in between.

“There,” she got out, her pussy clenching tight around me on every thrust, the wet slap of our bodies against the oak doors loud in the empty hall, and then the words started going, the way they go, down toward single syllables. “That. Yes.”

I moved her to the drill-mat, pulling out of her long enough for the cold to hit us both, and she went astride me, upright, sinking down onto my cock with a hiss and taking me to the root in one fierce drop, and put her open palms flat on my face, the gesture that is hers now, the bare-handed trust that had replaced the belt and rope after her Crown, her hands open where they used to hold hardware. Once, she had needed rope and belt to prove the pin was real; then, over years and battles, she learned that my hands were the pin and always had been. The hardware retired. Now she held herself there by choosing it, which was harder, cleaner, and more hers.

I took the tempo and she let me, which is the whole of it, a saint who has been undefeated for ninety years handing the pace to one man and melting when he takes it. I gripped her narrow hips and drove up into her hard, setting a pace that knocked the breath out of her on every stroke, and she was slick enough now that the wet sound of us filled the hall. “Harder,” she got out, and then that word too started to go. “There. Like that. You,” and the sentence quit, storm-grey eyes bright and wide-open the way they go open exactly this often, and I fucked her hard from beneath, my cock slamming into her as she rode, and she swore at me happily, profanity as affection, her hips driving down to meet every thrust, her open hands sliding from my face to grip my shoulders hard enough to bruise, which she would inspect in the morning with satisfaction and deny putting there.

“You held the whole bout,” she said, wrecked, riding. “You saw how good I was and you held anyway and you lost fair. That’s the,” gone again, “that’s the truth. That’s the only truth. Don’t ever fold and don’t ever flinch and lose to me fair and I’ll,” and whatever she’d have promised broke apart in her throat and came out as a single syllable, and her scars lit storm-grey along her forearms, and she was close, and I could feel it loop back through the bond, her nearness feeding mine.

At the brink I gave her the word, because it is mine to give and no one else’s ever. “Yield.”

And she did, coming apart on it, fierce and quiet, her pussy clamping down on me in rhythmic waves that dragged at my cock, the storm-grey light flaring along her scars, her whole hard body going rigid, every muscle in her taut as a drawn bow, and then loose all at once, shaking, and she said, into the coming-apart, the word she had earned that day and brought to bed with her: “Witnessed.” And then, quiet and fierce, the sentence she permits herself once in a season, if that, because it costs her to say it: “The whole order sat on the floor for a twelve-year-old today. The realm’s best. On the floor. For a boy.” Her breath ragged, her hands open on me. “That’s the top of the ladder. There’s nothing above it. And I’m going to go on teaching anyway, because the top of a ladder’s just where you stand to reach the next thing you build, and I’ve decided the ladder doesn’t stop, it just keeps needing more of it.” She came down shaking. “Yield. Say it again. I want it twice tonight.”

“Yield,” I said, and followed her over, driving deep and holding as I came, my cock pulsing hard inside her, cum flooding her in thick spurts while her name tore low out of my throat, and she took my finish with her open hands gripping my shoulders and her scars alight, her pussy clenching around me in aftershock pulses that wrung every drop out of me until we were both spent and shaking.

She did soldier aftercare, which is the only kind she does, floor and a shared water skin and shoulder contact and zero cuddling vocabulary, and she re-wrapped my forearms out of habit in the lamplight, over the tracery, and left the wrap loose on the audit-ring finger “so the treasury can breathe,” which is her joke about Maeva’s ring and her way of saying a soft thing without a soft word.

“The order stays the winter,” she said. “Six graduates, Saskia, Halvard. Grown fighters who came to be taught instead of children learning how not to die. And something’s coming for the children that steel can’t solve.” Her head settled against my shoulder, but her eyes remained on the doors. “Good. I’ve got a yard full of the best the kingdom made, sharp and mine to aim. The basket-woman expects a school. She won’t expect a muster that carries certificates.”

Boots crossed the snowy yard outside. The order’s six were taking their burned oak bars to the late lamp drill, and Corbet led with his heel loading crooked from fatigue.

Yrsa’s eyes closed. “Heel,” she muttered through the oak. “Again.”

Corbet reset it.


Chapter 6: A Gift With No Terms

We read South River the way we read a dungeon, which is slowly, from the outside in, and the first thing the reading found was a smell of warm milk in a room with no child in it.

We rode down three days after the king left, through the first real snow. The roads would close soon, and hurried readings turn false. I had promised a proper accounting of the village, the fair, the woman, and the toy together. Maeva rode, and Nahari, and Suzu, and Yrsa, and Vyrissa flew high and patient over us as weather. We came into South River at midmorning with the snow settling on the thatch, and Cass met us at her door with Dorrit on her hip, a small dark-eyed girl of four who looked at us with the flat exhaustion of a child who has not slept a full night in a week.

The village read wrong before we reached a single cottage. I have surveyed a hundred villages with a porter’s eye, and a village has a rhythm you feel in the soles of your boots, the dogs and the smoke and the way the doors sit, and South River’s rhythm had a skip in it, a wrongness I could not name until I was in the lane. Then I could name it. It was too quiet in the mornings, Sela said, and Cass confirmed it: the children woke slow now, and heavy, and reached at the lamps, and the mothers had started sitting up nights the way the capital’s keepers sat up nights, holding small hands against a dream. A whole village of parents holding their children’s hands in the dark against a door. The king had described it in his own capital and here it was in a march village a day’s ride from my own gate, the same frost, the same reaching, the same held hands.

I read the cottage before the child. That discipline keeps the attention on the gift and leaves the girl alone. And the cottage read the way the bird had read, forward, warm where it should have been cold, a note written on a door not yet opened. The lamp on Cass’s sill leaned inward, toward the corner where the child slept, the way a debt-lamp leans toward a creditor, except this leaned toward a four-year-old, wrong in a way I hoped never to see again. Yrsa stood in the doorway with her hand not on her blade and her face gone flat and dangerous, a saint looking at a threat she could not cut, which is the worst thing you can show Yrsa, a threat with no throat, and she said, low, “I can’t fight a lamp leaning at a baby,” and I said, “No. Nobody can. That’s the whole design,” and she went out to the yard because she needed to be somewhere she could hit something and there was nothing to hit.

“She dreams the door,” Cass said. “Every night. Same door. She wakes up reaching at the candle and I catch her hand and she isn’t burned, she’s just reaching, in her sleep, at a light, like something’s telling her to.” Her voice had the flatness of a week without sleep. “I didn’t think anything of the bird. A gift’s a gift. The godmother was kind. She asked how old Dorrit was and I said four and she gave her the bird and said no terms, dears, none at all, and I thought, what a kind woman, and I took it, because who says no to a kind woman with a free toy for your child in a hard winter.”

“Nobody does,” Maeva said, gently. Gentleness was the correct instrument here. “That’s the craft. Nobody says no.”

The cottage next door had a lamp leaning the same way, toward a cradle, and a smell of warm milk in a room where I could see, through the open door, that there was no child at the moment and no bottle warming and no reason for the smell. I stood in that doorway a moment, and the warm-milk smell had already become the winter’s wrongest scent, a room made ready for a child, warm and waiting and kind, with the child not in it, and the harmlessness of the scent frightened me precisely because there was nothing openly threatening in it, only warmth and milk and readiness, a nursery with the door left open, waiting.

Vyrissa had told me the smell would come. She had said it once, at the gate, that the maker’s tell was warm milk in a room with no child, and I had filed it, and now I stood in it, and I understood why a dragon nine hundred years old had gone still on a wall at the sight of a tin bird. This was old. This was the oldest kind of hunger there is, the kind that does not take what you have but what you are going to be, and it dressed itself in the safest smell in the world, and I wanted to burn the bodiless maker badly enough that my hands closed into fists.

Sela, who had ridden with us from Coldharbour on her way to her winter posting, walked the village lane and counted the leaning lamps the way Brenna counts anything, and came back with a number. “Six,” she said. “Six cottages with lamps leaning at a child. In one village. And South River’s not big. I counted them twice because I didn’t believe the first count, and it was six both times, and one of them’s a baby not four months old, which means she doesn’t even dream the door yet, she’s too little, but the note’s written on her anyway, on a door that won’t open for a decade, and the lamp already knows.”



I set the bird beside Dorrit and let Measure open its account. Then I said each part aloud for Cass and the household, with the lamp leaning toward the child beside us.

I read the bird and the child together, by Measure and by the Anchor’s own sense, and I said it plain.

“The bird is a note,” I said. “It’s written on Dorrit’s door. Not the door of the cottage. The door inside her, the one every one of these children has, the one my wing teaches its children to keep shut. Dorrit’s door hasn’t opened yet; she’s four; it’s years off, maybe, or never, if she’s left alone. But the note’s already written on it, and it’s payable at the opening. When her door opens, whenever that is, it opens onto the note. Her first summon won’t come the way mine come, free and whole. It’ll come leashed. To the bird. Her first legend will arrive on a leash tied to a warm tin toy, and every deed she ever does after will ground through that toy, forever, and she’ll be a Hero, gilt, brave, warm to shake hands with, and never once warm inside, because the warmth was spent before she earned a single thing.” I looked at the lamp leaning at the child. “The lamps lean toward her because she’s already been made a thing a debt-light draws from. She’s a source. She’s four, and she’s already collateral, and she hasn’t done anything, that’s the point, that’s the whole horror of it. She’s collateral on a future she hasn’t lived.”

Nahari had her eyes shut. “It cannot buy what is kept,” she said, slow, to the dark behind her lids. “It tried that with the market, and we broke the market; you cannot buy a name a person keeps. It cannot buy what is earned; it tried that with the Heroes, buying the deeds, and the deeds ran out. So it has gone earlier. It has gone to buy what is not yet anything. A child who has done nothing and kept nothing and earned nothing cannot refuse a sale, because there is nothing of them yet to do the refusing. Futures.” She opened her dark eyes. “It has stopped buying names. It is buying years.”

Suzu had gone very quiet, the professional quiet, the locksmith reading a trap. “A gift with a hook,” she said, “is a theft with manners. I’ve fenced stolen goods. I’ve picked pockets and sold doors in their doorways. There’s a floor under all of it, and the floor is you take from a person who has something. This takes from a person who has nothing yet. It reaches into a four-year-old and takes a thing she won’t have for ten years, and it does it with a smile and a free toy, and asks nothing, and there’s no floor under that, there’s just down.” She looked at the bird in my hand. “I want to break it. Not the bird. The thing that made the bird a way to do this. But the bird’ll do to start.”



Cass took the bird in both hands. A gift accepted could be given back, but only her hands and her words could unwrite what those same hands had accepted.

I could not un-write the note. Nobody in the house could; you cannot un-write a thing from outside a person any more than you can open a door from outside one; the note was on Dorrit’s door and I could not reach it. But the note was tied to the gift, and the gift had been accepted by a parent, and a parent who accepted a thing with her own hands could refuse it with her own hands, and the refusing voids the acceptance, and the acceptance is what makes the note payable.

“You have to do it,” I told Cass. “Not me. You accepted it; only you can un-accept it. Take the bird, and give it back, out loud, to the empty air where the kind woman stood, and mean it. Say it isn’t hers. Say it was never hers. Your hands, your words, or it doesn’t work.”

Cass took the bird from me. Her hands shook. Dorrit watched from her hip, too tired to understand, and Cass held the warm tin bird that had cost her a week of sleep and cost her daughter a future she hadn’t lived, and she said it, to the air, the way you say a thing you are ashamed you ever doubted.

“I take it back,” she said. “It isn’t hers. It was never hers. I don’t want it. I un-want it. Take it back.” And her voice broke on the last of it, the specific breaking of a person who has just understood exactly what they nearly gave away by accepting a kindness.

The bird went cold in her palm.

I felt it happen through the reading, the note voiding, the forward-warmth going out of the tin, and the bird that had been warm as a held hand in a frost-cold saddlebag for a week went cold as any dead tin toy in the snow. [KEEPSAKE: RETURNED. THE NOTE: VOID.] And the lamp on the sill straightened, slow, the lean going out of it, the flame standing up in its cup pointing at the ceiling like an honest flame, and Dorrit, on her mother’s hip, blinked at the candle and did not reach at it, and yawned, a four-year-old’s enormous yawn, honest tiredness instead of the reaching kind.

“She’ll sleep tonight,” I told Cass. “No door. It’s gone. You did it. Your hands.”

Cass wept the way the Millbrook wife wept, all the held week coming out of her at once, and Maeva put a hand on her shoulder and let her, and Vyrissa came down out of the snow into the smithy-yard and took the cold tin bird and melted it to a bead of slag on the anvil with a breath, not a flame that touched anyone, just heat, and the bead cooled in the snow, a dead grey nothing, and Suzu picked it up in a twist of cloth for the receipts file and pronounced it, quietly, “worthless now. Correctly worthless. Honest at last.”



And then I said the limit, in the same breath, because a house that saves one child and thinks it has won is a house that loses forty while it celebrates.

“We can un-gift a child,” I said, and I made everyone hear it, Cass and the household both. “We just did. Cass’s hands, one bird, one door, void. But look at the lane. Six leaning lamps in South River alone. Sela counted them. Six children in one village, and the caravan worked eleven fairs this autumn, across three provinces and over the border, free to any child whose mother said yes, and there wasn’t a mother at any fair who said no. That’s not six children. That’s a season. Forty villages, if the pattern holds, maybe more.” I looked at the melted bead in Suzu’s cloth. “We can’t un-gift a season. We can’t ride cottage to cottage all winter un-accepting toys one mother at a time; we’d never reach the end of it, and while we rode she’d be at fairs we hadn’t gotten to. The retail counter works and it doesn’t scale. So we don’t fight it retail. We break it wholesale. We break it where it opens the doors. Not cottage by cottage. At the place it means to open all of them at once.”

“That’s a crowd doctrine,” Suzu said, coming back into it, the fox arithmetic working now that there was a shape to work on. “But she’s got a head start on you. She’s spent all autumn being the only kind woman these families ever met. She gave them toys and asked nothing and smiled and left. You show up in the winter and tell them the kind woman was a hook and they’re going to look at you, a Warden with a saint and a dragon, and think, that’s a lot of steel to tell me my daughter’s free toy was poison, and some of them are going to decide you’re the frightening one and she’s the kind one, because she never brought a dragon to their door.”

“Some of them will,” Maeva agreed, unbothered, because she has run crowds that started against her before. “And we do not argue them out of it. You cannot argue a frightened parent out of a kindness; the arguing makes you the threat. You feed them. You out-kind her. She gave a toy once, at a fair, and rode on. We give a week of warm mornings and soup and a place that makes beds for children before they arrive, and we ask their children’s names, out loud, which she never once did. By the time we are done, the kind woman will be the one who never learned a single child’s name, and we will be the ones who fed them, and a parent knows the difference between a toy and a table. It only takes standing next to her to see it. So we stand next to her. On her own hill.”

“And where is that,” she added, though she had already guessed, because she thinks the way I think.

I had not needed to correct her; she was asking me to say it aloud so the household would hear the address from a mother’s mouth and not a tactician’s guess.

I asked Cass. Gently. “What did the kind woman say would happen. The godmother. Did she tell you a place, a day, when Dorrit would be a Hero.”

And Cass told us, and she told us like a treat she’d been promised and was ashamed to have been glad of. “The longest night,” she said. “She told every family the same. Bring the child to Kestering on the longest night of the year, to the old Foundling Stair above the town, for the Naming. There’ll be gifts for all, she said, and singing, and the little ones will be Heroes by morning. Free. No terms.” She wiped her face. “I was going to take her. Before you came. I’d have taken my baby to a hill in the snow because a kind woman with a basket told me to, and I’d have been glad, and I’d have stood there and watched and thought I was giving her a gift.”

[THE NAMING: READ.]

Maeva’s face did nothing, which is what it does when a thing lands hard. “A godmother,” she said, flat, “does not build a crowd on a hill for nothing. She needs the parents to bring the children. She cannot open a door from outside; she said so herself by only ever taking the ones too young to keep one; so she needs the children carried up the hill by their own parents, willingly, gladly, thinking it a gift. She needs the parents to want it.” She looked at me. “Which is a crowd. And crowds are the ground I know best. If she needs the parents to want to bring the children, then we are going to make the parents want to bring the children somewhere else. To us. To a better hill, with soup on it. That is the whole war, summoner, and it is a war I was born four hundred years ago to fight.”



Dorrit slept the moment the bird went cold, there on her mother’s hip, the first real sleep in a week, and Cass held her sleeping child and looked at us over the small dark head with an expression I have seen on exactly one kind of face, which is the face of a person who has just been told they nearly walked off a cliff in the dark and did not know the cliff was there. “I’d have thanked her,” Cass whispered, so as not to wake the child. “On the hill. I’d have watched my daughter get leashed to a tin bird and I’d have thanked the woman who did it and gone home glad. How many mothers is that. How many are going to stand on that hill and thank her.”

“As many as she can gather,” Maeva said, quietly. “Which is why we are going to gather them first. You are going to help us, Cass. Not with steel. You have a thing worth more than steel now: you are a South River mother who took the gift and gave it back with her own hands, and other South River mothers will believe you in a way they will never believe a Warden or an empress. When we ride to Kestering, some of these families are going to Kestering too, because they were told to, and you are going to be there, and you are going to tell them what you told us, which is that you nearly thanked the woman who was leashing your child. A mother’s word to a mother. That is the whole campaign, and you are the first soldier in it, and you did not know until this hour that you had enlisted.”

Cass looked down at her sleeping daughter and up at the empress, and something settled in her frightened face, the fear turning into something with a use. “I’ll come,” she said. “I’ll tell them. I’ll tell every mother on that hill what I nearly did.”

The receipts we gathered cold, itemized, the way we gather everything, because a concrete receipt can be broken.

The mint of the warmth was the mint of the wrong coin, uncirculated, four dynasties dead, the same hand that paid Dreven’s snatchers and the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money and the Coiner’s exact change; Suzu had filed it before we left the march and re-confirmed it at the anvil, one economy, one creditor, a new instrument. The caravan’s route we read off the fair-gossip Cass and her neighbors carried: the eastern sea-road, up from the water, no banner, all autumn, and gone south now, ahead of the snow, toward Kestering. And in the thatch of the next cottage, where a lamp leaned at a cradle and warm milk hung in a room with no child, we found a toy-seller’s chit under the sill, stamped with a small bee, which was the mark, the one mark the whole caravan carried, a bee on everything, and Suzu took it for the file and said, “A bee. Of course a bee. A bee gives you honey and stings you and you thank it for the honey, and it makes more bees. That’s the whole business plan on a chit the size of my thumb.”

We spent the last of the afternoon going cottage to cottage with the mothers who were home, and it was the retail counter over and over, and it worked every time and it exhausted me every time, because five un-giftings in an afternoon is five mothers weeping in five doorways and five lamps straightening and five children yawning honest for the first time in a week, and it is a good day’s work and it does not scale, and I felt the not-scaling in my legs by dusk. A cooper’s widow named Hedda was not home; she had gone to a fair, a neighbor said, weeks back, for her boy who was away at a school in the north, and I did not think anything of it at the time, because I had five weeping mothers and a leaning sixth lamp and a stone in my chest, and I filed her absence among the unresolved South River households.

We left South River with five lamps straightened, and the sixth cottage’s mother not home, her boy away at a school in the north, and that leaning sixth lamp we left behind was the whole shape of the limit, one child we could not reach because you cannot un-gift a child without the parent’s own hands, and I rode north with it in me like a stone. We could break the season at Kestering or we could break nothing. There was no third road.

Nahari rode beside me for a stretch of the north road with her eyes shut, and near the end of it she said, without prophecy, only observation: “She does not haggle. Mark that. Every other instrument that creditor sent us argued, offered, countersigned, tried to buy us or frighten us. This one has never once tried to buy anyone in this house or frighten anyone in it. She does not need us. She needs children, and she has been getting them all autumn, free, gladly, and she will get them on the longest night unless we take them off the hill first. There is no leverage on her because she wants nothing we have. You cannot out-bid a thing that gives its goods away. You can only out-love it, in front of the parents, on its own hill, which is a thing I did not know how to do until an empress said it in a doorway, and I have decided to believe her, because she has won harder crowds than this and I have not seen this exact work done, and between us that is one whole competence.”

Nahari had ridden with her eyes half shut, listening to frost carry sound. Before we mounted, she gave us the village’s last true account. “Kestering,” she said. “A hill worn smooth by a Naming once before, Cass said the godmother called it. Once before. That is not a phrase a kind woman uses about a gift. That is a phrase a thing uses about a place it has fed at before and found good. She is not building a new hill. She is returning to an old one. Which means someone stood on it once and knows what a Naming looks like from the inside, and if that person is anywhere, dead or living, sung or forgotten, we are going to need them, because none of us has ever seen this done, and you do not walk onto a creditor’s oldest ground blind.” She opened her eyes. “I do not know who. But the frost is carrying a name up that road toward us, and it is old, and it hums.”

Merta met us at the march gate in the dusk, and she had the face-down letter from the shelf in her apron, the one from the South River family that had withdrawn its petition, and she had read it again on the way to the gate, and she took it out and looked at it and put it back in the apron, and did not say anything, and I understood that she was keeping it now, not on the shelf, on her person, the way you keep a thing you have decided is yours to answer.



The war-loft that night was short and grim and honest, because there was not much to plan yet, only a place and a date and a limit. Kestering: five days by wagon on the eastern sea-road, three by rider, a river-town we had none of us ever seen. The longest night: forty-two of them off, Nahari counting from the bed she was not yet in. And the whole of the plan, so far, a single sentence: get there first, with a kitchen and a crowd-doctrine and something loud, and teach the town’s children to sit on their hands before the song. It was not a plan. It was the shape a plan would have to fit. Bram, from the door, refused to price any of it. “No book on children,” he said, again. “I told you before it came up and it’s come up. There’s no book. Get out of my taproom and go to bed, every one of you; you’ve un-hooked a village and you look like the village un-hooked you.”

He was right. It had. And so I went to the hayloft, because after a day of reading hooks out of children I needed the difference between a gift and a hook proved on my body, and Suzu, still the quickest creditor in any room, had ridden the whole day beside me with the professional quiet on her and needed the same, and neither of us said so on the way; we just both ended up in the loft above the school stable in the same hour, which is how the bond works, jealousy dead and the wanting transparent, two people who needed the same true thing arriving at it without a word.

The hayloft is high and warm with the animals below, and the loft-hatch opens on the empty snow-lit yard, and she had one shielded lamp burning low in the straw and wool, and when I came up the ladder she was sitting in the hatch with her feet hanging out over the drop and the snow-light on her, tails loose, and she did not make a joke, which is how I knew the day had gotten into her the way it had gotten into me.

“I’ve been giving things back all day,” I said, climbing in. “Cass gave the bird back. I read out a hook for an hour. I’ve had enough of gifts with hooks in them. I came to collect on the ones you gave me, which never had any.”

“The Reeve’s been giving things back all day too,” she said, and then she did the thing she does now, the said-it-straight, before any game, quick and quiet, because plain truth is how she speaks with me when it matters and the game is the wrapping. “No invoice tonight. No game. Everything I give you is free, no hook, no interest, and I want you to watch me give it, because I spent a day reading a thing that turns gifts into theft and I need to know I still know how to give something with nothing tied to it. That’s the straight version. You said your yes yet?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good.” And then, only then, the game, because with the straight said first the game is safe. She named each thing as she gave it, deadpan, priced at zero. “This is free,” she said, sliding out of the layered thief’s silks one by one, the hatch open by her own choice on the snow-bright empty yard, her almost-audience the whole sleeping march. “This is free. This is free, and it’s my best one, and it’s still free.” Petite and quick and golden in the mixed light, fox-red hair loose and chaotic, the light golden skin with its fox-fire freckling coming up across her nose as she grinned, the nine tails counted and confirmed and silhouetted against the low lamp.

My hands went to her and she made a small sound and pushed into them, and the first touch of me on her bare skin she went still for half a breath, which is rare in Suzu, who is never still, and then she was moving again, quick, into my lap, facing out toward the open hatch and the snow. She chose the reversed ride she had made her own, aimed at nothing but the cold light and the empty yard, and she reached behind her and found my cock and lined herself up and sank down onto me, the tight wet grip of her swallowing me as she settled into my lap with a slow exhale that turned into the fox laugh at the end, my hands sliding up under the last of the silks to the small quick body, the compact slick heat of her squeezing me as she took every inch, tails flaring and then wrapping loose around my wrists.

“Watch me give it,” she said, over her shoulder, amber eyes gone vertical-slitted with pleasure. “That’s the whole thing tonight. You watch a fox give something away with nothing on the end of it. I need a witness. I’ve been a witness for everybody else’s honesty since the fox shrine and tonight I’m the one being seen doing the honest thing.” She rolled her hips and the sentence lost its edges. “Free. Say you see it.”

“I see it,” I said, low, my mouth at the back of her neck, one hand spread on her flat quick belly and the other rising. “Every bit of it. There’s no hook in you. I’ve read hooks all day and there’s none in you. You’re the cleanest thing I’ve touched since dawn.”

That undid something in her, the being-called-clean after a day of reading dirt out of children, and she rode harder, her small tight body rising and dropping fast on my cock, the wet slap of her ass against my thighs filling the loft, fox-fire kindling low and steady at the edges of her and along the base of each tail, and gave me the stolen things’ true stories as she moved, the way she inventoried the vault, the pencil and the loaf and the whistle and the plum, her loan-shark patter fraying down into the plain thing under it as her pussy squeezed me on every downstroke, a woman who learned what she was worth alone in a sealed shrine for sixty years and is still, some nights, astonished to be seen and kept. Then I turned her, because I set the pace when I’m ready, that is the rule of the house and the one thing her game never argues, and I lifted her off me and pressed her back against the loft-post and slid back into her, face to face this time, the wet heat of her taking me in one smooth thrust, her small quick body wrapped around me with her legs locked at my back and the tails wrapping my forearms against the cold, presence and performance folded into one thing, the amber eyes gone soft and slitted with pleasure, the snow-bright yard framed in the open hatch behind her.

“Slower’s free too,” I told her. “Everything I give you tonight’s at zero. That’s the invoice. No terms.”

“No terms, dears,” she said, wickedly, throwing the godmother’s own words at the ceiling and stealing the horror out of them, turning the phrase from a hook into a joke, which is a thing only Suzu can do, disarm a nightmare by wearing it badly on purpose, and she laughed and I laughed and I fucked her slow against the loft-post with the animals shifting below and the snow falling in the empty yard, deep unhurried strokes that pressed the breath out of her with each push, my cock sliding through the slick of her, the wet sounds of us and the creak of the post and the fox-fire climbing.

“Free,” she said again, close, and I felt her getting close, the fox-fire flaring. “All of it. Watch me. I’m giving it and there’s nothing on the end of it, no hook, no…” and then, at her peak, she did the thing I did not expect, the thing the day had built in her without my seeing it coming.

She took the pencil out of her own pocket, where it was not supposed to be, and put it in my hand.

“Free,” she said, coming apart on the loft-post with fox-fire flaring gold across the straw, her tails flared, her voice breaking on the laugh. “That one’s free. I’m stealing it back in two weeks, that’s the ritual, that’s the interest, but the gift’s free, right now, no hook.” The pencil, our token, the thing that has gone stolen-and-returned since the shrine and never once the other way, handed to me in the one direction it has never gone, at zero, at her peak, and she laughed the fox laugh into my mouth at the arithmetic of it, the sheer sum of a thief giving a gift with nothing tied to it on the one day she needed to prove she still could.

I went over with her, hard, the pencil in my fist and her tails wrapped tight, driving deep and holding as I came, my cock pulsing thick inside the tight clench of her, cum spurting into her in waves while her name tore low out of my throat and the fox laugh braided in the dark, the bond looping every pulse back through both of us so she shivered again on the feel of me filling her, clenching around me one last time, and the fox-fire settled slow across the straw as we came down, her small quick body gone loose against the loft-post, my cum warm and dripping from her pussy onto the straw, her tails unwinding from my forearms one at a time like a thing being counted.

Tail-wrapped in the warm of the loft after, she appraised the bead of slag I’d brought back, the melted bird, turning it in her fingers by the low lamp, and pronounced her verdict.

“Worthless,” she said. “Correctly worthless. A hook with nothing to hook. That’s the best a thing like that can hope to be, in the end, and we made it be that today, one child at a time, which doesn’t scale, which you already said.” She tucked the slag into the receipts twist and closed the fox eyes and put her head on my chest, the pencil still in my hand, given, hers to steal back in two weeks, ours. “Kestering,” she said, drowsy. “We break it at Kestering or we break nothing. I heard you. I’m coming. I’ve received gifts, porter. Maeva’s alliance pin is still in my hair. But I’ve never received one I couldn’t price, repay, steal back, or turn into a balance, and I’ve decided I want to know what that feels like before I die a second time, and I think that town’s where I find out. Don’t ask me what I mean. I don’t know yet. But the fox is coming to the hill.”

The fox-fire faded until snow-light through the open hatch was the only light in the loft. Her tails tightened once around my legs, one last spark moving between their tips, and she closed her eyes with the pencil still in my hand.


Chapter 7: One Beat in Nine

Vyrissa gave her report at breakfast in her quietest voice, and the household went silent for it the way it goes silent near a beginning, and then she named the thing coming up the sea-road from the oldest side of the ledger there is.

She had come home in the night from three days beside the mountain, and she ate first, because she always eats first, two beeves’ worth of appetite folded into a woman’s shape at the south end of the table, and only when the plates were down did she set her report on the table the way she sets the largest things, plainly, and let the weight be the mercy.

“The glow pulses one beat in nine,” she said. “It has not changed. I lay beside it three nights and it did not hurry and neither did I. The clay lamp, the Warm, leans toward it, the way it leaned to me in the barrow-core, which is the lean of love and not of hunger; I have learned the difference between those two leans over nine hundred years and I will not mistake it.” She turned her cup once. “For three nights I did not count them. Two hundred and thirty rested in the ordered rows, and one place glowed. I watched that instead. A keeper who has always counted graves, watching one of them decide whether to stop being a grave.” She said it lightly, her usual delivery for the heaviest accounts. Nobody at the table breathed.

Then the appraisal-grammar came back, the way weather comes back, and she named the craft.

“The woman with the basket,” she said. “I told you at the gate I knew its maker’s hunger and not its hand, and that I would say the rest when I was certain, and I am certain now, because I lay beside the proof of it for three nights. I know this craft. It is not new. It is the oldest thing that particular creditor does, older than the market, older than the leash, older than the loan it made a king. When it was small, before it was fat enough to eat dragons, it took my flight’s eggs. The eggs came before the dragons.” Her furnace eyes were steady and very old. “It never wanted us, small anchor. A grown dragon fights back; a grown dragon is expensive; a grown dragon has done its deeds and the deeds are eaten and gone. It wanted our future. It followed the light of eleven live nests across the world and it took the eggs, and I held the killing heat for a day and a night and poured glass over what remained so it could not have even the ash, and I have kept two hundred and thirty-one graves ever since, and one of them is learning to glow again, and now the same hunger has come up a sea-road with a basket of toys.” She set the cup down. “It has always preferred to eat a future. A future is cheaper than a life and richer than a corpse and it does not fight back, because it does not exist yet to fight. That is the whole of the craft. It is what it did to my eggs. It is what it is doing to Cass’s daughter. There is nothing new under that basket. It is an old hunger wearing a kind face, and I have wanted to burn it for nine hundred years, but still it offers no body I can reach.”

The table sat with that. The FUTURES page, named at last, from the oldest side of the ledger, by the only creditor at the table who had been billed on it before there was a kingdom to bill.

“You said eleven nests,” Nahari said quietly, eyes shut. “At the vent shaft, you said the creditor followed the light of eleven live nests. You have never told us the whole of that number.”

“No,” Vyrissa agreed. “And I will tell you the part that matters now and no more, because the rest is mine. Eleven nests. Two hundred and thirty-one eggs among them. The creditor was small then, a lamp-glutton, a tithe-taker we ignored the way you ignore a rat in a granary you think too large to be emptied by rats. It grew on what it took. It took the eggs first because the eggs were the cheapest and the richest thing we had, a whole flight’s future in a shell, undefended, because who defends a future; you defend a life; you do not think to stand guard over a thing that has not hatched. By the time we understood it was not a rat, it was fat on our unborn, and it ate the grown flight after almost as an afterthought, because the future was the meal and the dragons were the plate.” Her furnace eyes did not move. “I poured glass over the two hundred and thirty-one so it could not have the ash. It has spent nine hundred years learning to take the future without the shell around it, to reach into a living child and take the years before they are lived, and it has gotten very good at it, and it has learned to do it with a smile, and that is the only thing that is new: not the hunger, the manners. It used to take the eggs in fire. Now it takes them with a toy, and the mother says thank you. That is progress, for a creditor. That is nine hundred years of refining a hunger into a kindness.”

Merta, who had come to the loft with bread and stayed at the door, said one thing, flint-plain, and then went back to the kitchen. “So it’s not new,” she said. “It’s just polite now. I burned a polite one in my kitchen fire in the spring. Politeness burns same as anything.” And she left, and it was the truest thing said at the table, and Vyrissa inclined her head to the empty doorway the widow had left through, one keeper to another.



We took it honestly to the war-table and spent the morning on the plan’s empty center. Until we filled that gap, we had no plan.

“Here is what we can do,” I said, and I laid it out flat, because a house that pretends its plan is whole walks into the gap in it. “We can un-gift a child. Cass’s hands, one bird, one door. We proved it five times in an afternoon and it works every time. And here is what we cannot do. We cannot un-gift a season; there are forty villages and one of us. We cannot stop a parent walking their own child up a hill; the march has never kept a child from a parent and it never will, that is Merta’s law and it is the floor of the whole house and I would not lift it to save the winter. And we cannot fight a song. There is no lane you carve against a lullaby. Yrsa can hold a stair; she cannot hold a note. So.” I set my hand on the map where a river-town sat that none of us had seen. “What we have is a drill that teaches a door to stay shut from the inside. Forty-two nights, less now, thirty-nine. And not one person alive who has ever stood at a Naming and knows what it looks like from the inside, which means we are planning to walk onto a creditor’s oldest ground blind, and I do not like it, and I do not have a better road.”

Yrsa put the tactical hole plainest, because Yrsa hates a plan with a soft middle more than she hates anything. “So we hold a stair we’ve never seen, in a town that trusts a godmother and not us, against a song we can’t fight, to keep forty children from reaching, and our whole counter is a drill a twelve-year-old invented for calm children and we don’t know if it works on scared ones, and none of us has ever watched the thing we’re trying to stop.” She laid both hands flat on the map. “I’ve held worse gates with less. But I’ve never held one blind. I want to know what the enemy does before I stand in front of it. Every gate I ever held, I knew what was coming through it. This one I don’t. Fix that part first, before you fix any other part.”

“Somebody has,” Bram said, from the door.

I looked at him. Bram had been keeping the receipts of this house since Marrowford, and the wager book, and the lockbox with a dead Anchor’s testament in it, and he had a way of standing in a doorway and saying the one thing the war-loft had talked itself past, which is the barometer’s gift, to feel the pressure the room is ignoring.

“Somebody’s seen one,” he said. “Stands to reason. If it’s the oldest thing the creditor does, and it did it on that same hill once before, the mother said, a hill worn smooth by a Naming once before, then somebody stood on that hill the first time it happened. They’re dead, most like. Everybody who saw the founding’s dead. But dead’s never stopped this house before, has it. You’ve a machine for asking dead people what they saw. You’ve been running it since the tomb.” He shrugged his one shoulder. “You want to know what the enemy does before Yrsa has to stand in front of it. Ask somebody who watched it. It’s the one thing this house does that nobody else in the kingdom can.”

And at the word Naming, the registry line surfaced, the way it does, unbidden, a legend rhyming with a need.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE WOMAN WHO KEPT A HUNDRED AND OPENED NONE]

[OTTILIE VENN, THE FOUNDLING QUEEN]

[COST: THE WHOLE OF WHAT GREW BACK]



Three people carried separate pieces of the legend to the table. The word cradle stayed out of every mouth and reached everyone anyway.

Maeva held the first piece, because Maeva holds most of the founding, having outlived the people who lied about it. “Kestering,” she said. “In the founding wars, three hundred years gone. It starved through a siege winter while its lord sat warm in his own hall and did not lift a finger, which I remember, because I was already dead by then and the dead hear the songs the living stop singing. There was a foundling keeper in that town. She kept the orphans. A hundred of them, more, through a winter with nothing, and the song says she fed them on nothing and sang the winter through, and the song is wrong about most of it the way songs are, but that part I believe, because I have run a siege kitchen and I know what it costs to feed a hundred children on nothing, and it costs everything, and she paid it.”

The eldest master held the second piece, because it was on the wall of his order and had been his whole life. “The Foundling Company,” he said, slowly, the way a man says a thing he has said with pride a thousand times and has just begun to hear differently. “It’s on every order-wall in the realm. The founding’s finest knights. Raised from Kestering’s orphans by Lord Tobin Hobbe, called the Provident, who took the town’s surviving children as his wards after the siege and made knights of them. Seventy of them. The Foundling Company. We teach it to the recruits as the first honest order, the orphans who became the founding’s blades.” He stopped. His hand had found his own hilt without his telling it to. “We put them on our wall as a glory. Seventy orphans made into knights by a generous lord. And I am sitting at this table listening to what a woman with a basket does to orphans, and I am doing arithmetic I do not like.”

Sidonie held the third piece, dry, from a child’s schoolroom. “There is a verse,” she said. “In the founding ballad. Every capital child learns it and nobody parses it. ‘The godmother of the Stair, who named the seventy fair.’ We sing it at midwinter to small children. The godmother of the Stair.” She looked at the map. “I have sung that verse. I sang it as a girl. Nobody ever told me what a Naming was. It was just a pretty word in a founding song about a generous lord and seventy orphan knights and a kind godmother who named them.”

And the three pieces sat on the table beside each other, and the shape they made was plain, and nobody said the word.

A town starved. A keeper kept a hundred children through the winter and, the registry said, opened none. She died. And a lord who sat out the siege rode in at the thaw and took the survivors as his wards and gave them to a godmother of the Stair to be named, and they became the founding’s finest knights, seventy of them, gilt, brave, on every order-wall, and I thought of Corbet’s village and eleven children who came back at twelve and sat outside the fire, and I understood that I was looking at the same thing three hundred years apart, the finished product and the fresh season, and that the Foundling Company on the eldest master’s wall was a class of cradle-Heroes that history had called a glory because the woman who might have corrected it had died on the Stair before dawn, leaving Hobbe and the founding songs to own the record.

“She opened none,” I said. “The registry said it. She kept a hundred and opened none, then died on the Stair before the lord took the survivors. Whatever happened around that first Naming, she is the witness we need: the keeper who stopped it once, somehow, while she was alive.” I looked at the three faces that had each held a piece. “The registry gives us her name and her price. The rest belongs to Ottilie Venn, if she chooses to tell it.”

The eldest master had gone very quiet, and when he spoke it was to the map and not to any of us. “We drill the Foundling Company at midwinter,” he said. “The recruits stand a vigil in their honor. Seventy candles, one for each knight, and we tell the boys, those were orphans, the lowest-born children in the realm, and a good lord made them the founding’s finest, and if you serve well enough you might be half of what they were. Forty years I’ve told that story.” His hand had not left his hilt. “And it was a class of children with their futures eaten, held up as a thing to aspire to. We’ve been teaching boys to want to be a cradle-Hero. We lit seventy candles for it every winter.” He looked up. “When this is done, whatever it costs, I am going to the wall, and I am going to cut that verse right, or cut it out, and I do not yet know which, and I am glad I do not have to decide tonight, because tonight I would decide it with an axe.”

“Cut it right,” Yrsa said, from across the table, flat. “Don’t cut it out. The seventy were real children and they were kept alive by a real woman through a real winter before any of it went wrong. Cut it to say what happened: she kept them, and a lord took them, and they were named, and the naming was the theft. Leave the woman in it. Take the lord’s glory out. A wall that lies is worse than a wall that’s blank, but a wall that tells the truth about a stolen future is a wall worth standing a vigil at.” And the eldest master looked at her a long moment and said, “Aye. Cut it right. You’ll help me,” and Yrsa said, “I’ll hold the chisel,” which is the closest those two come to a vow, and it was one.



The price was my whole name, and Sidonie priced it to the copper, and the family signed it, and only then did I get to spend it.

Silence held the house after it chose a costly course. And then Sidonie moved us on, because that is her function and her mercy, an auditor who will not let a house sit in dread when it could be counting the cost and paying it.

“The cost,” Sidonie said, and she had the surveyor’s glass out, her own, no, mine, in my pocket, and she did not reach for it, she did it in her head, because she does not need the glass to count a thing this plain. “The whole of what grew back. Six months of villages. Every ember-hair your name has re-fed since Dun Barrow, back to a candle in daylight. You spent your name whole at the market and let it grow at the villages’ pace, deed by deed, and it has grown, I have watched it grow, and this call spends all of it. Your completed tracery takes the body out of the price. This call costs your name. The whole of what grew back, gone in one call, back to an ember.” She looked at me with the level ice-grey that counts before it admires. “I am pricing it so you cannot pretend it is small. It is not small. It is everything you have earned back in half a year. Say you know that.”

“I know that,” I said. “And it’s what a name is for. A name isn’t meant for hoarding; you spend it on the door you’d want your name spent on. I spent it on a market once to save a kingdom’s names. I’ll spend it on a woman who kept a hundred children through a winter, to save a generation of them. Price it. Sign it. Then I spend it. Those are the terms and they’re the same terms every time and I’m not going to argue them, I’m going to sign under them.”

The queens’ faces did the argument for a moment, the way they do, the whole conversation about a man who spends himself passing between them without a word. Before the circle set, this argument would have been a fight, where they would have refused me the spending and I would have done it anyway in the dark and paid it in my body and called it nothing. That was the flaw, the porter’s reflex to spend himself like the cheapest thing he owns, and they had spent years correcting the valuation, and the correction was not that I stopped spending; it was that I stopped spending in the dark. So they did the thing we had made into policy: not stop me, but price it, and sign it, and make it a decision the whole family made with its eyes open, so that a name going back to an ember was a thing seven people chose and not a thing one man threw away.

Maeva signed first, and said, “For a woman who fed a hundred children on nothing, I would sign a great deal more than this, and so would you, and that is exactly why I am glad it is priced, so that we are choosing it and not merely feeling it.” Yrsa signed and said nothing, which from Yrsa is the loudest signature. Nahari signed with her eyes shut and said, “I have seen the woman waiting at the far end of this and I will tell you only that she is worth an ember; buy nothing else on it,” which is as close to a blessing as the oracle gives. Suzu signed and did not make a single joke, and drew, instead of a flourish, a very small door beside her name, its meaning left unexplained. Vyrissa pressed her thumb to the page and left a mark of heat-shimmer that would not quite fade, a dragon co-signing the spending of a name to fetch a keeper, the mark sinking warm into the fibers.

And Sidonie signed last, in the clerk’s hand, beneath all of them, the line that makes it real: Co-signed. The count survives even if the counter dims. I said that once. I will keep the books while it grows back again.

Into Bram’s lockbox, beside the melted bird and the warm coins and the testament of the last Anchor. The call was set for the next morning, in daylight, in the stone-yard, where the whole household could stand and watch a name go back to an ember for the sake of a foundling queen.



The evening’s comedy did the ordinary work of steadying us before a large thing, which is what the comedy in this house is for.

Suzu attempted to insure the call. She came to me with a policy already drafted, insuring “the Warden’s name against total loss, partial loss, and the general malice of summonings,” premium one polished copper, payable to the Reeve, and Vyrissa refused to underwrite it on the grounds that “old fires are uninsurable; ask the Warm; it will tell you the same; a thing that has burned nine hundred years does not carry a premium.” Suzu argued that a dragon was talking herself out of a lucrative line of business. Vyrissa said a dragon does not need a lucrative line of business. Suzu said that was exactly the attitude that kept dragons poor, and that if Vyrissa had insured even a tenth of the graves she guarded she could have retired on the premiums centuries ago, and Vyrissa said, with the mountain-patience she reserves for the fox, that one does not insure the dead, one keeps them, and that the difference between a keeper and an underwriter was the whole difference between her and Suzu, and Suzu said that was the meanest thing anyone had said to her all week and she was going to frame it, and the argument went nowhere and was on schedule and steadied everyone who heard it, which was the point, because a house that can argue about insurance the night before a man spends his name is a house that is going to be all right.

Then Suzu found me alone at the lockbox and did the said-it-straight, quick and quiet, no game. “I couldn’t insure it,” she said. “There’s no price on a name and the dragon’s right and I hate that she’s right. So here’s the straight version instead: you’re going to spend the whole of what grew back, tomorrow, in daylight, and I’m going to stand in that yard and watch it go, and I’ve decided I’m not going to look away, because you didn’t look away when they read the hook out of you as a bait five years ago and nobody watched, and somebody’s going to watch you spend yourself this time, on purpose, and it’s going to be me, and I’m going to log it, because a thing witnessed is a thing that counts.” She tapped the lockbox twice and went to bed. I stood there a while with a name I had for one more day.

And Yrsa condemned the stone-yard’s footing. She walked it at dusk and pronounced the ice on it a hazard, “a man could go down on that and I’ll not have a call spoiled because the Warden slipped on his own yard,” and she went out at midnight with a sack of salt and salted the whole stone-yard herself in the cold, and when I found her at it she said she was checking the perimeter, which is a lie she tells about salt, and I let her tell it, and helped her salt the yard, and we did not talk about the morning, because there was nothing to say about it that salt did not say better.

The children knew a call was coming and treated it the way they treat everything, by making it smaller. Tam asked, plainly, whether it would hurt me, and I told him the truth, that it would not hurt my body, that the map was finished and there was nothing left to write on, that it would only spend my name, which would grow back at the villages’ pace the way it had before. Tam thought about that and said, “So you’re spending the thing you earned back to fetch somebody who can help the children. That’s just holding first with money instead of hands,” and I said that was exactly what it was, and he wrote it on his slate, and Orla, who had been listening, said, “Boring,” approvingly, because a thing that is honest is boring and a thing that is boring is honest, and a Warden spending his own name to fetch a foundling queen was, to Orla, satisfyingly boring, which is the highest safety her small careful heart can award a large thing, and I took it as the blessing it was.



Vyrissa came to me that night in the granary with the full-width doorway standing open on the snow, and she was her own light, and she wanted to be the only warm thing in a cold door.

She had ordered the doorway cut to her own dimensions when she took the granary quarters, and tonight she had it standing wide open on the snow-night, no lamps lit, because near Vyrissa you do not need a lamp, she is banked wildfire in the shape of a woman, and the snow blew in through the open door and died on the sill from her heat before it could settle. She stood in the middle of it in the bronze-gold shimmer of her own skin, the scale-glint at her shoulders and spine catching a light that came from inside her, and she stated what she was and what she wanted and invited objection, which is her grammar.

“I have lain three nights beside a beginning,” she said. “Beside a glow that is deciding whether to be born, and beside the graves of the ones who never got to decide, and I have been, for three nights, a keeper. I would like to be reminded, tonight, by the man who opened that door in me, that I am not only a keeper of graves. That I am also warm, and here, and the last of nothing, because I am the first of what comes next. Object now if you object.”

“No objection,” I said. “None. Come out of the cold.”

“The cold is the point.” She almost smiled. “I am the argument against it. Leave the door open.”

Her wrappings of heat-shimmer retired like a court gown set aside, and she was bronze-gold and immense and magnificent in the open door with the snow at her back, her Amazon body filling a doorway cut for a dragon, the very full deep chest and the strong hips and thighs, the scale-shimmer running iridescent at her shoulders and down her spine, lit from within. I crossed to her and put my hands on her, and the first touch of her skin is always a shock, furnace-warm, alive with a heat no other body in the house carries, and she made a low sound at the cool of my hands on her heat and pressed into them.

She braced her hands on the frame she had cut for herself and lifted her feet off the floor, her strength framing me and offering me the tempo the instant I would take it, a creature who could hold up a roof choosing to hand me the pace. Dragon-heat came off her at full bank against the winter night, and my hands left pale prints on the bronze-gold skin that faded like breath off hot glass, and I pushed into her in the open door, the furnace-hot slick of her pussy parting around my cock as I pressed in deep, the heat of her inside almost scalding, a wet tightness that gripped me and pulled me deeper than I’d aimed, and the snow blew in and died around us in small hisses, and she wrapped her strength around me and let me set the pace, and let me ration it, and the rationing is the thing that takes her apart.

“You could hold that door up with one arm,” I said, low, thrusting into her slow, feeling every inch of the drag and push. “You could carry the granary off its footing. And you’re hanging in your own doorframe letting a porter set the pace. Say why.”

“Because it is the one thing I cannot take,” she said, forge-light beginning to seam under her skin. “Strength I have. Patience I have. Nine hundred years of both. This, the being-paced, the being-made-to-wait by a thing smaller than me that I could break and will not, this I cannot take, I can only be given, and you give it, and I have decided I want it more than I want the door held up, which for a dragon is a confession, small anchor, do not waste it.”

“There,” she said, low, mountain-patient even now, the wet grip of her squeezing me on every slow withdrawal as if she could keep me inside by sheer heat, and then less patient as I set the pace and rationed it, because her tireless strength was deliberately reined in, and the reining undid her. “Nine hundred years,” she said, forge-gold light beginning to unbank under her skin, “and a mountain’s worth of patience, and you make me wait. In my own door. Slower is a cruelty and you know it is and you are doing it anyway.”

“You said you wanted reminding,” I said, taking it slow, my hands hard on the strong hips, my cock sliding through the furnace-slick of her in long deep strokes that made the doorframe creak under her grip. “I’m reminding you slowly. You’re not a grave. You’re not the last of anything. Say it.”

“I am not the last of anything,” she said, and the saying of it broke the last of her patience, “I am the FIRST, and you are going to make me prove it in my own doorway in the snow, and I,” and the sentence went out of her as I took the tempo up at last, driving into her hard enough that her back hit the frame, the wet slap of us echoing off the granary walls, and the banked light came off her in earnest, forge-gold running the seams of her.

I moved her to the beam at her own permission, carried, lifted, my cock sliding out of her for the three steps and both of us feeling the loss, which she allows and which the allowing is the gift, delighted even to permit it, a dragon carried three steps by a porter and permitting it with a laugh, and I pressed back into her standing with her back to the great oak beam and drove deep, and her strong thighs clamped around me and her hands left heat-marks on my shoulders, and I fucked her there against the oak with the snow hissing to nothing on the floor around us, hard now, the pace she had been demanding, her pussy gripping me tight and hot and slick as I drove into her. At her peak the banked light unbanked entirely, and every snowflake crossing the open doorway lit forge-gold for the length of her seismic, unguarded laugh, a doorway full of falling sparks, the only warm weather in the whole cold county, and she came apart against the beam with her furnace eyes blazing and her laugh shaking the granary, her walls clamping down on me in deep rolling contractions that pulled my finish out of me.

“There,” she said. “Lit. Let the mountain see it from here.” And I went over with her, buried deep, my cock pulsing thick inside the furnace-heat of her, spilling into her in long spurts while the forge-light blazed and then banked, my hands gripping her strong hips as the pleasure whited me out, and she clenched around me and rode the aftershock with a long low sound like a mountain settling, my cum hot inside her and the forge-gold fading to embers, and we came down together in the sparks-gone-grey doorway with the snow returning to ordinary weather.

She wrapped around me after like banked coals, too warm, and noticed that I stayed, which she always notices, and gave me one truth unasked, quiet, in the dark that was not dark because she was in it.

“I will not hurry the egg,” she said. “And I will not let that basket-thing near a single child of this house. On the longest night I am the wall. Not the weapon; you have weapons enough; I am the wall the cold does not get past, because I stood in my nursery and held the killing heat for a day and a night and still could not save them, small anchor, and I have decided no nursery under my sky will stand alone again, and Kestering is a nursery, and I will be standing over it. You will summon her tomorrow,” she said into the warm dark, banking her light to a low ember so I could sleep, which she does for me. “A woman who kept a hundred children and opened none. And I have been thinking, while you were making me wait in my own door, that she and I are the same kind of thing, small anchor. A keeper who lost her charges to this creditor and went on keeping anyway. She kept a hundred foundlings; I kept two hundred and thirty-one eggs; we both failed to save all of them; we both went on keeping. I would like to meet her. I think there are not many of us. I think a keeper knows a keeper.” A pause, furnace eyes low in the dark. “Do not let her bond you out of gratitude or debt or because she has nowhere else. Let her walk your kitchen first and count your beds and read your shelves and choose you cold, the way I chose you cold, the way the saint chose you and the oracle chose you. A keeper who is bought is a keeper who is leashed, and every oath in this house proves we do not leash what we call. Let her refuse you first, if she wants to. A yes worth having is a yes that could have been a no.”

“I’ll let her walk the kitchen,” I said.

“Good.” And she slept, or near it, and I lay in the warm with a name that was mine for one more night and a call in the morning that would spend it, Vyrissa’s heartbeat slowed toward sleep against my back, one beat in four, counting mine.


Chapter 8: The Foundling Queen

I spent my name in daylight, in a salted stone-yard, with the whole household ringed around me and the Anchor wing at the windows, and it went the way a name goes, which is quietly, and then a door opened in the snow.

Thirty-eight nights, Nahari’s count stood at, on the morning I spent my name; thirty-eight nights to a longest one, and a name traded for the woman who had kept a hundred through a siege, opened none of their doors, and died on the Foundling Stair before dawn.

There was no ceremony to it. The queens stood in the ring, and Bram stood with the lockbox and the co-signed page, and the children watched from the wing’s windows at a distance because I would not have them in the yard for a call but would not keep them from witnessing one either, and Yrsa’s salt was under my boots, and the morning was clear and cold and the sun was up. I put my hand to the reading and I let the registry line stand.

[CALL: OTTILIE VENN, THE FOUNDLING QUEEN]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE WOMAN WHO KEPT A HUNDRED AND OPENED NONE]

[COST: THE WHOLE OF WHAT GREW BACK – PAID GLADLY, CO-SIGNED]

And I spent it.

My name, on every stone in the province, on the wall in the capital, in the mouths of forty villages, the ember I had grown back deed by deed since the summer at the villages’ own pace, dropped from a steady glow to a candle in daylight, all at once, in front of the whole household, and it did not hurt, because the map is finished and there is nothing left of me to write on. It only dimmed. Six months of gratitude, gone in a breath, back to the faint ember it had been the morning after Dun Barrow.

Nobody said anything. That was the co-signing made real: seven people had priced this and signed it and put their names under the spending, and so when the glow went out of my name there was no cry and no grief and no one telling me I should not have; there was a household witnessing its chosen cost, which was entirely different from standing by while a man threw himself away, and the difference was everything the years since the tomb had taught us.

I will be honest about the inside of it, because I have learned to be. The old porter reflex woke first, the one that has been with me since the tomb: it looked at a candle-name in daylight and wanted to call it cheap, wanted to be relieved, wanted to say it was nothing, a name’s just a name, spend it, who cares. That reflex has never once been my friend. I noticed it, and I filed it, the way Nahari taught me to notice the thing that says I am not worth much and set it aside unspent. And underneath the reflex, when I looked, was a thing I had not expected, which was that I minded. I had liked being lit. Six months of a name growing back at the villages’ pace had been, without my quite admitting it, a pleasure, a small warm proof each week that I was worth the re-feeding, and I minded losing it more than I thought I would. I told Bram so later, one sentence, because a man should say the true thing to somebody. “Turns out I liked being lit,” I said. “Noted. Spend it.” And Bram, who keeps the receipts, wrote nothing down, because some receipts a man keeps in his own chest, and only looked at me a moment with his one-armed steadiness and said, “Aye. It’s better to like it and spend it than to not like it and pretend. You’ve come a long way from the man who’d have been relieved,” which is the truest thing Bram has said to me since the Gilded Antler, and I filed it, lit or not.

[THE DOOR IS OPEN. THE CHOICE IS HERS.]

And in the salted stone-yard, in the snow-bright morning, a door opened that was not in any wall.



She came through it with an apron on.

A woman stepped from a door in empty air into the snowy stone-yard wearing an apron, and her sleeves were rolled to the elbow, and there was flour to both her wrists, as if the call had caught her mid-morning in a kitchen three hundred years gone and she had brought the morning through the door with her. She had a wooden ladle in one hand. She looked down at it, at the ladle, with the faint surprise of a woman who has walked into a stone-yard in the snow holding a kitchen thing, and she bent, and set the ladle down on the snow-dusted stone with great care, the way you set down a thing you mean to pick back up, and straightened.

Before hello, before anything else, she counted.

Her hazel eyes went round the ring of us, quick and practiced, and her lips moved with the count, and she said, to no one, to the yard, doing arithmetic on the living the way I do arithmetic on the living: “Six.” The queens. “Seven with you.” Me. Her eyes went to the wing’s windows. “Nine at the windows.” The children. And then, sharper, a cook’s ear finding the one wrong note in a kitchen: “And one of them should be in bed with that cough, I can hear it from here, who’s minding that child.”

Nobody had told her about the cough. Nell had been coughing for two days, a small dry autumn cough, nothing, and a woman three hundred years dead had walked out of a door into the snow and counted nine children at a distance and heard one cough and made it her business before she had learned a single one of their names, and I understood in that instant, before the scan, before anything, exactly what the registry had meant by the woman who kept a hundred and opened none.

Then I looked properly, because I am who I am. My gaze landed low and traveled upward, stopping hard at every new piece of her.

Sturdy boots, planted on the snowy stone like a woman who has stood on kitchen floors her whole life and after. Thick strong thighs under the kirtle, a cook’s legs, made for standing. Wide soft hips under the apron, abundant, the sway of a woman who has never once hurried and never once apologized for the room she takes. A soft rounded belly she carried like a fact, not hidden, not held in, a belly that had fed a hundred children and belonged to a woman who ate the second helping without a word about it. And then her bust, where my gaze stopped and held: very full, heavy, soft, natural, straining the laces of the kirtle under the apron-bib, the warm abundance of her, and I felt the whole of it land in me at once, blood and breath, the exit-counting part of me gone quiet the way it goes quiet at each of them and never the same way twice, and this was a warmth I had no name for yet, not the imperial gold of Maeva nor the furnace of Vyrissa, a domestic warmth, a kitchen in the body.

A cook’s forearms, strong and floured to the wrist, the forearms of a woman who has kneaded bread for a hundred children and lifted pots and carried the sick. A flush that lived on her, high on her fair cheeks and down across the tops of her breasts, a rosy warmth that came and went with her breath, so that she looked always a little as if she had just come in from the cold or bent over an oven, warm and worked and alive. Hazel eyes, warm, that had already counted everyone and were now, having counted, beginning to weigh, a keeper’s assessment, distinct from Maeva’s room-pricing audit, sorting the yard by who was fed and who was cold and who was coughing and who was minding whom. And a kerchief, faded and worn soft, and under it, escaping it at the temples in the cold, warm chestnut curls unlike any hair in the household, thick and curling loose from the cloth, and I understood without being told that the kerchief coming off and the curls coming down would be an event, the way the crowned braid coming down is an event and the wrap coming off is an event, that a woman who keeps her hair bound to work would unbind it only when she had decided to, and that I would want to be there when she did.

Her build belonged to nobody else in the household, and she was glorious: kitchen warmth made flesh, soft and abundant, a woman I wanted to feed me and hold me in the same hour. I stood in a stone-yard with a candle for a name and knew, before she had chosen anything, that her decision would be worth the whole of what I had spent. My hands tightened once at my sides. Wanting her was immediate; waiting for her answer would be deliberate, and both facts sat cleanly together.

She looked at the cold, at the snow coming off the yard, and she laughed once, low, at the sheer weather of it, a woman three hundred years dead laughing at finding herself in a snowy yard with flour on her hands, and at the edges of her, when she laughed, rose-warm light kindled, pink-gold, unlike any gold in the house, rising from her chest outward and gone as quick as it came.

“Well,” she said, and picked her ladle back up out of the snow, because a woman does not leave a good ladle in the snow. “Who’s fed?”

No summoned legend had ever asked that question. I have called an empress who priced the room, a saint who scored my stance, an oracle who named the night, a fox who stole the pencil, a dragon who appraised the yard, a princess who came uncalled and counted my lamps. Not one of them, stepping through a door into a new world, had asked who was fed. She asked it the way you ask the only question that matters, and when no one answered fast enough she narrowed her eyes at the lot of us and said, “Nobody’s answered. That means nobody knows. That means the answer’s no. When did the children last eat, and don’t tell me breakfast; it’s cold and there’s snow, and a child that’s watched a man spend his soul in a yard needs feeding after, watching a large thing makes them hungry.” And she was already moving toward the kitchen, a keeper who had been in my world the length of a scan and had already found the one thing undone and was on her way to fix it, and I understood I had not summoned a weapon or a witness but a keeper, and there is no off to a keeper.

Vyrissa came down off the roof for the arrival, and landed at the yard’s edge in the shape of a woman, and looked at the foundling queen a long moment, and the foundling queen looked back, and I felt the thing pass between them that Vyrissa had told me to expect. “You lost some,” Vyrissa said, which is not how anyone else opens.

“Thirty-three,” said Ottilie. “Of a hundred and three. You?”

“A flight,” said Vyrissa. “All of it. And two hundred and thirty-one that never hatched.”

Ottilie looked at the bronze-gold immensity of her, without a scrap of the awe everyone else gives a dragon, and said, “And you kept the graves anyway, and you’re not bitter, I can tell, bitter smells different. Three hundred years I’ve watched keepers get bought or bitter or both, and you’re neither.” She hefted her ladle. “I’ll want to talk to you. Later. Keeper to keeper. Right now I’ve children to feed.” And Vyrissa, who gives audiences and does not receive summonses, inclined her head as she did to Maeva: keeper to equal.



She refused both a lecture and the snowy yard for her history. She went to the kitchen, and we followed as readily as troops follow a general to a map.

Merta met her at the kitchen door with the ladle already in her own hand, the two of them meeting like two sovereigns of neighboring kingdoms, and Ottilie looked at Merta and Merta looked at Ottilie, and something passed between them that had no words in it, and Merta held out the ladle, and Ottilie took it, and Merta gave up the ladle to a foundling queen with the expression of a monarch who has met a monarch. The pantry changed hands without a war.

And over the next hour, stirring a pot she had annexed, Ottilie told us the whole of it, in pieces, in kitchen grammar, never once a speech.

“Kestering,” she said, when I asked how she knew the road we were going to. “You’re going to Kestering. I heard it in the call, under the rhyme, the way you hear the reason a person’s calling you before they say it.” She stirred. “I kept the foundlings there. In the founding wars. The siege winter.” She counted, because she counts everything, even her dead. “A hundred and three the first week. The town shut its gates and the orphans were the last mouths anyone thought to feed, so they were mine, because somebody has to. Seventy by thaw. I buried thirty-three.” Her hand did not stop stirring. “I know every one of their names, and their ages, and which of them liked the crust and which wouldn’t touch it, and I will thank you not to ask me for the list, because the list is mine, and I do not display it, I keep it, the way you keep a thing in a pantry and not on a shelf.”

“Nobody will ask,” Maeva said, from the door, quietly, an empress recognizing a keeper’s grief and honoring it, and Ottilie glanced at her once, and went on.

Yrsa had come to the kitchen door too, and stood there the way she stands, weight balanced, reading the new one, and Ottilie clocked her in a glance and said, without stopping her stirring, “You’re the one who fights. There’s always one who fights. Sit down, you make me nervous standing like that, waiting for a threat, and there isn’t one in a kitchen, there’s never a threat in a kitchen, that’s the whole point of a kitchen.” And Yrsa, who does not sit on command for anyone, pulled out a stool and sat, which she later denied and could not explain, and Ottilie said, “Good. Now be useful. There’s carrots. A saint can cut a carrot,” and set the realm’s deadliest blade to cutting carrots, and Yrsa was cutting carrots within ten minutes, and Suzu, in the rafters, was so delighted she forgot to steal anything, which is the highest tribute the fox can pay.

“The lord sat in his hall,” she said. “Tobin Hobbe. Warm, all winter, while the town ate its boots. He had grain. He did not open the store. History calls him the Provident, which is a joke, but not the kind you laugh at.” She tasted the pot, adjusted something. “And in the last month, when there was nearly nothing left of us, a godmother came. Up the sea-road, into a besieged town, which should have been impossible, except that nothing stops that thing, sieges don’t, gates don’t. A basket. The sweetest voice you ever heard in your life, and I’ve heard a lot of voices, and I’ve never heard sweeter, and I hope I never do again. And no name for a single child. Only how old. How old, dears, how old. She never once wanted a name. She wanted the ages.” She looked up from the pot, and the hazel eyes were very steady. “I know what you’re fighting. I’ve fought it. I’m the only one who ever sang it hoarse.”

“Tell us that part,” I said. “The Stair. The song. We’ve never seen it done.”

“The longest night,” she said. “She built a crowd on the Foundling Stair, the old stone terraces above the town, and the parents brought the children gladly because she’d promised them a naming, a blessing, heroes by morning. She never carried a child. The parents carried them up the hill themselves.” She stirred. “Then she sang. A lullaby. Every child on that hill wanted something at once. Mine had spent a winter sitting still through bombardments, and they held their hands in their laps. I sang louder than the godmother because loud was what I knew. I’m a big woman. I’m loud. She went hoarse before I did, and none of mine opened that night.” She set the ladle down. “I never knew whether the holding or the singing saved them. Then I died of the cold on the stair before the sun came, because I was thirty-four and I’d fed everyone but me all winter, and a big loud woman with nothing left in her freezes same as a small one.”

The kitchen was very quiet. Kelm had drifted in the way the children drift toward warmth and voices, and gone still by the door with his wick-tin in his hand, looking at the foundling queen with the particular attention of a child who has recognized a kinship he has no words for, and Ottilie clocked him mid-story the way she clocks every child in every room, and did not stop the story, but her voice gentled half a degree on the next words, because there was a boy of ten in the doorway and she was a woman who never forgot which children were in the room.

“She came back the next winter,” Ottilie said, and picked the ladle back up, because a story does not stop the pot. “When there was nobody left to be loud. And Hobbe rode in at the thaw and took my seventy survivors as his wards, the generous lord, and handed them to the godmother for their naming, and they became his Foundling Company, the founding’s finest knights, gilt and brave and never once warm, and I watched all of it from the wrong side of a door I never opened, because I never opened a door in my life and I wasn’t about to start being dead.” She tasted the pot. “History calls him the Provident. I have notes. This wants salt.”



She felt the open door throughout; I felt it too, the choice waiting in the air between us. She declined it flatly and without unkindness. That refusal made me certain she had been worth my name.

“I’ll not bond a house I’ve not seen the kitchen of,” she said, when the pot was where she wanted it and she had run out of reasons not to say it. “You’ve spent your whole name on me, I felt it, a candle where a glow was, and I’m sorry for it and I didn’t ask for it and I’ll not pay it back by being grateful, because gratitude’s a leash a nice man puts on you and calls a gift, and I’ve been fed pretty words by a lord and a godmother both, and they both wanted my door open by spring.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “So no. Not yet. Not on a candle spent and a warm welcome. Show me the house first. Show me the beds. Show me what you don’t open. Show me who’s fed and who’s cold and who’s coughing. I choose a house the way I choose a pot: by what’s in it, not by what it says it’ll cook. Show me your kitchen, Warden. Then I’ll tell you.”

“That’s the best answer I’ve had to an open door since Yrsa told me she wasn’t a sword,” I said, and I meant it. Every bond in this household began with a woman who could leave: an empress freed and asked nothing, a saint won fair and not cheapened, an oracle moved by power spent on the unfamous, a fox seen and kept, a dragon woken with an open hand, a princess told the true weight of her crown and then simply stayed. Every yes had been hers to give, and Yrsa’s first answer had been no. Ottilie stood in my kitchen with my candle-name spent on her and refused the open door until she had seen the beds. I was glad. A yes from a keeper who had been fed pretty words by a lord and a godmother was worth nothing unless no remained safe.

So I took her to see the house.

She walked the Anchor wing unbonded, and she counted the beds.

Seven made, six occupied and one waiting. She stood in the wing and counted each bed, then rested her hand on the clean blanket nobody had used and said, “Who’s the seventh for?” and Merta, behind her, said, “Whoever’s next,” and there was a long look between two women who make beds before there are children to put in them, a look I could not have translated and did not need to, two keepers recognizing the same discipline across three hundred years, the making of a bed as an act of faith that a child is coming who will need it.

She read the shelf of things we do not open yet, her lips moving, Nell’s music box and the seed-pod and the letters from families who had not decided and Suzu’s empty jar labeled PROFESSIONAL SECRET, and she read Tam’s column, CHOSE TO WAIT, in three different children’s hands now, and she stood at the shelf a long moment and did not touch anything, which is the shelf’s whole rule, and she said, quietly, “You built a shelf for the waiting. Most houses build a shelf for the doing and shame the waiting. You built the waiting a shelf.” And she moved on before anyone could make it a moment.

And she asked Orla why she bolted her door.

Orla, who does not trust new adults and had been watching this large soft floury one with the terrible steadiness of a child deciding, considered the question, and gave the answer she gives. “So nobody opens it but me.”

And Ottilie crouched down to the child’s height, which she did easily, a woman built to crouch to children, and looked at Orla with her whole warm attention, and said, “That’s the best answer I’ve heard since Kestering. You keep that bolt. You check it twice. Nobody opens your door but you. That’s not a fear, sweet, that’s a fact you’ve decided to enforce, and it’s the truest thing in this house, and I’d bolt mine the same if I were nine and somebody’d once put a leash on my lantern.” And Orla, who accepts almost no one, looked at the foundling queen a moment longer, and then said, “Boring’s how you know it’s honest,” offering it up, the wing’s highest doctrine, and Ottilie said, “It is. It surely is. Boring’s the most honest thing there is. I fed a hundred children on boring for a whole winter and it kept them alive,” and Orla decided, visibly, that this one could stay, which is a thing Orla decides about perhaps one adult a year.

Tam she met last, and it was the one meeting in the wing where she stopped moving. She had been counting and reading and crouching, never still, a keeper in motion; and then Tam introduced himself the way he introduces himself, plainly, “I’m Tam, I run the drill, I’ve got a door too but I keep it shut,” and Ottilie went still. She looked at a boy of twelve who had a door of his own and had been taught to keep it, who taught the other children to keep theirs, and she said, quietly, “You’ve a door and you’re not afraid of it.”

“I’m a bit afraid of it,” Tam said, honestly. “But afraid’s fine. Afraid just means you know it’s real. You hold first anyway. That’s the rule. We hold first, doors later.”

“Doors later,” Ottilie repeated, tasting it, and three hundred years landed on her at once, a woman who had watched seventy children have their doors opened for them by a lord and a godmother, standing in front of a boy who had a door and had been taught, by people in no hurry, to keep it shut until he was grown and could open it himself, from the inside, on his own schedule. “Doors later,” she said again. “You know, in my Kestering, nobody said that to a child and meant it. Everybody I ever met wanted a child’s door open by spring. And here’s a house that teaches a boy his own door is his to open, when he’s grown, from the inside, and nobody’s in a hurry.” She put her floury hand on Tam’s soot-haired head once, briefly, a benediction with no words attached, and took it off before it could be a moment, because she does not make moments, she keeps them.



The stew settled the last question, which was who ruled the pantry, and the answer turned out to be a treaty, and Bram lost for the first time in the history of the house.

It came down to salt, the way it always comes down to salt. Ottilie salted the pot to her judgment and Merta salted it to hers and the two judgments were, it emerged, identical, which offended and delighted both of them, and Bram came in to overrule the salt, as Bram has overruled the salt in this kitchen since before it was this kitchen, the one privilege he has never lost, and he tasted the pot and said it wanted less salt, and Ottilie and Merta turned to him together and said, in unison, “It does not,” and Bram Tideman, who has overruled an empress on stew and lived, looked at two kitchen sovereigns united against him for the first time in the history of the house, and there was a silence, and then he said, “Well,” and ate the stew at the salt they had set, and it was the first time since Bram opened the annex and no one has ever let him forget it.

Maeva came in on the tail of it to price the situation, because Maeva prices every situation, and she looked at the pot and the two cooks and the defeated innkeeper and said, in the tone of an empress assessing a rival power, “You priced a siege in loaves.”

“I did,” Ottilie said, not looking up. “Loaves per child per day, through a winter. It’s the only arithmetic that ever mattered to me.”

“I priced one in duchies,” Maeva said.

“I know,” said Ottilie. “I heard the songs, even dead. Three duchies and a fourth that wished it. Very grand.” She tasted the pot. “Mine fed people.”

Maeva placed the spoon beside the bowl with imperial precision, the empress meeting an equal by a different road, an empire of duchies meeting an empire of loaves, and for a moment I did not know which way it would break, and then Maeva laughed, a real one, and said, “Yes. Mine fed banners and yours fed children, and both are empires, and I have decided the pantry is a sovereign state in alliance with the treasury, and I will not hear otherwise, and I am very glad you are here, and I am never saying that again, so mark it.” And precedence was settled, an empress and a foundling queen dividing the house into a treasury and a pantry, allied states, for the night.

Then she fed the children, which was the purpose that had carried her through the door, and I stood aside while she did it, and it was the whole of her in one act. She did not ask them what they wanted. She looked at nine children and read each one the way I read a load, and she gave the coughing one, Nell, something hot and thin with honey in it that she made from nothing in a quarter of an hour, and she gave Jorin, who was fourteen and starving the way fourteen starves, twice what she gave the others and did it without a word so his pride did not have to notice, and she gave Kelm the crust because she had read in one glance that he was a boy who liked the crust, and she was right, and Kelm looked at her as if she had performed a magic trick, and she had, the magic trick of a keeper, which is to know what a child needs before the child does and give it sideways so the giving costs the child no shame. Merta watched her do it from the other side of the kitchen with the expression she had worn at the door of the wing the day she made her law, the expression of a woman recognizing her own religion practiced by a stranger, and the two of them did not say anything to each other, because there was nothing to say, they were already the same church.



She saw the candle drill that evening, and she did not say anything, and her hum started, and stopped when she noticed it, and that was the whole of the moment and it was enormous.

The wing ran its second drill of the day because Kelm had asked for it, Kelm who keeps wick-scraps in a tin and wanted the practice, and Ottilie stood in the kitchen doorway unbonded and watched. She watched me put a candle on the sill and crack the shutter and tell a boy to find the flame with his eyes and not reach. She watched Kelm’s fingers twitch once and stay. She watched Orla check her bolt and read the smoke, and Nell, coughing, read it too, and Ninet do her gloriously boring nothing, and Jorin sit an inch, and nobody hurry anyone, and a man in no hurry at all about a child.

And her hum started.

Very low, four notes and a rest, a kitchen song, nothing holy, the sound a woman makes when she is content and does not know she is making it. It came out of her in the doorway as she watched a boy not reach, and it was the sound of a woman who kept a hundred children through a winter watching, three hundred years late, someone teach a child the exact thing she had died teaching, and then she noticed she was humming, and she stopped, and put her hand to her own mouth as if to check it, and the rose-warm light kindled once at the edge of her and went out.

Nahari was at the shutter with her eyes shut, and she opened them, and she looked at the foundling queen with the particular attention the oracle gives to a thing she has been waiting for.

“You hum,” Nahari said.

“I do,” Ottilie said. “I hummed a hundred children through a winter. It’s the only music I’ve got. I can’t sing a note that’s worth anything, but I can hum loud, and loud’s what keeps a scared child from reaching, I’ve found, a warm loud thing louder than the fear.”

“Good,” Nahari said, and her slow blink slowed further. “I have been needing a sound. I told the Warden on the wall eleven nights ago that the thing coming up the sea-road is a song, and a song needs a sound against it. I know now whose sound we test: a cook’s, four notes and a rest. We put it beside the candle drill and watch what happens. We do not name the answer before it proves itself.”

“I don’t know what any of you are talking about,” Ottilie said, comfortably, not troubled by it. “But if my humming’s a use to you, you’re welcome to it, it’s free, it’s the one thing I’ve got that nobody ever managed to put a price on, God knows they tried.” And she went back to the pot, unbonded, and the household drifted to its evening, and she took the old still-room off the kitchen for her sleeping, the one with the warm wall behind the ovens, because a cook sleeps near her kitchen, and she took it without asking, because a keeper does not ask where she sleeps, she finds the warm place and keeps it, and nobody argued.

I did not go to her that night, because she had not chosen, and I do not bed a queen who has not chosen, that is the oldest rule I own. She had walked my kitchen and counted my beds and read my shelf and put a saint to cutting carrots and fed nine children sideways so none of them felt studied, and she had not yet said yes, and I would not so much as knock on a still-room door until she did. That is my oldest rule: no bond and no bed before a clear choice. It is not a hardship to keep; it is the point; a house that will wait for a keeper to choose it cold is a house worth being chosen by.

I did not knock on the still-room door. Beyond it, Ottilie hummed four notes and a rest, low and content, then let the tune continue after she noticed it.


Chapter 9: Steel and Fire

Thirty-six nights remained. Ottilie reorganized the wing’s pantry before breakfast, the march’s winter stores before noon, and the whole of the Long Night by dusk, and she did all of it unbonded, with flour on her wrists, without once being asked.

She had slept in the still-room off the kitchen, unbonded, and risen before anyone, and when I came down at grey light the wing’s pantry was already reorganized, every jar moved to a logic I did not understand until she explained it, which was the logic of a hand that must find a thing in the dark with a child on its hip: food a frightened child eats at eye level and near the door, ingredients that take cooking deep on the shelves, the sweet things where a small hand cannot reach them without an adult, because a keeper does not put temptation where a scared child can steal it and then feel like a thief. She had rebuilt the wing pantry before breakfast. Smugness never entered into it. A keeper had found shelves working against their purpose and corrected them, as inevitably as I corrected a badly loaded pack.

She found me in the stores at midmorning holding a barrel and frowning at it, because a keeper cannot walk past a pantry any more than I can walk past a load, and she read the shelves in a glance the way I read a room. “You’ve salt for a siege,” she said, “and no dried plums. Who provisioned this.”

“Osric. Maeva audits it.”

“An empress and a clerk, and neither of them’s provisioned frightened children the way I have.” She was already moving jars. “Salt’s for keeping meat, and you’ve enough to keep a war’s worth of meat, which is sensible if you’re feeding soldiers. Children eat plums. A child that’s scared and cold and won’t eat anything will eat a plum, because it’s sweet and it’s small and it doesn’t look like a meal so it doesn’t frighten a stomach that’s closed up. And a siege, Warden, whatever the songs say, is mostly children. The soldiers are a tenth of it. The rest is children and old people and the sick, and they don’t eat like soldiers, they eat like frightened people, which is to say a little, and sweet, and often. You want three times the plums and half the salt and a great deal more honey than you’ve got, and I’ll write you the list, and Osric can weep about it, that’s what clerks are for.”

She wrote the list. Osric did not weep, exactly, but he did rule three very straight lines under it and look at it for a while, and by evening the requisition was going out to the villages that still had roads, because a foundling queen had priced the march’s winter stores in loaves-per-frightened-child-per-day and been, on inspection, entirely right.

Maeva came to inspect the reorganized stores with the careful expression of an empress whose treasury has been audited by a rival power, and walked the shelves, and found them better, and did not enjoy finding them better, and said so. “You have improved my provisioning,” she said, in the tone of a woman declaring a border incident. “I priced these stores for a garrison and a winter and I priced them correctly, and you have re-priced them for frightened children and you have priced them more correctly, and I find I have been out-audited in my own storeroom, and a fox did this to me once. I had hoped it was not becoming a custom.” Ottilie, unbothered, said, “You priced them for a siege you could win. I priced them for a siege that’s mostly children. Different siege,” and Maeva looked at her a long moment and said, “Yes. It is. And you have fought yours more times than I have fought mine, and I am going to do a thing I do perhaps once a century, which is defer to another woman’s expertise in her own field, and I want it noted that I am doing it graciously,” and Ottilie said, “You’re doing it like it hurts,” and Maeva said, “It does hurt, that is what gracious means,” and the two empires laughed, treasury and pantry, and the alliance deepened one notch, and I filed it, because the two of them settling precedence over a storeroom was worth more to the winter than any war-loft.

She priced the school’s kitchen the same way, in loaves per week, and pronounced it “run by someone who’s never had to stretch a thing, which is a blessing, but a blessing you should keep one person around who remembers how to un-do, in case the roads close, which they’re about to.” And then she found Colm at the lamp-rigs, and asked him the question that seeded the whole of the Stair.

“How far will one light walk?” she said, watching the windlass run a lamp down its line.

“Three hundred feet in twenty seconds,” Colm said, shy about his masterpiece as always.

“On the flat.”

“On the flat. Uphill’s slower, and frozen ground won’t take the poles, so uphill’s a problem I’ve not solved.”

“Then you’ll want it solved,” Ottilie said, “because you’ll want a light walking up seven stone terraces in the snow before I’m done with you, and I’ll tell you why when the Warden tells me why, but I’ve stood on those terraces, and there’s no fuel up there, and a hundred children in the cold need light they can see coming, a light that walks looks like somebody bringing help, and a scared child holds on to the look of help.” Colm stared at her, and then went to his bench and started drawing, because a man who has spent his life making lights walk had just been handed a problem worth solving, and I filed the whole exchange, because the woman had seeded the rigging of the Foundling Stair before she had chosen us, out of nothing but the reflex of a keeper who once kept a hundred children warm with no fuel.



She gave us the Naming’s requirements in pieces across the day. Near the end, her voice quieted as the telling revealed a truth she had missed when she began.

She gave it to us in the kitchen, and at the war-table, and once standing in the snow-yard watching Yrsa chalk terraces, never as a lecture, always as a thing remembered while doing something else. The godmother needs a crowd, she said, stirring. She needs a hill; not any hill, a hill worn smooth by a Naming before, because the ground remembers and the song works better on ground that’s done it once. She needs the longest night, because the door between wanting and having is thinnest then. She needs the parents to bring the children, gladly, because she cannot carry a child herself, she has never once carried a child, she only ever gets the parents to carry them up the hill. And she needs the children to reach.

“The song’s a lullaby,” she said. “It doesn’t force a door. It can’t. Nothing can force a door; you all know that, the boy taught it to a king; a door opens from the inside. The song makes the door want to open. It makes the child want to reach. It’s the sweetest, warmest, safest sound you ever heard, and every child on that hill wants to reach at it, all at once, the way they reach at a candle in a dream, and the ones who reach, their doors open onto the note, and they’re named, and that’s a Naming.”

“And the ones who don’t reach,” Nahari said, eyes shut.

Ottilie stirred. “The ones I’d taught to sit still through a bombardment,” she said, “didn’t reach. That night. Not one of them. I’d spent the winter teaching seventy children to hold their hands in their laps while the walls came down, because a child that grabs at things in a bombardment dies, a child that runs in a bombardment dies, and the only children who lived were the ones who could sit still and small and hold, and I taught them to sit still and hold with soup and with boring and with being loud and warm over them so the fear had no room. And on the Stair, when the song came, the ones I’d taught didn’t reach. I stood there and I sang louder and I thought it was my singing that saved them.”

“Was it a hum,” Nahari asked, quietly. “The loud thing. Over the children. Was it four notes and a rest.”

Ottilie went still. “How did you know that.”

“Because you have hummed it in this kitchen twice,” Nahari said, “and stopped both times when you noticed, as if it were a thing you were not allowed. It is the sound I have been needing. But go on. You thought it was your singing that saved them.” She stopped stirring.

She went very quiet, the way she goes quiet, and three hundred years landed on her at once. Because she had just heard herself say it, out loud, in a kitchen, to people who had a drill for exactly this, and the two facts finally lay beside each other: the children had held their hands still, and she had sung. Three hundred years had not told her which had done the saving. The drill in our kitchen sharpened the uncertainty without settling it. Somewhere inside that overlap waited the counter, but she did not claim it yet.

“Maybe it wasn’t only my voice,” she said, quietly, to the pot. “I’ve thought for three hundred years my singing saved them that night. Now I hear the winter’s teaching under it too, and I don’t know which part held.” She set the ladle down, with care, the way she sets down a thing before something important. Her hand was not moving. “And the next winter, when I was dead and there was nobody to teach or sing, she came back, and they reached, all seventy, and she named them, and they became the Company. I don’t know which absence opened them. A loud woman can out-sing a song for one night. Teaching may hold after the woman is gone. I need to see the drill again before I call either answer true.” She looked up, hazel eyes wet and steady. “The boy on the floor may know the part I never named, but not yet. I’ve a great deal to think through and a pot on. Later, when I’ve stopped wanting to cry about all the children I might have reached if I’d understood more, I could have,” and she stopped, because a keeper does not finish that sentence in front of the living, and went back to the pot, and nobody said anything, because there was nothing to say that a pot did not say better.



Yrsa chalked seven terraces in the snow-yard and drilled the order at the problem of a stair, and named the doctrine of the whole night in one line, and handed the last of it to a kitchen.

She had the order’s six and Saskia and Halvard out in the yard with chalk terraces drawn on the snow, seven steps up a chalk hill, a crowd of chalk civilians at the top, and she walked them through the thing that made this fight unlike any fight they’d trained for.

“The enemy doesn’t want to kill anyone,” she said. “Mark that, because everything you know is wrong here. Every fight you’ve held, the enemy wanted through you to a thing behind you, and you held by making the going-through cost more than the thing was worth. This enemy doesn’t want to go through you. It doesn’t care about you. It wants to move a child’s hand two inches. It wants the children to reach. It’ll send hired men and gilt youths up the stair, and they’ll fight you, and the fighting’s real and it’ll kill you if you’re slow, but the fighting’s not the point, the fighting’s a distraction from the point, which is the children’s hands.” She stood at the chalk. “So. The gate is wherever the children aren’t. That’s the whole doctrine. The children are on the seventh terrace, at the top. So there are seven gates, one per terrace, and we hold the bottom six so hard that nothing reaches the seventh, and the seventh doesn’t need holding by steel at all, because if we’ve done the bottom six right, nothing gets to it.”

“And the seventh?” the eldest master asked. “If we fail the six. What holds the seventh?”

“The seventh’s a kitchen,” Yrsa said. “Ask her.” And she jerked her chin at the doorway where Ottilie stood with a ladle, watching, and the eldest master looked at a soft floury woman in a doorway and understood, slowly, that the top of the stair, the last gate, the one that held forty children when six lines of steel had failed, was going to be held by a cook with a hum, and he did not laugh, because he had watched her put the realm’s deadliest saint to cutting carrots, and a man learns.

Saskia asked the practical question, because Saskia asks the practical question and leaves before the thanks. “The gilt ones,” she said. “The godchildren. You’ve said they fight. If they don’t care about killing us, and they don’t care about the gates, what do they do on the stair?”

“They climb the flanks,” Ottilie said, from the doorway, before Yrsa could answer, because she had thought about it and a keeper thinks about the ways to a child. “They don’t come up the middle where you are. They go up the sides, on the rigging, on the rocks, anywhere that isn’t a gate, because they’re not trying to get through you, they’re trying to get to the children’s hands, and a child’s hand is reached fastest by the way you’re not watching. You’ll want the flanks watched by somebody who can be everywhere the middle isn’t.”

“That’s a fox,” I said.

“That’s a fox,” Ottilie agreed. “And somebody who can cut a leash faster than a gilt boy can climb a rock. That’s you, I’d guess, from the way the dragon talks about your reading.” She looked at me, hazel and level and unbonded. “I’m telling you how to hold a stair I died on, Warden, and I’ve not chosen you yet, and you should mark that I’m doing it anyway, because a keeper helps whether or not she’s been bought, that’s the whole of what a keeper is, and it’s why I’ll not be rushed into a yes. Watch how I help you before I’ve said yes. That’s the thing you should watch.” And she went back to her pot, and that choice was the proof. A keeper who helped hold a stair she had not been bought to hold, unbonded, with flour on her wrists, telling a fox where the flanks were and a saint what the gilt ones did, because that is what a keeper is, and I understood that I was watching a woman decide whether to choose us by choosing to help us first and seeing whether we took the help the way a lord takes it or the way a family takes it, and I resolved to take it the way a family takes it, which is gratefully and without turning it into a debt, because the moment I turned her help into a debt I would have become the lord in her story, and I would rather lose the yes than be that.

Yrsa ran the chalk-terrace drill twice more with the order, working the flanks now that Ottilie had named them, marking where a fox would stand and where a leash-cutter would have to reach, and the chalk drill gave us our first usable shape for the Stair: seven gates and a kitchen at the top.



Then Vyrissa challenged Yrsa to a bout, human-formed, before the whole school, and nobody won, and the yard has not stopped talking about it since.

She did it plainly, in her appraisal-grammar, walking into the yard at dusk. “A bout, saint,” she said. “No stakes. Bare hands. I have seen what the stories claim. I have never measured it hand to hand, and I want to, before we go to a stair where I am the wind and you are the sixth gate and neither of us gets to fight the other. I want to measure it once, in the snow, for nothing. Object if you object.”

“No objection,” Yrsa said, and storm-grey anticipation lit her eyes, a fighter offered the one prize she could never buy: an opponent she could not predict.

They went at it bare-handed in the falling snow before the whole school. Yrsa’s lead boot skimmed the chalk edge, her shoulders loose, while Vyrissa settled her weight so quietly the snow beneath her soles barely stirred.

Yrsa opened, because Yrsa always opens; she does not wait to be read. She came in fast on the low line, the back-cut angle turned to an open hand, testing whether the dragon’s size made her slow, and it did not; Vyrissa turned off the line with an economy of motion that a body that large should not own, and did not counter, only turned, which told Yrsa the first true thing, which is that this opponent would not spend a motion she did not need. Yrsa reset. She came again, high this time, a feint that had broken a hundred duelists, the shift of weight that says lunge without the lunge, and Vyrissa did not bite, because Vyrissa was not reading the weight, she was reading the whole of Yrsa at once, the way a mountain reads weather, and a feint is a lie told to a part of you, and there was no part of Vyrissa listening to the part Yrsa was lying to.

That rattled the saint, delightfully; I saw it; she grinned in the snow and changed her whole game. She stopped trying to draw a mistake and started trying to close, to get inside the dragon’s reach where size stops mattering and speed is everything, and for three exchanges she was inside, hands on, fast, and it was beautiful, and it did not work, because Vyrissa did not need to strike her, Vyrissa only needed to not fall, and a thing built like banked wildfire does not fall, it absorbs, it roots, it lets the speed spend itself against a patience with no floor. Yrsa’s heel did not load before any of it, so Vyrissa could not read the lunge; Vyrissa’s patience did not break, so Yrsa could not draw the mistake; and they went round and round in the snow, fast and slow, steel and stone, and the whole school stood on the wall and cheered, and nobody won, because there was nothing to win, two masters finding a peer in the snow and agreeing that the bout had said enough.

They stopped by mutual appraisal, both still standing, both grinning, the way two masters stop when the bout has said everything a bout can say. And Suzu, who had opened a book on it, paid out to nobody and everybody, “on a technicality of magnificence,” which is not a real category and which the whole school accepted anyway.

“You are exactly the size the stories claim,” Vyrissa said, breathing hard, delighted, and it was the vent-shaft line, said again, on purpose, in front of witnesses this time. “Few living people are. Most are smaller than their stories. You are exactly as large as yours, and I have flown over most of the world, so I would know.”

“You’re bigger than yours,” Yrsa said.

“Yes,” said Vyrissa, and did not pretend otherwise, and the two of them stood in the snow having found, in each other, the one thing each had been missing, which is a peer, and the whole school knew it had seen something and did not entirely know what, and I knew because the only two strands that had never touched were reaching for each other through the bond, storm-grey testing forge-gold and finding it steady.

Ottilie had stood through the bout in the kitchen doorway with a ladle and an expression I could not read, and when it was done she said, to no one, “Two women who built their legends on not losing, agreeing to a draw. That’s a rare thing. Most people who’ve never lost can’t bear a draw; it feels like losing to them. Those two took it like a gift.” And then, because she is a keeper and a keeper feeds, she added, “They’ll be hungry. Fighting in the cold makes a person hungry. There’s stew,” and she went to feed a dragon and a saint who had just fought to a standstill in the snow, and a woman who had not chosen us provisioned the whole march before my eyes, seeded the rigging of a stair, named the flanks of a battle, and fed the fighters after, unbonded, with flour on her wrists, and I thought that if she never chose us at all she would still have been worth the name, and that the fact that she might not choose us was exactly why she would be worth it if she did.

Suzu paid out her book on the bout that evening at the bar, and it was a masterpiece of accounting, because there was no winner and she had taken bets on both, and she resolved it by declaring the whole pot forfeit “on a technicality of magnificence” and then buying the entire taproom a round with the forfeit, which meant she had run a book that paid the house nothing and the drinkers a free ale and herself a reputation for generosity, and Bram watched her do it and said, “That’s not accounting, that’s theater,” and Suzu said, “All the best accounting is,” and stole his bar-rag and returned it folded, which is her way of tipping.



Vyrissa convened it, in the second drill-hall after the school emptied, and I commanded it, because that is the rule of this house, and by the end of it the saint had been lifted, and the mesh was whole.

“The bout had no winner,” Vyrissa said, when the doors were barred and the school was asleep, the two of them and me in the drill-hall with no lamps lit because the dragon is the light, snow-light coming grey through the high windows and forge-gold banked low under Vyrissa’s skin. “I dislike a thing with no winner. Settle it, anchor. Both of us. Now. That is the terms and I invite objection.”

“One condition,” Yrsa said, and it was duel-grammar, terms stated flat. “Nobody lifts me.”

“Accepted,” said Vyrissa, with complete stillness, and kept her hands at her sides.

I made them both say it straight first, because the ritual is not optional in this house no matter how many queens are in the room. Yrsa said her yes plain, no reverence, a fact, the way she says ground. Vyrissa stated what she wanted and invited objection in her appraisal-grammar, and there was no objection. Two of the strongest things the world had ever made stood in a dark hall after fighting to a draw and handed me command. Neither wanted to beat the other now. Yrsa wanted a strength she trusted enough to stop fighting, and Vyrissa wanted to lend that strength without taking anything from her.

I set the order. “Yrsa first. Vyrissa, hold the room’s heat.” I looked at Yrsa. “Your condition still stands. If you want her hands later, you tell us before she touches you.”

Yrsa tested Vyrissa’s stillness for three long heartbeats. Then her storm-grey gaze returned to me. “Fine. Try it when you call. If I say down, she puts me down.”

“Immediately,” Vyrissa said.

“Do it,” Yrsa said. “That’s my permission. Now set the rest.”

“Vyrissa, hold her when I say. Yes. That’s the game.”

Yrsa came first and fierce on the drill-mat, bare-handed, storm-grey light silvering her scars. I took her sure and unhesitating, without reverence, a fact, my hands the pin and she testing the pin and finding it real. She had flushed already from the bout with the dragon and the barred doors, winter-pale skin gone warm, the small high chest bared as a dare, and she grabbed my cock and pulled me into her fast, guiding me to her slick entrance and dragging me in hard, her pussy hot and tight around me as I buried myself in her in one thrust, and then it was the way she wants it to start, fierce and wordless in the middle the way she goes wordless, my hips slamming into hers on the mat. Vyrissa sat vast at the mat’s edge and brought the hall’s temperature up by degrees with nothing but her attention, the snow on the high windows beginning to run in threads, forge-gold banked and watching, and the watching was part of it, a dragon’s furnace patience turned on a saint, and Yrsa knew she was watched and it drove her harder, because a saint who has been the strongest thing in every room she ever entered found, in a dark hall, two things larger than her, one in her and one watching, and it undid something in her that ninety years of being unbeaten had welded shut.

“Harder,” she got out, and then the word went. “There. Yes. That.” Her commentary degraded toward single syllables the way it does, and she was close, storm-grey light flaring along the old scars on her forearms and the newer one across her ribs, her open hands on my shoulders, her heels driving on the mat.

And then the turn, at the moment she was fiercest, when the taking-away would cost her most and be worth most. “Now,” I said, and Vyrissa lifted her.

She lifted the saint bodily out of the pin, the Amazon rising and taking the tall athletic fighter up off the mat as if she weighed nothing, one forge-warm arm banded across Yrsa’s ribs under the small high chest, Yrsa’s long hard legs coming off the ground, her whole weapon of a body held in a strength that dwarfed it. And Yrsa’s outrage lasted exactly one breath. “Nobody. Put me. Oh,” and the oh was the switch flipping, the total instant melt, no gradual to it, a saint who had said nobody lifts her being lifted and held for me by a dragon and discovering, in one breath, that she had wanted it her whole life and never once been able to allow it, because to be lifted is to be overpowered and she has never permitted anyone the standing to overpower her, and here were two people she had chosen to permit it, and she went boneless and fierce at once in Vyrissa’s arm, her open hands scrabbling for purchase on forge-warm skin, held for me, family-hands, the reverse of what this family had once done for the dragon in the vault.

“Hold her there,” I told Vyrissa, and Vyrissa held her, effortless, a saint suspended in a dragon’s arm in a dark hall, and I pushed back into her from below, sliding my cock into the wet clench of her while she hung in the dragon’s grip unable to do a single thing about the angle or the depth, and held in Vyrissa’s grip she could do nothing but be taken and want it, and the wanting-it wrecked her, my cock driving up into her as Vyrissa held her steady, the single syllables gone now to no words at all, just breath and the wet sound of me fucking her suspended and the storm-grey light running her scars and her name for the dragon’s steadiness said once, wondering, “you’re not even, you’re not even trying,” because Vyrissa held her weight without effort and the effortlessness was the thing, a strength with no strain in it, patient as a mountain, and Yrsa hung in it and shook, her pussy gripping me in rhythmic waves she could not control.

I took her held like that, Vyrissa’s arm across her ribs and Vyrissa’s furnace-warmth all around both of us in the dark hall, until Yrsa was nearly over, her slick heat clenching tight and her breath gone to nothing, and then I pulled out of her and set her down on the mat and gave the room its turn, because Vyrissa had waited and watched long enough, and now it was the dragon’s turn to be reined.

I pressed Vyrissa against the wall-bars, the Amazon’s back to the oak rungs, and entered her standing, the furnace-hot slick of her taking me deep as I pushed in slow, and she wrapped her strong thighs around me, her tireless pace rationed hard under my command, my cock sliding through the scalding grip of her at a pace I set deliberately under what she wanted. And Yrsa, wrecked and fierce and recovering, lent her the drill-cadence, called the count for the dragon’s pace, “borrowed, dragon, with interest,” a saint’s shouted rhythm becoming the room’s instrument, the two fighters conducting each other over my head, storm-grey and forge-gold. Vyrissa’s mountain-slow pace split from Yrsa’s fierce-fast count as wide as the two of them could go, the widest interval the two fighters allow, and I held them both to my command, driving into the dragon on the saint’s shouted number, ration and drive, the dragon made to wait on a saint’s count and the saint made to watch a dragon wait while I fucked her, and both of them undone by the other’s undoing, the bond looping all three of us.

At the brink Yrsa said “yield” and Vyrissa said “witnessed” in the same breath, at the same instant, on each other’s word, two women who had spent their lives being the strongest thing in the room going over on the two words that mean surrender in their two grammars, and both went over on it, storm-grey and forge-gold meeting in the middle of the dark hall like two weathers colliding, the snow on the windows running to water from the heat and the light of it. Vyrissa clenched furnace-hot around me in deep rolling waves that dragged at my cock, and I drove deep into the dragon and held there and came, my cock pulsing hard inside the scalding grip of her, cum flooding into her in thick spurts while a groan tore out of me, gripping the strong hips hard as the pleasure whited out, and Yrsa, wrecked beside us on the mat, watched me finish inside the dragon, watched my cum drip from where we were joined, her storm-grey eyes wide, and said it like a benediction, there, good. The bond looped the three of us, my finish echoing through the link into both of them, Vyrissa’s aftershock rolling into Yrsa’s, forge-gold and storm-grey braiding, and the two strands that had never touched braided at last, closing the final gap in the family’s bond, and I felt it happen, the last seam of the family knitting, a completeness at the edge of my senses that had been reaching toward itself since the dragon first landed on the roof.

“Lifted,” Yrsa said, wrecked, flat on the mat. “I’ll allow it once.”

“Twice,” said Vyrissa, gathering the saint into the coldest and most claimed corner of the hall. “I have already decided.”

“You lifted me,” Yrsa said again, wonderingly, the outrage entirely gone now, lying held. “Ninety years. Nobody’s had the standing to lift me like that since I died. And you just picked me up like a sack and held me and I,” she stopped, and did not finish. Her hands closed once on Vyrissa’s forearm instead.

“You will be lifted again,” Vyrissa informed her, steadying Yrsa against her forge-warm chest. “Not on the stair; on the stair you are the sixth gate and you hold your feet; but here, when it is safe, you will be lifted, because I have watched you be the strongest thing in every room since I landed and I have decided that a thing that is always the strongest never gets to rest, and I intend to give you rest by being stronger, and you will allow it, because you allowed it tonight and you cannot un-know that you wanted it.”

“Once a season,” Yrsa said.

“Twice,” said Vyrissa. “I have already decided,” and Yrsa did not argue, which is how Yrsa loses an argument she wants to lose.

They did aftercare annexed by a dragon, floor and one water skin and three shoulders, the coldest place in the hall and the most held, and the two fighters traded one sentence each over me before they slept, dividing the stair the way this family divides everything, in bed, where it does its truest planning.

“The sixth gate’s mine,” Yrsa said. “Nobody past it.”

“The wind is mine,” said Vyrissa. “Nothing cold reaches the seventh while I stand over it. You hold your stone, saint. I will hold the weather above it.”

Yrsa settled one shoulder more firmly against her. “Fair division. Wake me if the snow changes.”

“I will wake you if the mountain moves. Snow is beneath notice.”

They slept without letting go, steel and fire braided at last.


Chapter 10: Sit Still

Thirty-four nights remained. On the third morning she sat in on the drill, and when Kelm’s fingers twitched and stayed, she stood up in the doorway and said the whole of the winter’s answer in the voice of a woman doing arithmetic on the dead.

She had observed the drill twice in silence, standing in the kitchen doorway with a ladle, humming until she caught herself. On the third morning she came fully into the doorway and studied the children like a problem she meant to solve, and she watched me put the candle on the sill and crack the shutter, and she watched Kelm’s whole body want to lunge at the flame the way a dog wants a stick, and she watched his fingers twitch once in his lap and stay.

And she stood up straighter, and her hand went to her mouth, and she said, to no one, to the drill, in the flat wondering voice of a woman finding the answer to a question she had died asking:

“That. That’s it. That’s the whole of it.” Her hazel eyes were very wide. “A door opens from the inside. She can’t open what doesn’t reach. That’s the whole of it, that’s what saved my seventy, that’s the thing I did without knowing I did it, and you’ve got it on a kitchen floor, you’ve got a ten-year-old doing it on purpose with his hands in his lap.”

“We know,” Tam said, from the floor, not unkindly, the way he’d said it to a king. “It’s the rule. A door opens from the inside. That’s why we don’t reach.”

Ottilie looked at a boy of twelve who knew what she had died not knowing. Her shoulders lowered. Her grip left the doorframe, and she came into the kitchen so abruptly that her apron brushed a flour bowl aside. Then she sat on the floor.

She sat on the kitchen boards, a soft full woman in an apron, beside Jorin, who is fourteen and too old for kitchen floors and sits on them anyway, and she folded her legs under her and put her floury hands in her lap and found the candle on the sill with her eyes, and did not reach for it, an unbonded queen three hundred years dead sitting on a kitchen floor doing the drill her own seventy had done on a stair, and she held her hands in her lap and read the flame and did not reach.

“Teach me the way you say it,” she said, to Tam, to Kelm, to the whole wing. “The short way. The nine-word way. I did this in Kestering with soup and being loud and never had words for it, and you’ve got it down to a sentence a child can recite, and I want it. Teach me the short way. I want it to travel.”

And Kelm, ten years old, taught a foundling queen the drill. “Read it,” he said. “Don’t reach. Feet under you. Find it with your eyes. Want to’s fine. Don’t reach.” And Ottilie sat on the floor and read the flame and did not reach, and Kelm nodded gravely, approving a queen’s form, and Orla said “Boring,” which is the highest grade the wing awards, and Ottilie received it like a knighthood.

She stayed on the floor a while after, doing the drill with the children, a soft full woman in an apron holding her hands in her lap and reading a candle beside a boy too old for kitchen floors and a girl who bolts her door, and she did it, and the cost showed in her face, because a keeper who died believing her voice saved her seventy was sitting on a floor learning that a drill would have saved more of them, and she did it anyway, learned the thing that told her she could have done better, because that is what a keeper does, she takes the lesson even when the lesson is a grief.

“How long,” she asked Tam, when the drill was done. “To teach it. A calm child. A whole child, not a scared one.”

“A morning to start,” Tam said. “A week to make it stick without us watching. Longer for a scared one. Shorter every time you teach it, because you get better at saying it short. It started as a whole morning of me talking and now it’s Kelm’s nine words.”

“A week,” Ottilie said, and I saw her doing arithmetic, a keeper’s arithmetic, days against children against a longest night. “A week and a kitchen. I could teach a town in a week, if I got there first, if I had the short way and the graduates and soup.” Her eyes moved from Kelm’s still hands to the candle, then to the route map pinned beside the pantry door. She measured roads against mornings and children she had never met. The choosing had not arrived yet. I filed the calculation and left it alone. Ottilie came to every answer in her own time; pressure would only drive her away from it.



She came to me at midday, in the kitchen, with the household’s noise all around us, and she told me why she was going to choose me before she told me she was going to, and the why had nothing to do with a war.

She came before anyone spoke of the Stair. My spent name, the Stair’s need for a loud woman, and the counter she had found in my kitchen played no part in her reason. She came because of a candle on a sill, and she said so before the war-loft had any claim on the choice.

She set the ladle down, with great care, the way she sets a thing down before something important, and she wiped her hands on her apron, and she stood in front of me with the household clattering around us, and she said it plain, in kitchen grammar, no speech in it.

“I kept a hundred children,” she said. “For a king who let them starve in his own town, and a lord who wintered warm and rode in at the thaw to take my seventy for his Company, and a godmother who wanted their doors, and I have been dead three hundred years and I have watched, from the wrong side of a door I never opened, and in all of it, living and dead, the men with power wanted a child’s door open by spring. The certifiers want it open so they can grade it. The godmother wants it open so she can leash it. The lord wanted seventy of them open so he’d have his knights. Everybody’s always in a hurry about a child’s door. Everybody wants to be the one who opens it, and calls the opening a gift.”

“And I put a candle on a sill,” I said.

“You put a candle on a sill,” she said, “and you taught a boy to sit on his hands, and you’ll do it for years, and you’re in no hurry at all, and you’ll teach his door to stay shut until he’s grown and can open it himself from the inside on his own schedule, and no man with power in my Kestering ever showed that patience. You did. That’s the reason.” She wiped her hands again, though they were clean. “I watched you spend your whole name to fetch me, in a yard, in daylight, a candle where a glow was, and I didn’t choose you for it, because a man who spends his name to fetch a keeper might want her the way the lord wanted my seventy, might have a use for me. I chose you for the candle, which had nothing to do with me. You’d have put that candle on that sill and taught that boy whether or not you ever summoned a foundling queen. You do it for the children, not for a war and not for a keeper and not for a prize. I watched three days to be sure of it, unbonded, helping you, and you took the help like a family takes it and not like a lord takes it, gratefully and without turning it into a debt, and that was the last thing I needed to know.”

“You watched to see if I’d make your help a debt,” I said.

“I did. Everybody I ever helped made my helping a debt eventually. The king, the lord, the godmother. You help a hurried man once and he owns you. I helped you seed a rig and name a battle and I watched to see if you’d start acting like I owed you the yes, and you didn’t, you just took the help and thanked me plain and let me keep choosing, and a man who lets a keeper keep choosing is a man a keeper can choose. That’s the whole of it.” She looked at me, hazel and level. “The war on the Stair may have my hum. It’s welcome to it. I’d hum for anybody’s children. But that’s not why. I want that clear, Warden, clearer than anything: the war’s not why. The candle’s why. A man in no hurry is why. I could hum for a stranger. I’ll only tether to a man who’s in no hurry about a child, because I’ve been leashed to hurried men my whole death, and I’m done.”

And then she asked me, which is the rhyme every one of them has made, the thing every queen in this house had done: she asked me for my yes. “So. If you’ll have a cook who counts everyone and’s never once been counted, and who’ll feed your children and teach them to keep their doors shut and never open a single one, ever, that’s what I am and that’s all I am and it’s a whole life. Will you have me. Say your yes, the way I said mine to you by staying and helping before I’d chosen. Your yes, Warden. Plainly.”

“Yes,” I said, plain, the way the house says the largest things. “All of it. The counting and the feeding and the never-hurrying. Yes.”

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE]

[ACCEPTED]

And the seventh strand braided into me, rose-warm at the edge of everything, and the first shared-sense edge of her arrived, and it was not a taste and not an ache and not a pulse; it was a low hum at the base of my skull, four notes and a rest, her contentment made a sound, and I understood that I would carry that hum at the edge of me now for as long as she chose to stay, a warmth like bread proving, and I have carried it since.

Merta was in the kitchen when it happened, and she did not stop working, and she did not say anything, but I saw her hands still for a moment over the bread, and I saw her decide something, and later that day she took the face-down letter out of her apron, the South River family that had withdrawn its petition, and she gave it to Ottilie, without a word, and Ottilie read it, front and back, and read it again, and put it in her own apron, and the two keepers had passed a grief between them like a recipe, and neither of them said a thing about it, because they were already the same church and had been since the first pot of stew.

“You did that in the right order,” Nahari said to me, later, eyes shut, and she meant the choosing. “She told you why before she told you she would. She told you the candle before the war. If you had let her bond you for the war, you would have had a weapon and lost a keeper. You waited, and let her choose the candle, and now you have a keeper who will also, incidentally, win you a war, which is the only kind worth having.” She braided a strand of silver hair. “It is the same thing the saint did, and the fox, and the dragon, and I. We all told you the reason before we told you the yes. You have built a whole family out of women who chose the man and not the war, and it is why the leash could never hold any of us, and it is why the thing on the sea-road, which buys the war before the child can choose the man, is the exact opposite of everything you are, and why you are the one house in the world that can break it.”



Only then, with the choosing done for the reason she’d chosen, did we name the Waiting as the plan, and she named it, because it was hers to name, and she named it out of a kitchen and not a war-loft.

We took it to the war-loft in the afternoon, and it was physical from the first word, because a keeper does not plan in abstractions, she plans it in loaves and beds and roads. Forty villages’ children, more, would walk up the Foundling Stair on the longest night, carried by their own parents, gladly, because a godmother had promised them a naming. The march could not stop them and would not; Merta’s law is the floor and I would not lift it to save the winter; nobody keeps a child from a parent in this house.

“But you can be there first,” Ottilie said. “That’s the whole of it. You can be in Kestering a week early, with a kitchen and the graduates and me, and you can teach every child who walks into that town to sit on its hands before the song comes. Not fight the song. Teach the children the song can’t open. A Waiting.” She said the word plainly, naming it. “Because that’s what it is. You wait a child out of wanting a thing. You sit with them and you feed them and you’re boring and warm and loud, and by the longest night they’ve been sitting still for a week and their hands know how to stay in their laps, and the song comes and finds nothing to open, the way it found nothing in my seventy. A Waiting. I did it with soup and I didn’t know it was a wall. Now I know it’s a wall, and I know the short way to teach it, and we can teach it to a whole town in a week if we get there first.”

“And the ones who come too late to learn,” I said. “The ones who arrive the night of, who haven’t sat a week. The four-year-olds who can’t hold no matter what.”

“I’ll hum,” she said. Simple. “Loud. I’m a big woman and I’m loud, and a warm loud thing over a scared child fills its ears so the fear and the song have no room, and it holds them for the length of a breath, long enough, sometimes. It’s not as good as the teaching. The teaching’s the wall. The humming’s just me standing in the gap the teaching didn’t reach. But I’ll stand in it. I stood in it once already, on that same stair, and she went hoarse before I did, and I died of the cold, and I’ll do it again, alive this time, with a week of teaching under me instead of a winter of starving.” She looked at Nahari. “You said you needed a sound.”

“You are the sound,” Nahari said, eyes shut, and it was doctrine, set. “I will stand beside you on the seventh terrace, blind by choice and deaf by choice, my ears full of your four notes and a rest, and the song will pour itself at me and find no room, because a woman who will not hear the door cannot be made to want it. Your hum is my wall and the children’s both. It is the thing I have been reaching for since the frost. A cook’s four notes.”

“There’s a hole in it,” Ottilie said, because she is a keeper and a keeper names the hole before she trusts the plan. “The ones too young. The four-year-olds. You can’t teach a four-year-old to hold, not really, not in a week, not against a song that sweet. A four-year-old reaches because four is four. The teaching gets the older ones. The hum gets some of the middle ones. But there’ll be a littlest one, on the night, who reaches no matter what any of us does, and I want that said out loud now, so nobody’s surprised by it on the stair, and so somebody who’s cleverer than me about the bond thinks about what happens when the wall isn’t wide enough for the littlest child.”

And I filed that, the hole she’d named, a littlest child who would reach no matter what, and I did not have an answer for it yet, but the keeper had named the hole on the day she was Tethered, before we left. I wrote it at the center of the map and left the answer blank.

We set the road. Depart at minus twelve, arrive at minus eight, a week in Kestering to teach the Waiting before the longest night. Five days by wagon, three by rider. Colm’s rigs boxed for seven terraces, because Ottilie had told him he’d want a light walking up seven terraces and he had solved the frozen-ground problem in a night with echoed cross-bars where his poles wouldn’t bite, which I would provide, re-echoing them like a man tending lamps. A kitchen packed to feed a town’s frightened children. The graduates as the teachers, because the drill travels and gets shorter every time it changes hands, and by the time forty children had taught it to each other it would be nobody’s and everybody’s.

The household’s roles began to take their shape around the table, the way they always take shape, in the planning before there is anything to plan against. Maeva would take the parents, the crowd, the whole doctrine she had been stating since the summer: frightened people want to be conspirators, not rescued, and she would make Kestering’s parents conspirators by feeding them and learning their children’s names out loud in front of a godmother who never had. Yrsa would hold the terraces with the order and Saskia and Halvard. Suzu would work the flanks, everywhere the middle wasn’t. Nahari would stand on the seventh, blind and deaf by choice, ears full of a hum. Vyrissa would be the wind, the wall against the cold. And Sidonie, wintering with us, would go ahead to a town that had no reason to trust a march and every reason to trust a godmother, and find a way to make the town read us true before a single graduate opened a mouth, though we had not yet worked out how.

And a foundling queen, Tethered now, an hour Tethered, already provisioning it in loaves-per-child-per-day, would hold the seventh terrace with soup and a hum, because she had chosen me for a candle and would fight the war for the children, and those were two different things and she had made certain, in the order of the day, that I knew which was which.



The household received the Tether in its usual currencies: a decree, an invoice, and Bram finally giving up.

Maeva issued a decree, formally, recognizing “the pantry as a sovereign state in permanent alliance with the treasury, its borders those of the kitchen and the still-room, its sovereign the Foundling Queen, its tribute paid in plums.” Ottilie accepted the decree gravely and amended it to include “and nobody studies anybody’s child in either state,” and Maeva accepted the amendment, and the two empires were formally allied, treasury and pantry, and Osric logged the treaty under GOODWILL.

Suzu invoiced the new queen for “orientation, one session, standard rate,” and Ottilie paid the invoice in a single plum, and Suzu examined the plum and pronounced it “payment in full, and better than coin, because coin doesn’t taste of anything,” and the two of them understood each other from that moment, a fox and a keeper, which surprised no one who had watched the fox decline to steal a hook.

And Bram, at the bar, opened the ledger to the bar-tab page where he had been pretending since the Gilded Antler to price the things this family drinks and eats, and he wrote HOUSE across a second page, the way he’d written it across Vyrissa’s, and he stopped pretending he had ever priced anything at all, and he said, “That’s the whole household on the house now, every one of them, and I’ve stopped keeping the tab, because you can’t run a tab on a family, a tab’s for strangers,” and he closed the book, and it was the truest entry in Bram’s household book.

The children took the news of a seventh queen the way they take everything, by folding it into the smaller shapes they can hold. Nell asked whether Ottilie would keep making the hot thing with honey, and was assured she would, and lost interest in the larger question entirely, honey being the whole of it from where Nell stood. Kelm, who had recognized something in the foundling queen the first hour, appointed himself to help in her kitchen, and she let him, and set him to comparing how the ovens burned different oils, which was the boy’s own theory handed back to him as a job, and Kelm walked around for a day as though he had been knighted. And Orla, who bolts her door, told Ottilie, gravely, that she could stay, which she had already told her once, and Ottilie said she was glad to have it confirmed, because a fact confirmed twice gives you ground on which to build, and Orla, who checks her bolt twice for exactly that reason, decided the foundling queen understood her completely, which she did.

And Ninet’s mother, the frightened woman still learning the march would not take her daughter, watched a summoned queen who had lost seventy children choose to spend eternity feeding other people’s, and something in her own fear eased, because a mother who has watched a keeper grieve and keep anyway learns that keeping is survivable, that you can lose children and go on making beds, and that is a thing a frightened mother needs to see more than she needs any reassurance, and Ottilie gave it to her without a word, by simply being a woman who had lost everything and was, that evening, humming in a kitchen, content.



She came to me that night in the still-room off the kitchen, with the warm wall behind the ovens at her back and one lamp lit and the kerchief on a hook by the door, and she told me to sit still and let her hum, and a new warmth opened between us.

The still-room is the old brewing room off the kitchen, warm from the ovens through the wall, and she had made it hers already in a day, the way a keeper makes a place hers, a quilt on the low bed and a lamp turned down and the kerchief hung by the door, and when I came she had already set the ladle of the day aside and there was a stillness in her I had not seen, a woman who counts everyone deciding, for once, to be counted.

I want to say a thing about her before anything else, because it mattered: she was full-figured and soft and abundant in a way the world calls one thing and means another, and she was, in that warm lamplit still-room, wholly and unmistakably glamorous to me, and there was nothing comic in her and nothing to forgive. My gaze held on her as the point, as a body wanted for itself. She had a very full heavy soft chest and a rounded belly and wide soft hips and thick warm thighs and a lap the whole household would end up in, and she carried all of it like a fact and not an apology, and a woman who carries her own abundance like a fact is a woman it is impossible not to want, and I wanted her entirely, and I let her see that I did, slowly, which was the ask.

“I’ve a hum I’ve not used on a man in three hundred years,” she said, plainly, and it was consent in her grammar and there was no hurry in it. “I’d like to use it on you, if you’ll sit still for it. Sit still, Warden. That’s the whole of the terms. Sit still, and look at me while you do, slowly, the whole time. Nobody counts the cook. I’ve counted every room I ever walked into and nobody ever slowed down enough to count me. So look at me slow. That’s the ask. Say your yes.”

“Yes,” I said. “And one condition. You let me count you. All of you. Without hurrying. Every part.”

She laughed once, low, the rare laugh, and then did not laugh at all, because being told she would be counted slowly is the thing that undoes her, and the rose-warm light kindled at the edge of her and stayed.

She undressed the way she does everything, unhurried, and the wardrobe of it was the trust of it. The apron stayed tied while I worked the kirtle’s laces loose one at a time, each a clause granted by her quiet nod. Cloth eased beneath the apron-bib, revealing the deepening line between her breasts without giving me their full weight yet. My knuckles brushed warm skin at each loosened cross, and her hum rose by half a note. Only after the final lace hung free did she turn her back and let me untie the apron. I drew it away last, as promised. The bodice that three hundred years of feeding people had engineered to lose gave up the very full soft heft of her breasts into the lamplight, and I cupped them in both hands, their warmth spilling over my fingers. I put my mouth on one, dragged my tongue slowly across the nipple until it stiffened, then closed my lips around it while my thumb circled the other. She made a low sound, and her rosy flush spread from her cheeks across the tops of her breasts where my mouth worked.

And then the kerchief.

She reached up and took the kerchief off the hook of her own head, so to speak, unknotted it and drew it away, and the warm chestnut curls tumbled over her soft shoulders in the lamplight, thick and loose, and she shook them free until they covered the kirtle’s opened laces, letting her hair down after three hundred years for a man who was in no hurry, and I stopped and looked at her slow, all of her, and counted her the way I’d promised, the soft full body, the rounded belly she had stopped apologizing for by the second kiss, the wide soft hips, the thick warm thighs, the lap, and she let herself be counted and the rose-warm light rose under her fair skin from the chest outward.

And she hummed.

Low, four notes and a rest, rising with her breath as I worshiped her, dropping to nothing when my mouth found her, the hum her tell and her instrument both. I took my time on the very full softness of her breasts, on their warmth in the lamplight, on the flush that ran across the tops of them, and she arched into my mouth and the hum climbed, and I moved down to the soft belly and she tensed once, the old apology, three hundred years of a big woman braced to be found wanting, and I put my mouth on the soft of her belly and stayed there until the bracing went out of her and she believed, by the second kiss, that the belly was a thing to be worshiped and not forgiven, and the hum came back, and she gave me instructions like recipe steps, practical, warm, a kitchen’s tempo and not a ritual’s. “There. Slower. You’ve got flour on you, leave it. There. Lower. Oh. There.”

I worked her slow with my mouth and my hand, my tongue tracing the wet folds of her, finding her clit and circling it in slow flat strokes while two fingers slid into the slick heat of her, unhurried, at her practical, unhurried pace, and she hummed and instructed and then the instructions began to come apart, the recipe-steps losing their order, “there, no, don’t stop, leave the, oh,” my tongue pressed flat against her clit while my fingers curled inside her and her taste was warm and sharp on my lips, until the instructions stopped altogether and there was only the hum and her breath and the wet sounds of my mouth on her, and she came hard under my tongue with her thick thighs closing warm around my head, her pussy clenching tight around my fingers in deep pulses, and the rose-warm light rising up her from the chest, and the hum went flat and then silent and then came back ragged, and she laughed once, wrecked and delighted, “You take your time. You counted the cook, all of me, that slow,” and I moved up over her, my mouth slick with her.

Face to face first under the quilt, and I slid into her slow, the soft warmth of her all around me, her slick pussy parting around my cock as I pressed in deep, her heavy breasts flattening warm against my chest and her thighs drawn up to take me deeper, the feel of being inside her like sinking into the warmest place in the house, a session at a keeper’s unhurried pace, nothing of the sill in it and nothing of the bench, only the quilt and the warm wall and the hum and the slow deep slide of me in and out of her. “Look at me,” she said, hazel eyes up on mine, “slow, the whole time, count me,” and I counted her, slow, each stroke a counted thing, and she watched me count her, a woman who had counted everyone and never once been counted, being counted, and the rose-warm light climbed.

Then she turned onto her side and drew me against her back, spooning, her thigh drawn up over mine and my hand spread wide on the soft of her belly where she had stopped apologizing, and I entered her again from behind, my cock sliding into the wet heat of her in one slow push, the angle deep and close, my whole hand on her belly feeling the push of me inside her, and my mouth at the back of her neck under the loose curls, and she hummed, and the hum rose with each slow thrust, and rose, the slick sounds of me inside her muffled by the quilt and the warm, and then at the brink the hum went flat, a note she could not hold, and then it went silent.

The silence was the tell. The one time the kitchen was quiet. A woman who hums when she is content and hums louder when she is roused, gone entirely silent at her peak, the rose-warm light rising full under her fair skin from her chest outward, pink-gold, unlike any gold in the house, and she came apart in my arms in the silence, her pussy clenching soft and deep around me in long rolling pulses, her whole warm body shuddering back against my chest, and the clench of her milked me over with her; I buried myself deep and held and came, my cock pulsing thick inside her, cum flooding into her in slow heavy spurts with my hand spread on her belly and my face in her loose curls, her name whispered low against her neck, the pleasure rolling up through me and looping back through the bond into her so that she crested again on the feel of me emptying into her, a second soft wave, her walls squeezing around me as the last of it spilled warm inside her, and my cum warm between us and her thigh drawn up over mine and the two of us pressed together spooned under the quilt. The Tether settled fully between my ribs with the rose-warmth of it, and the low hum at the base of my skull that is her contentment swelled and then, as she crested, went silent there too, the only time it has ever been silent, and came back before her voice did.

And the first thing she said, when the hum came back before her voice, was a count.

“Seven,” she said, drowsy, satisfied, into the warm dark. “Eight with me.” Counting the household from inside it now, a keeper who had joined the thing she kept. And then, because she counts everything and already understood this family, she counted the far edges too. “Nine, if you count the one on the mountain, the glowing one, the dragon’s. You do count it, don’t you. You count it and don’t say it aloud.” I had not told her that. Nobody had. But a woman who counts heartbeats the way I count them had felt me not-counting a thing at the edge of the bond, the way she’d heard a cough across a snowy yard, and named it. “Count it aloud sometime,” she said. “A thing you count in secret is a thing you’re afraid to lose. A thing you count out loud is a thing you’ve decided to keep. I learned that with the thirty-three. I counted them in secret for a while, ashamed. Now I count them by name, out loud, when I’m alone, because they were mine and I kept them as long as I could and I’ll not be ashamed of a grave I dug with my own hands. Count the mountain aloud, Warden. When you’re ready. It helps.” And I filed that, from a keeper who knew about counting the dead and the unborn both, and I did not answer, and she did not need me to.

She pulled the quilt over both of us and tucked it, which no other queen does, tucked it around us the way she tucks children, and put her hand over mine on her belly, and gave me one truth unasked at the edge of sleep.

“I never opened a door in my life,” she said. “Never wanted to. Three hundred years and everybody wanted me to open a door and I never did and I never will. I’ll teach yours to keep theirs shut till they’re grown. I’ll feed them while they learn. That’s a life, Warden. That’s a whole one. It’s the one I wanted and never got to keep, and you’ve handed it back to me with a candle on a sill, and I’ll thank you by counting your household till the day the bond breaks, which I don’t intend it to.” Her hum carried through the warm wall until the ovens settled into ash. She slept before the fourth repetition ended.

The quilt never came untucked.


Chapter 11: The Fallow Water Ford

We rode out to the ford on a grey morning thirty nights from the longest one. The threat we had drilled against in chalk now wore a boy’s face, with a dead lamplighter walking at its stirrup without a lamp.

The Fallow Water crossing is a day south of the march on the sea-road, where the river runs wide and shallow over stone before it deepens toward the coast, a crossing House Vael once held and lost, and it is where the winter roads still bring families south when the passes close, because a ford is the one place a wagon can go over water without a bridge, and a godmother with a basket had made camp at it and not moved for a week, which told me everything about her before I ever saw her, because a hunter who camps at a crossing has understood that she does not need to go to the families; the families come to the water.

I took Yrsa and Suzu and Nahari, and Ottilie, who was Tethered an hour when the plan was made and would not hear of being left. “I’ve stood at a crossing where a godmother waited,” she said, packing bread with the specific violence of a woman being told to stay home, “and I’ll stand at another, and if you tell me a Tethered queen shouldn’t ride into the cold I’ll remind you I once fed a hundred children in a besieged town and I’ll not be lectured on cold by a man with a warm bed waiting tonight,” and that was the end of the argument, and I took her, and I was glad she came.

Saskia and Halvard came, with four of the order, because a ford where a caravan has camped is a place that might turn to steel, and I wanted the shield-line I had watched them drill. Maeva held the march with Sidonie, and neither of them liked it, and Maeva said so plainly, “Someone must keep a princess counted, and I am the only one here who can out-audit her, and it is a tragic waste of an empress, and I want it noted I offered to come and terrify frightened families into cooperation, and was overruled by a foundling queen who said a frightened family does not want an empress, it wants a woman with soup, which is true, and which I will resent until spring,” and Ottilie, unmoved, said, “It’s true, and you’ll resent it, and both of those can go on being true, that’s alliance,” and Maeva laughed her real laugh, which she had begun doing more since the pantry became a sovereign state.

And Vyrissa was weather. She did not ride. She went up before we were mounted and was somewhere high and patient over the sea-road, a shape too far to see, the wind’s own opinion, and her voice arrived at the edge of my senses now and then, banked and dry: cold ahead; nothing warm in the caravan; one warm thing, small, a lamp that should be cold and isn’t, at the captain’s heel; and I filed the last of it and did not yet understand it, and would in an hour, at the water.



We came down to the ford at midday, and there were three march-valley families already at the water, crossing southward, and there was a caravan camped on the far bank with no banner, and there were thirty riders in gilt drawn up in a courteous line, and every one of them was warm-handed and brave and hollow, and at each one’s stirrup walked a small dead thing.

The families reached me first, because a keeper’s eye and a porter’s eye both go to the living. Three wagons, three mothers, a scatter of children, a grandfather on the seat of the last wagon with his hands wrapped in a blanket against the cold. Farm people, march people, the kind of people I had spent years making a home for, and they were crossing the ford southward with the wary set of folk who have been told a thing is a treat and have begun, somewhere below their words, to be afraid of it, and did not know why, and were going anyway, because a kind woman had promised them a naming and their children had dreamed of a door and they had run out of reasons to say no to a kindness.

The caravan stood on the far bank, a line of wagons under canvas. The toys remained hidden from the ford, but Suzu’s sudden stillness told me they waited warm on trestle tables and said, without any of her usual music, “There’s a wagon of warmth over there. I can feel it from here. It’s the wrong warmth. It’s the warmth off a thing that should be cold, forty of them, fifty. A whole wagon of held hands that aren’t attached to anybody.” And she did not make a joke, which is the fox’s way of telling me a thing is serious, and I marked it.

Then the gilt.

Thirty riders, drawn up in a line on the near bank between the families and the water, courteous, unhurried, in good order, and every one of them young, eighteen to twenty, and every one of them beautiful the way a minted thing is beautiful, and every one of them wearing a gilt sheen over the skin, a warmth of the eye, a hero’s shine, and casting no warmth. I have stood next to Cylas in his prime and felt the heat come off the blessing like a fire you didn’t ask for; I have stood in Halvard’s honest sheen and felt the decency of it; and I stood on a riverbank and looked at thirty gilt youths and felt nothing come off them at all, a shine with no fire under it, light hoarded and worn, and I understood in my body before my mind reported it that these were the finished product, that this was what a door opened at the cradle grows into, gilt for life and never once warm.

And at each rider’s stirrup walked a small dead thing.

At the first rider’s stirrup walked a dog, a ferry-dog by the shape of it, the broad chest and the webbed feet of a dog bred to swim a crossing, and it walked at the horse’s leg in perfect obedience and it was not alive; its eyes tracked nothing; its tail did not move; a leashed dead dog doing the walking a live one would do. At the stirrup of another walked a boy, small, ten or eleven he must have been when he died, with a drum on a strap, and he kept a cadence with his hands on the air, no drum, just the cadence, a marching beat nobody had asked for and nobody would stop, a drummer boy keeping time for a march that had ended before any of us were born. And behind a girl of nineteen with a basket-hive on her back walked an old woman, a grandmother by her stoop and her wrapped hands, a woman who had kept bees, following the girl and the hive that had no bees in it, an empty hive on a dead beekeeper’s back at a winter ford, and I heard Ottilie beside me draw a breath and hold it.

And at the captain’s heel, at the very front, walked a lamplighter boy with no lamp.

He was six, or had been. He was small and soot-cheeked, and he walked with the particular attention of a lamplighter, the walk of a child whose job it was to stand where the dark is, and his hands were empty, and there should have been a lamp in them and there was not, and he walked at a gilt captain’s heel with empty hands and dead eyes, six years old and dead God knew how long, leashed to a thing I could not yet see, and Ottilie made a sound.

A word never formed. The sound came low from a keeper’s chest, the sound I had heard from her in the kitchen the day she counted a cough across a snowy yard, but wrong, torn, a sound that came out of three hundred years of buried names all at once, and she put her hand to her mouth, and the rose-warm light did not kindle at her edges, which frightened me more than anything else that morning.

“Steady,” I said, low, to her, and she said, “I’m steady,” and was not, and stayed.



The captain rode forward alone. Yrsa read him before he opened his mouth and found something worse than a threat. A threat can be fought.

“That one’s never lost a fight,” she said, quiet, at my shoulder, watching him come. “Look at his seat. Look at his hands on the reins. He’s good, he’s very good, he’s been drilled by somebody who knew the craft, but he’s never once been beaten, I can see it in him the way I can see a green blade in a boy who’s only ever fought the pell. He doesn’t check his crowd. Vael checked his crowd before every swing, remember, hazel eyes going round to see who was watching, because a blessing that feeds on belief has to know it’s believed. This one doesn’t check. There’s nothing to check. His shine isn’t fed by anybody watching. It’s paid for. It’s just there, cold, and he’s never had to worry it might go out, and a man who’s never worried his edge might fail is a man who’s never truly been in a fight, only ever in a performance he was told he’d win.” She loosened her sword in its sheath, not drawing, a habit. “He’s the most dangerous kind. Not because he’s the best. Because he doesn’t know what losing is, and a man who doesn’t know what losing is doesn’t know when to stop, and doesn’t know he can die, and that makes him slow to fear and fast to commit, and you can kill a man like that, but he’ll never see it coming, and he’ll take somebody with him because he won’t believe the fight is real.”

The captain drew up ten feet off and looked at us, and his eyes were grey and courteous and had nothing behind the courtesy, and he inclined his head, and said, in a voice pitched warm and pleasant and empty, “Warden of the Wend-march. I’m Anselm Pryor. The godmother said you’d come.”

“She said,” I agreed, and counted him the way I count everything, the good seat, the good hands, the gilt that cast no warmth, the empty-handed dead boy at his heel who had been a lamplighter, and the saddlebag behind his knee, worn leather, and something in it warm, a single warm thing at the captain’s heel that Vyrissa had named from the sky and I had not understood.

“There’s no quarrel here,” Anselm said, and he meant it, which was the strange thing, a man who invited where a villain would threaten. “These families are welcome at Kestering. The Naming’s a gift. The godmother asks nothing, no terms at all, she was very clear, no terms, dears. And you’re welcome too. She said to say so, particularly. She’d be glad of a Warden who teaches. She likes a school.” He said it without irony, without a trap in it that I could find, a boy of twenty relaying an invitation from the kindest voice in the world, and it was worse than any threat, because a threat knows it is a threat and this did not.

“Ask her how old I am,” I said.

Anselm looked at me, and did the arithmetic, and answered without any idea what he was answering, which was the whole of it. “Twenty-six,” he said. “Too old. She’s sorry.” And there it was, stated by her own product, the rule of her: she does not buy the grown. A door that has already been kept shut for twenty-six years by a man who learned to keep it is no door to her; she wants them at four, at six, at ten, before the keeping has set, and a foundling queen beside me flinched at the word too old the way you flinch at a thing you have heard before from a lord.

“She doesn’t buy them past a certain age,” Ottilie said, low, not to Anselm, to me, understanding it. “Because past a certain age they might’ve been taught. She buys them before anybody’s had the chance to teach them to keep their own door. That’s the whole of her craft. Get to them first. Same as the lord got to my seventy first, before they were grown enough to say no.” And she looked at the lamplighter boy at Anselm’s heel, six years old and dead and leashed, and her jaw set.



I did the families first, because you save the ones you can before you fight over the ones you can’t, and I let Ottilie do it, because it was hers to do.

She got down off her horse, a soft full woman in an apron and a winter cloak, and she walked to the three wagons the way she walks into any room, counting, and she counted the children first, and three frightened march mothers saw a woman count their children before she counted anything else and began, against their fear, to trust her.

“You’re going to Kestering,” she said, to the mothers, kitchen grammar, no speech, a woman leaning on a wagon wheel. “Go on and go. Nobody’s stopping you. It’s your road and your children and your choice, and anybody who tells you different is a liar, and I’ve had enough of liars to a family to last three hundred years.” She let that land. “But we’ll be there first. We’ll be in Kestering a week early with a kitchen going, and there’ll be soup, real soup, not sweets, and there’ll be plums, and before that night comes, let your little ones sit with mine of a morning. It’s only sitting. In front of a candle. It’s very boring. My word on it, it’s the most boring thing you ever watched a child do, and boring’s how you know it’s honest, because nobody sells you boring, there’s no money in boring, a body only teaches a child to sit still if she loves the child and wants nothing off it.” She reached into the nearest wagon and tucked a blanket up over a small pair of feet without breaking her sentence. “Bring the toys. The gifts you were given. I’ll want to see them, I’ll not take them, I’ll want to see them, a keeper likes to know what’s in a house before she trusts it. And come find the kitchen. It’s the one that smells of bread. It’ll be the loudest kitchen in that town, I promise you that, I’m a big woman and I’m loud, and a scared child can always find the loud warm kitchen, that’s what it’s for.”

Two of the mothers agreed. One of them I knew for the South River family whose petition to the wing they had withdrawn in the summer, the answered letter Merta had kept face-down on the shelf since the first frost and then carried in her apron and given to Ottilie the day she was Tethered; and Ottilie’s reply, sent in a floury hand the very afternoon she chose us, had reached them a day before this ford did, and so the mother knew the name on the foundling queen’s cloak, and trusted a letter she had already read, and the old face-down letter paid at the water, quietly.

One mother did not agree. She was young and thin and frightened past listening, and a kind woman had promised her a hero for her boy, and a soft loud stranger with soup was not a promise, it was a doubt, and she had no room left for doubt, and she took her wagon over the ford southward with the caravan, and her boy of five looked back at us over the tailgate with a child’s clear eyes, and nobody stopped her, and Ottilie did not stop her, and I did not stop her, because Merta’s law is the floor of this house and it does not lift for a good reason any more than for a bad one; nobody keeps a child from a parent, and a parent has the right to be wrong, and the wagon went south, and I made myself watch it go, because a man who fights for a family should be made to see the cost of the family’s own choosing, stated plain and early, and there it was, one wagon’s dust going south, the price named at the ford where I could still have looked away.

“That’s the one we’ll grieve,” Ottilie said, watching the dust, flat. “There’s always one you can’t reach. I buried thirty-three. You learn to hold the seventy without letting go of the thirty-three, and you never learn it well, and anybody who tells you it gets easy is the third kind of liar.” And she turned back to the two families we had, and got them moving, and the grief of the one went into the pantry where she keeps her griefs, shelved, not displayed.



Then the receipts turned physical.

It began with a horse. Not a mount, a toy. The second family’s boy carried a tin horse, warm in his fist, a gift from the caravan given weeks ago at a fair, and Ottilie, before the crossing, had knelt to the mother and said the thing that un-does the gift, the retail counter I had watched her run once at South River, “It isn’t his; it was never his; take it back.” The mother, trembling, said the words and took the horse from her boy’s hand. The tin went cold in her palm. The boy did not even mind; a four-year-old does not mourn a toy he dreamed badly of. His grandfather lifted him into the rear of the wagon, drew the canvas shut, and kept him there with both arms around him. The mother stepped away alone with the cold horse.

Then a hired road-man came for it.

He came off the far bank into the shallows, a big man in good boots paid in warm coin, Dreven’s kind. His job was to keep gifts given, to make sure a toy accepted stayed accepted. He waded the ford toward the mother, while her son remained behind the wagon canvas in his grandfather’s arms, and reached to wrench the cold tin horse from her hand. Yrsa disarmed him without a wound.

She did it the way she does things, fast and without theater, a step and a turn and the man’s wrist bent the wrong way and his short blade in the water and the man himself sitting down hard in the cold shallows with the breath gone out of him and not a mark on him, because Yrsa does not cut a man she does not need to cut, and a road-man paid in coin is a man to be sat down, not killed. “Stay down,” she told him, conversational. “The water’s cold. Sitting in it’s your own choice. I’ve disarmed you once for free. The next one costs.”

Three more came, because there is always three more, and this is where the drill I had watched on a snow-yard became a thing done in winter water at a real crossing.

I had laid an echo-rope across the shallows at dawn, before any of them arrived, a support-class habit, a faint echoed line just under the water’s skin at the depth a horse’s cannon-bone rides, and I called it up now with a word, and the first two road-men’s horses hit it at the canter and went down, legs tangled, riders spilling into the cold, no wound to any horse or man, only the water and the shock of it, the toolbox doing what the toolbox does, which is win a fight without a blade by having thought about the ground the night before. Suzu was already among the fallen, everywhere the flank thought was empty, cutting girths and lifting purses and generally making four men into a comedy of men who cannot find their own gear, and one of them swung at a place she had already left, and she said, “Wrong. Try left. No, my left,” from six feet away and a wagon over, the fox’s old trick of a voice thrown down a road, and the man swung at nothing again.

The order held the ford. Saskia set them, four of the first honest class in a shield-line across the shallows between the caravan and the two families, and she called it the way she calls a thing, precise and cold, “Hold the line at the deep water; nobody past the deep water; you hold, you don’t chase, chasing’s how a line dies,” and they held, four graduates from Yrsa’s own wood standing in winter water with the current pulling at their knees, and it was the first time I had watched the newly certified class hold a real ford-line so that people behind it could be about their lives, and they held it, and I filed the pride of it for later, because there was no time for it then.

Nahari was a breath ahead of all of it. She stood at the bank with her eyes shut, and she said, “Left, Saskia, in a moment, the shallow one’s coming left,” a beat before the shallow-hearted road-man broke left, and Saskia’s line was already turned when he got there, and he found a wall where he had thought there was a gap, and Nahari, blind by choice, timed a ford the way she times everything, a half-second before the world, and never once looked at the water she was reading.

Halvard took his first honest wound of the day, a shallow cut along the forearm from a road-man who got inside his guard for exactly one exchange before Halvard put him down, and Halvard looked at the blood running warm down his arm in the cold and laughed, delighted, the laugh of a man who spent his whole life in a blessing that would not let him bleed and has learned to love a real wound honestly won, and Saskia, from the line, said, “Bind it or lose the hand, you fool,” and he bound it one-handed and grinning and held his place.

Through all of it, Anselm kept his weapon sheathed.

He sat his horse on the far bank and studied a fair fight as if it were weather he had never been allowed to stand in, weather he has heard about, rain on a country he was raised behind glass from, and there was a hunger in his empty face that had nothing to do with the fight and everything to do with the fairness of it, a boy who had never once been in a contest he might lose watching people hold a line they might not hold, and I marked it, and did not yet know what to do with it.



Then the lamplighter boy did the one thing a lamplighter does, and I cut a leash without deciding to, and a dead child of six was whole for a breath and looked at Ottilie and rested.

One of the road-men, sitting in the water where Yrsa had put him, got his feet under him and snatched the blade from the shallows. He did not come for the shield-line or for me. He came for the second family’s mother, the one who had un-gifted her boy’s horse, because a road-man’s fury is a small stupid thing and she was the nearest cause of his cold wet failure. Her child remained behind the wagon, held under canvas by his grandfather, well clear of the water and every blade. She stood alone with the cold horse in her fist when the road-man charged.

The lamplighter boy stepped between them.

The dead child at Anselm’s heel, six years old, leashed, with empty hands where a lamp should be, stepped off the far bank and into the shallows and put himself between the road-man’s blade and the mother, because that is the one thing a lamplighter does, the whole of the job: you stand where the dark is. Even leashed, even dead, emptied of everything but the shape of a boy who once stood where the dark was, he stepped into the gap with empty hands, and the blade came down toward him.

I read the leash before I decided anything. Dragon’s Measure is innate in me now, and it read the boy and read the ground of him, and the ground of him was warm, a single warm thing at the captain’s heel that Vyrissa had named from the sky, and it was in Anselm’s saddlebag, a tin lamp, thirteen years warm, the keepsake a boy of six had been given before he was six-and-dead, the note his whole leash grounded through, and I did not think, I did the arithmetic and I did it in less time than it takes to think, and I went.

Shade-Step is innate too, Suzu’s gift, and it took me across a ford in the space between one of the road-man’s heartbeats and the next, to the captain’s saddle, to the worn leather bag behind Anselm’s knee, and my hand was in it and on the warm tin of a lamp thirteen years warm, and Measure showed me the ground of the leash the way it shows me where a thing is tied, and I cut it, one clean cut, the way I cut seventeen at the Night of Leaning Lamps, no ceremony, a man tending a snare, and I was back across the water before the road-man’s blade finished falling, and the blade fell on nothing, because the boy was whole.

For one breath, the lamplighter boy was whole.

The gilt went off him and the dead went off him and for one breath there was a real boy of six standing in cold water, soot-cheeked, small, with the light coming back into his eyes, and he looked down at his own empty hands as if trying to remember what should be in them, and then he looked up, across the water, and he found Ottilie.

He found her the way a lost child finds the one adult in a crowd who is looking for him, and Ottilie was looking for him, she had been looking for him since he stepped off the bank, a keeper’s whole attention fixed on a child in danger, and their eyes met across the ford, a dead lamplighter of six and a foundling queen three hundred years dead, and something passed between them, and I did not know then what it was, and I learned it a breath later.

And then he rested.

He went out gentle, the way Esra went, the way all of them go when the leash is cut and the door is opened for the last time from the right side, no violence in it, a small light going down soft, a boy of six who had stood where the dark was one last time and then set the job down, and he was gone, and the water where he had stood was empty, and Ottilie stood on the bank with her hand pressed to her mouth, and this time the rose-warm light did not come, and I understood that grief is the one thing that puts her light out.

Anselm felt the cut like a tooth pulled.

I saw it happen on his face, a boy of twenty who had never once been hurt in a way that mattered feeling something in his chest give way that he had no name for, his hand going to the saddlebag where a warm thing had gone suddenly cold, and he took the tin lamp out and it was cold in his hand, thirteen years warm and now cold, and he looked at it and did not understand, and for one breath, one single breath, he was twenty years old and frightened, a boy in a fight he had not been told he might lose, feeling the ground move under a life that had always been guaranteed, and I saw him see it, the crack in the world, the possibility that the shine could go cold.

And then the gilt came back over him, and he was Anselm the Cradle-Knight again, courteous and empty, and he put the cold lamp back in the saddlebag, and he did not understand what he had felt, and he did not throw the lamp away, which I marked, and he did not press the fight, because he had not been sent to win a ford; he had been sent to date a Naming and let a Warden watch the finished product, and both were done. He raised a hand, and the caravan drew back from the water, and the gilt line turned, and they went south, the whole of it, the wagons and the toys and the thirty gilt youths with their small dead things at heel, one fewer dead thing now, and the drummer boy’s cadence going with them down the sea-road, and the wagon of the family that had gone with them, and the dust of all of it southward toward Kestering.

[THE NAMING: DATED – THE LONG NIGHT, THE FOUNDLING STAIR.]



Ottilie stood on the bank with a small brass tally-tag in her hands, and she said his name, and she said his age, and it was the oldest grief in the house finding a new keeper.

The tag had lain in the shallows where Aubin rested, a lamplighter’s scrap no larger than a thumbnail, stamped with a wick and blackened by old soot. Anselm still carried the cold tin lamp south in his saddlebag. Ottilie waded in, lifted the tag from the water, and carried that smaller receipt back to the bank. She held it between both floury hands and looked at it, and I came and stood by her and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that a cook’s silence did not say better.

“Aubin,” she said.

I had not told her his name. Nobody had. Nobody knew it. But she had watched him rest, and a keeper who has buried thirty-three children reads the way a child goes the way I read a load, and in the way he went she had read the whole of him, and she said it again. “Aubin. He was one of mine. He was six.” She turned the soot-blackened tag in her hands. “One of the children I kept through the siege. He stood where the dark was for thirteen years leashed to a tin lamp, and I carried his name three hundred years without knowing what had become of him. Then you cut him loose and he rested and told me the way he went.” Her hands were steady on the soot-blackened brass. “Six. I buried thirty-three at thirty-four and I thought I knew the whole weight of it and here’s a thirty-fourth, three hundred years late, and he was six, and his job was to stand where the dark is, and he did it, leashed, dead, he stepped in front of a mother’s blade because that’s the one thing a lamplighter is for, and I’ll carry his tally-tag the rest of my death, so somebody remembers a lamplighter had a name.”

And she put the brass tally-tag in her apron, where she keeps the things that matter, next to a withdrawn letter and a list of thirty-three she will not show anyone, and the oldest grief in the house had a new keeper, and the rose-warm light did not come back for the rest of the ride home, and I let it not come, because a light you push at a grieving woman is a lord’s light, and I am not a lord.



We came home to the march gate at evening, and there was a widow on a borrowed horse with a warm tin lamb in her fist, come to fetch her boy for his Naming, and Merta’s law held at the door, and Kelm packed his wick-tin and went.

Her name was Hedda. She was a cooper’s widow from South River, thirty-six and flint-thin and frightened, and she had come the long way round in the cold on a borrowed horse to fetch her son Kelm, who was here at the wing where I had brought him in the autumn, and she had a tin lamb warm in her fist, given at a fair by a kind woman who asked his age and not his name, and she stood at the march gate in the dusk and said she had come for her boy, that he was to be named a Hero on the longest night, that the godmother had promised it, and she was owed her son.

And Merta met her at the door and said the law, flat, the whole of it, the thing that is the floor of this house and does not lift. “Nobody keeps a child from his mother in this house. Not for a good reason and not for a bad one. He’s yours. You want him, you take him. I’ll not argue you out of it and I’ll not keep him from you and I’ll not study you and I’ll not study him. He’s your son. Come in out of the cold while he packs.”

Kelm packed his wick-tin. He is ten, and serious, and he keeps every trimmed wick-scrap in a tin to compare oils, and he packed the tin, and he packed the nothing else he owns, and he was glad to see his mother the way a boy is glad, and afraid of her fear the way a boy is afraid, both at once, and he did not fully understand, and neither did she, and nobody made either of them understand, because you cannot force a door open from the outside and you cannot force one shut either, that is the whole of the doctrine, and it cuts both ways, and it cut this way at my own gate with a boy I had grown fond of.

Ottilie came to the door, the soot-blackened tally-tag still in her apron, and she looked at Hedda, not unkindly, keeper to frightened mother, and she said, “Bring him to Kestering. We’ll be there. We’re going anyway, the whole house. Sit with me a week before that night. It’s only sitting. In front of a candle. It’s the most boring thing you’ll ever watch a child do.” And Hedda, who had been sold a promise by someone who asked her boy’s age and not his name, held the warm tin lamb and said, “She said he’d be a Hero. By morning. She promised.”

And Ottilie looked at her, and did not argue, and said the truest thing she had, which was worse than any argument.

“Seventy of mine were made Heroes,” she said. “On that same stair. Ask me how warm they were.”

Hedda did not answer. She could not. And Kelm came to the door with his wick-tin under his arm, and he looked back into the hall, at the sill where the candle sat, at Tam, who had come to see him off, and the two boys looked at each other, the one who had a door and kept it and the one being taken south to have his opened, and Kelm said the thing the wing says, the child’s whole doctrine, plain, to Tam, holding his mother’s cold hand.

“Doors later,” he said.

And he went out into the dusk with his mother, toward Kestering, with a tin lamb warm between them. Tam stood in the doorway and watched his friend walk away.

“Doors later,” Tam said back.


Chapter 12: Two Clerks

Twenty-seven nights out from the longest one, we rigged the Long Night in the war-loft. Paper cannot fight a song. We used a stair, a kitchen, a fox, a dragon, and one signed page that let the family share a cost the man once would have carried alone.

I set the manifest down in loads, roads, lights, and bodies. We knew the parts we could build and named every gap we could not.

The map of Kestering was pinned to the war-loft’s long wall, brought north by rider from Sidonie’s own hand: a river-town at a hill’s foot, with seven stone terraces climbing behind it to a burned hall’s standing arch. I traced the road, the square, each terrace, and the arch, then put names and loads where bodies would have to carry them. The enemy came with a song, a gift, and a child’s wanting. Our answer had weight: a kitchen, a drill, loaves, lamp-lines, steel below, wings above. Every part had to be carried, fed, lit, renewed, or held through the night. At the foot, the square needed trust before breakfast. At the top, children needed warmth through the coldest hours. Between them, seven terraces needed defenders, relays, firewood, water, blankets, replacement oil, and clear routes for the parents. If any one load arrived late, the song gained ground. If any station guessed, somebody above it paid. Bram’s lockbox kept the only signed sheet that mattered, permission to spend the family rather than the town.

First, the road. Kestering a week early. Depart at minus twelve, arrive at minus eight, five days by wagon and three by rider, and a week on the ground to teach before the night. The Waiting run out of two places: The Seventy’s kitchen, which is the town’s inn and which the godmother’s people had taken over entire, which meant we would be running a kitchen against a kitchen, warmth against sweets, and the deed-stone square at the hill’s foot, chalked like a school yard. The graduates teach the drill. Ottilie feeds the town. And Petra rations the dragon story to keep forty frightened children sitting still, because a child will sit for a candle if there is a dragon coming in the next installment and Petra had learned to withhold an installment the way a moneylender withholds principal.

Second, the light. Colm rigs lamp-lines up all seven terraces. The ground is frozen and will not take his poles, so he had spent a week solving it and had it solved: echoed cross-bars where the poles will not bite, a support-class trick, faint bars I would set and re-set every hour like a man tending lamps, and the lamp-lines would hang on them and a light would walk up seven stone terraces in the dark looking like somebody bringing help, because a scared child holds on to the look of help, which Ottilie had told Colm before she chose us and which had turned out to be the whole reason to bother.

Colm brought his rig-boxes up to the loft to show me the frozen-ground solution, and it was a good solution, the solution a man who has spent his life making lights walk devises when a foundling queen hands him a problem worth solving. The larch poles would not bite the terraces, so he had made the echoed cross-bars the load-bearing thing and the poles only the memory of where a pole would go, a lamp-line that hung on a Warden’s re-echoed bars renewed every hour, which meant the whole light-grid of the Stair rested on me tending it through the night the way a man tends a fire, and I told him it was elegant and he went red and said it was Ottilie’s, she’d asked how far one light would walk before she’d even chosen us, and I said an idea belongs to whoever makes it walk, and he took that away to think about, because a shy man who makes lights walk had just been told he owns a thing, and I have learned that the founder-engine of this house is mostly telling people they own the work they made.

Wend argued the road, because Wend argues the road for practice, and this time he was arguing snow. Five days by wagon assumes an open road, he said, and the sea-road in a hard winter is not an open road; there is a stretch past the second ford that drifts, and a wagon in a drift is a day lost, and a day lost against a fixed night is a day you do not have. I told him to plan it as six days and drive it as five and be furious the whole way, which is how Wend does his best driving, and he was pleased to be given permission to be furious, and he went to argue the drift with Osric, who had already ruled three straight lines under the exact stretch Wend meant, because Osric argues the road too, in ink, silently, and the two of them settled the snow-roads without ever once agreeing out loud, which is their friendship.

Third, the terraces. Seven of them, and the doctrine Yrsa had named on a snow-yard: the gate is wherever the children aren’t, so we hold the bottom six so hard nothing reaches the seventh. Yrsa the sixth, the top of the fighting, nobody past her. The order’s first class on the first, fourth, and fifth. Saskia the second. Halvard the third. Maeva walking the whole Stair with the Standard poured through every kept lamp, holding the parents’ nerve in her voice, because the parents would break for the canvas and the sweets when the song came and somebody had to turn them back up the hill, and that somebody is an empress with a crowd doctrine older than the kingdom. Nahari on the seventh, blind by choice and deaf by choice, her ears full of a hum. Suzu at the terrace’s lip receiving returned goods. Vyrissa the wind, her wings a wall on the arch against the north cold so nothing cold reached the seventh. Sidonie where a Ruthelm stands. And me at the top of the sixth flight with the Stand under my feet, and above me the seventh, which is a kitchen, with Ottilie and the children and a hum, and the Hush I did not have yet.

Vyrissa put her one report into the middle of the planning, from the perimeter, flat, and the family went still for it the way it goes still for her quietest voice. “It still pulses one beat in nine,” she said. “But the clay lamp leans harder to it than it did, and I lay beside it three nights and did not count my dead once, and I will not tell you what that means because I do not know what it means, only that the thing on the sea-road eats futures, and that a thing under my mountain is the most future there is.” She did not say more. Nobody asked. Kelm had a theory that the seventh cloud had been eaten again and would say so at supper; a dragon had a grief the size of a nursery and would say nothing; and both of those went into the family’s ledger of things that are true and not yet time, and we went back to the map.

“Here’s the hole,” Ottilie said from the doorway. She names the gap in every plan, and she had named this one the day she was Tethered. “The littlest one. The four-year-old who reaches because four is four. The teaching gets the older ones. My hum gets some of the middle ones. But there’ll be a smallest child on the night the wall isn’t wide enough for, and I said it then and I’ll say it now: somebody who’s cleverer than me about the bond needs to think about the littlest child.”

And that was the fourth part of the manifest, and it was the part that mattered, and it was the reason Sidonie had forbidden anyone to clear the map, because she wanted to see what she was signing.



The queens proposed the countersign and wrote it for the ring. Letting them do so measured how far I had come.

“The policy has grown,” Sidonie said, at the map, in her auditor’s cadence, the surveyor’s glass I have carried since her Sworn oath set on the table between us because tonight she was doing the counting with her own instrument. “First we co-signed his body at Kingslight, when the burn was the currency. Then we co-signed his name at Dun Barrow, when the name was the currency. The name is spent already, to an ember, to fetch a foundling queen; that account is closed and I have the page. Tonight there is a new currency, and it is not his body, because his body is finished.” She looked at me. “Say it plainly, so I can write it down correctly.”

“The map’s finished,” I said, and held up my forearms, the silver-grey tracery run to the fingertips, complete, permanent, writing nothing new since Kingslight. “There’s nothing left of me to write on. The Hush across one child is one echo and costs nothing. The Hush across a whole terrace at once, forty children in one held breath, is more than one echo carries. And the only place that much stillness can come from is the ring.” I put it the way I had learned to put it, because the old porter reflex would have offered the body and been relieved, and the man I am now had learned to name the true price and let the family price it. “So it comes from the ring. The loop-hold. The thing the four-strand link learned before the Night of Leaning Lamps: close its own loop for one held breath at crowned depth. Five crowns and two newer strands can hold it wider. Every bond-light on that stair goes dark for one breath, and we buy one breath of stillness across a whole terrace with the family’s own light, and I do not do it alone, because it is not mine alone to spend. Price it. Sign it. Then we spend it.”

Maeva challenged the trigger. Vyrissa made Sidonie recalculate the recovery twice. Yrsa demanded the exact breath at which I would stop. When every objection had a price, they signed gladly. That was the difference the years since the tomb had taught us: I no longer threw myself away; the family chose together what it would spend.

“Every light dark,” Vyrissa said, from the perimeter of the loft where she stands like banked coals. “For how long.”

“A breath on the stair,” Sidonie said, doing the arithmetic. “The recovery is longer. The loop-hold at the Night of Leaning Lamps cost the four-strand link the shared senses at the edges for hours. Seven strands, wider, on a longer night, in the cold: I would price it at a day and a night. Every bond-light out. The shared senses gone at the edges. Seven women and one man unable to feel each other for a day and a night, far longer and wider than the four-strand blackout at the Night of Leaning Lamps. That is the price of one breath of stillness across forty children.” She set it down. “I find it acceptable. I find it more than acceptable. I have spent a season learning what this family is willing to be spent on, and it turns out to be children, which is the only answer I would have respected.”

“Write it,” Maeva said, and it was a decree, and she signed it first, gold-thread hand, four hundred years of statecraft in a signature; and Yrsa signed it, blunt block letters, HOLD YOURS under her name; and Nahari signed it, and beside her name wrote the thing she would say on the stair, I cannot hear you, do it anyway; and Suzu signed it and added, RECEIVING, because she had a want for the far side and would not pretend otherwise; and Vyrissa pressed her thumb to it, a singed thumb-whorl that dried the ink instantly under her touch; and Ottilie put a floury thumb-print beside the dragon’s, because she was Tethered and not yet Sworn and could not sign the ring’s spending but could witness it, and witnessing is what a keeper does; and Sidonie’s clerk-hand wrote the whole of it clean beneath, the terms, the trigger, the cost, the day-and-a-night, and signed it, and dated it, and folded it into Bram’s lockbox with the tin bird’s slag and the cold coins of turned road-men, and the ring was co-signed to be spent, once, on one breath.

And the fifth part of the manifest was the plain gold pins, the lamp-line order tokens from Maeva’s case, issued again to the wardens who would run the Stair’s relays, twelve shillings of pins that cannot be forged in any valley and mean no pin, no order, the same discipline that held a wall through the Night of Leaning Lamps and would hold a stair through the Long one: a warden with a pin gives a light-order and a warden without one does not, and on a hill in the dark with a lullaby pouring down it that is the difference between a relay that holds and a relay that a sweet voice unravels one runner at a time.

And the provisioning was its own campaign, priced by a foundling queen in loaves-per-frightened-child-per-day and audited by an empress who had conceded the field, a hamper for a town’s worth of scared children and forty parents, more plums than salt, more honey than either, and a good barrel of Bram’s revived for a road-menu, everything must go especially the good barrel again, and Merta’s beds counted against a town’s floors, and Colm’s rig-boxes labeled for seven terraces in a hand that pressed too hard, and the whole of it loaded not as a war-train but as a kitchen going to work, which is what it was, a house riding south to feed and teach a river-town out of wanting a thing a godmother had promised it.

And the sixth part was the thing I said flat, so nobody would spend the night looking at my forearms for a burn that would not come: “There’s no body-overdraft in any of this. The map’s finished. Nothing left of me to write on. Good. Spend the family instead. They’ve asked to be spent, in ink, and I’ve stopped arguing with them about it, which is the only argument I’ve ever lost on purpose and been glad to lose.”



Sidonie owned the town before we ever saw it, and she did it with a stone-keeper’s name and one sentence sworn at a deed-stone in daylight, which is the opposite of a hearing and the reason there was no hearing.

“Kestering has no reason to trust us,” she said, at the map, laying out the human ground the way she lays out a survey. “It has never seen the Wend-march. It has, in every one of its cottages, a warm toy given by a woman who asked nothing, and a child who dreams of a door, and a promise of a naming on the longest night. To a frightened town, we are the strangers and she is the kindness. If we ride in with graduates and start telling parents their children’s gifts are hooks, we are the threat and she is the reassurance, and we lose the town before the first candle.” She turned the glass on the table, thinking with her hands the way I think with mine. “So we do not ride in first. I ride in first, alone but for two of the order, three days ahead by rider, and I go to Old Amsel.”

“Who’s Amsel,” Yrsa said.

“Kestering’s stone-keeper. Sixty-odd, deaf in one ear, keeps the deed-stone and the counting loft above the square. I have his name from the capital’s stone-keepers’ rolls. A stone-keeper trusts a stone-keeper the way a smith trusts a smith, on the strength of the craft and not the crown. I am not a princess to Old Amsel. I am a person who knows what a deed-stone is for and treats it correctly, and that is a passport into a town that a banner never is.” She set the glass down. “And on the first morning I will stand at Kestering’s deed-stone, with Amsel beside me, and I will swear the march’s purpose on it, in one sentence, so that the town reads it true off the stone before a single graduate opens a mouth. A stone cannot be charmed and cannot lie and everybody in a river-town trusts that fact. If the stone takes our purpose and glows, we are true, and the town knows it the way it knows the tide, and then the graduates can teach.”

“You’ll do it magnificently,” Maeva said, and there was pride in it, the pride of a teacher.

“I’ll do it briefly,” Sidonie said. “Magnificence is your department, Empress. I’ve been apprenticed to it all autumn and I intend to graduate, but I’ll graduate in my own hand, which is short. You build a crowd by feeding it and learning its children’s names. I build a town’s trust by swearing one true sentence on a stone and letting the stone do the rest. Different instruments. Same alliance.” And Maeva looked at her a long moment, the way a woman looks at an apprentice who has stopped being an apprentice, and said nothing, which from Maeva is the loudest praise there is.

So it was set: Sidonie ahead by rider at minus twenty-six, tomorrow, with two of the order, to a river-town that had no reason to trust us and every reason to trust a godmother, to buy the town with a stone-keeper’s craft before the rest of us arrived with soup.



The dice tradition expanded to four and collapsed under a foundling queen, and Yrsa passed the loose-grip line down one more link before the road, and Bram refused again, with the finality he reserved for weather and children, to price a thing.

The dice came out that evening, the household’s oldest peace, and it was Suzu and Nahari, the eternal rematch, and Sidonie, who had been banned during the royal progress for counting cards and had been quietly allowed back on the promise of only counting dice, and now Ottilie joined their dice table, handed the cup with the ceremony of a new initiate.

Ottilie won every hand.

She did not count the dice. She counted the players. “You’ve got a tell, fox,” she said, mildly, raking in Suzu’s boot-knife. “You blink slow before a bluff, same as you blink slow before you steal a thing, it’s the same blink, you can’t help it, it’s your kindest blink and you do it right before you’re least kind.” She turned to Nahari. “And you, love, you don’t have a tell, you’re an oracle, but you don’t need one, you always know what’s coming, so you never bluff, so I always know you’re not bluffing, which is its own tell, the tell of a woman too honest to lie because she doesn’t have to.” She turned to Sidonie. “And you count. You count everything, I can see you counting, it’s lovely to watch, but a woman who counts the dice can be beaten by a woman who counts the counter, because I’m not playing the dice, I’m playing you, and I raised a hundred children, three of them cardsharps, one of them very good, and you’re not hard.” And she raked in the pot, all of it, and the three of them stared at her.

“Banned,” said Suzu, first, always first. “Joint decree. She’s banned. That’s three now, the princess for counting cards, and now the cook for counting us, and the whole point of dice was to have one thing in this house that isn’t rigged and she’s rigged the players.”

“Seconded,” said Nahari, retrieving her boot-knife from Ottilie’s winnings. “You are a menace and I did not foresee it, which is either a compliment or a terror, and I have decided it is both.”

“Banned,” Sidonie agreed, dry, “and I want it in the record that I feel vindicated; my card-counting was mathematics; hers is witchcraft,” and Ottilie, unbothered, pushed the whole pot back across the table, boot-knife and all, and said, “Keep your knives, I don’t want your knives, I wanted to know if I could still read a table, and I can, that’s all, a keeper who can’t read a table can’t tell which child’s about to cry, keep your things,” and the three of them let her be banned and loved her for it, which is the third banning in the history of the house and the warmest.

Petra practiced her rationing on the second cohort that same evening, because the dragon story would be doing the work of forty children’s stillness on the Stair and it had to be a story that could be cut at a cliff and resumed the next morning without losing a child. She had reached the part where the dragon takes the pass, and she stopped at the exact wrong moment, mid-descent, the way a moneylender stops at the exact wrong moment, and the second cohort howled, and one of them fidgeted deliberately to make her stop sooner, which is the reverse of the trick, and Petra, who had learned her craft over two campaigning seasons, said, “A child who fidgets loses the next part, and a child who fidgets on purpose to test me loses two, and I have all winter and you have a bedtime, so we will see whose economy holds,” and the cohort went still with the particular stillness of children who have met a superior force, and Vyrissa, consulted about the accuracy of the dragon story’s next chapter, pronounced it “unsupported, and possible, and I am withholding judgment on purpose to see if she earns it,” which is a dragon learning to ration too.

And Yrsa took the wing’s cohort out on the drill-hall floor one last time before the road, the count-and-step, and it was fewer of them now, because Kelm was gone south with his mother and the empty place where a boy who kept wick-scraps in a tin had stood was a thing nobody mentioned and everybody counted, and she ran them through it, Tam and Orla and Nell and Jorin and Ninet, and at the end she crouched down to Ninet, who is nine and the capital’s second confirmed door, and she gave her the loose-grip line, the one that runs Ilsabet to Yrsa to Brenna to the cohort, and she gave it verbatim, the way it was given to her by a runner from a gate ninety years ago, hold it like you’d hold a bird you mean to let go of, tight enough it can’t fly wrong and loose enough it can breathe, and Ninet repeated it back word for word, and Yrsa nodded once and did not smile and was, I could feel through the bond, as content as she gets, an instructor passing a thing down one more link before a night that might cost some of the links.

And there was a beat that evening I keep, because it is the household at its warmest and it also held the whole winter inside it. Ottilie sat the wing’s children down for their evening drill, and then, because she had begun to understand what the drill was and what it had cost her three hundred years not to know, she sat down on the kitchen floor with them and did it herself, a Tethered queen holding her own hands in her own lap in front of a candle beside a boy too old for kitchen floors, and Yrsa came to the doorway to watch, and Maeva came to price it, and Nahari came with her eyes shut, and one by one the whole family ended up in a kitchen standing witness to five children and a foundling queen refusing a candle, and nobody said anything, and the house went completely quiet, seven of the most powerful women who ever lived watching children practice the one thing that will save children, in silence, and I stood in the doorway and counted them, the way I count everything, and thought that if a godmother could have seen it she would have known she had already lost, because you cannot buy a house that would rather watch children learn to wait than do anything else in the world.

And Bram, at the bar, was asked by four separate people for odds on the Long Night, on whether a godmother could be out-sung, on whether forty children could be taught to sit still, and Bram refused every one, and he refused as flatly as he had once refused to price the Saint, and he did it the same way, dry and final. “No book on weather,” he said. “No book on crowns, I broke that one and paid for it. And no book on anybody’s children. There’s some things a man doesn’t lay odds on, and a child’s future is the first of them, and if you press me I’ll bar you, and you know I mean it.” And Osric, who ends every illicit wager in the house, for once had nothing to end, and ruled a straight line under a blank page and looked, I thought, relieved.



Then Maeva convened the two clerks of the family in the war-loft, over the map of the town we were going to save, and she did not let anyone clear the map, because the princess wanted to see what she was signing.

The others had gone to bed. The loft had two lamps and the Kestering map still pinned to the wall and snow ticking at the shutters, and Maeva came up the stair with Sidonie, and I understood what the evening would ask before either of them said it, because I have learned to read the empress’s convening the way I read a tide.

“The apprentice graduates tonight,” Maeva said, and it was a decree and an invitation both. “She has been apprenticed to me in everything but this, all autumn, and tonight the last of it. Attend us, summoner.” And she looked at Sidonie, who stood by the map with her riding blacks still on and her ice-grey eyes counting the room the way she counts everything, and Sidonie said, in her auditor’s precision, “I want this,” and then, because I hold the ritual of this house no matter how many queens are in the room, I waited, and she understood what I was waiting for, and she said it straight, the said-it-straight sentence extended to her for the first time in a duo, “Him. You, Empress. Tonight. In exact words. I have said it plainly; I find I can; that is itself the graduation.”

“Then here is the whole of the lesson,” I said, because a duo is commanded in this house and not negotiated, and because the two of them had two grammars and I would set them both aside and give each the other’s for one night. “Tonight the empress asks, and the princess decrees. Once each. Then I set the rest.” Maeva’s eyebrow went up, delighted and appalled, an empress told she would be made to ask; Sidonie’s flush-trail began at the word decree, the visible warmth starting down her winter-cool throat at the mere idea of borrowing a grammar that was not hers; and both of them filed it, and both of them wanted it, and I began.

Maeva came first, giving Sidonie the full sight of how bestowal became surrender. She sat on the map-chest at the wall, and the pins came out of the crowned braid one at a time onto its lid, each a clause set down like a coin. This one against protocol. This one against the cold. This one, summoner, against the idea that an empress can be made to ask, which she cannot, and which she is about to be, and she would like it noted she saw it coming. The ceremonial bodice engineered by her own hands to lose lost by one lamp, the very full softness of her spilling gold-lit into the light, the deep cleavage candlelight always found catching the candle-gold, and I knelt and worshiped her chest the way she had taught me she wanted, my hands lifting their heavy warmth, soft flesh spilling over my fingers as I cupped and squeezed, my mouth sealing over one stiff nipple and sucking hard while my tongue worked the peak of it, the warm salt taste of her skin and the soft give of the breast against my face, and then the other, my thumb rolling the wet nipple I had left while my mouth took its twin, and the church’s painters hid this and failed. Court-praise frayed over me as it always frays, tribute and witness and attend, coronation vocabulary narrated in a warm contralto down at me until the sentences began to lose their court and keep only their hunger, her hand pressing my head harder against her chest, and the crowned hair came down over both of us as I worked, a cascade of gold she takes down only in private and only when she has decided. And Sidonie watched.

Sidonie stood at the table with her whites disordered by her own request, her riding coat opened and her collar loosened. She watched an empress be worshiped, and her flush-trail climbed at the sight alone, warmth spreading down her throat to her chest as she learned, item by item, what it was to be attended. A woman who had counted every man who wanted the crown watched a woman wanted for the throne for four hundred years finally be wanted for herself, and the lesson colored every inch of Sidonie’s bare throat.

Maeva’s fingers tightened in my hair. Sidonie’s careful breathing lost its count. I crossed to Sidonie and bent her forward over her own campaign map, standing first with her hands flat on the paper in the posture she always chose, her city not beneath them for once, only the map, her willowy lines long over the table as I pushed into her from behind, the slick heat of her taking my cock in one slow measured stroke, and the flush-trail run the whole length of her now, throat to chest, named as I found each stage of it with my hand tracing down her spine. She asked for each thing in exact words the way her exacting desire required, “deeper, and slower, and there,” and I gave her each thing exactly as she asked and not one thing more, a stroke for every granted word, which is the whole of what undoes her, a woman who has counted every margin of her life being given precisely the entry she requested and no rounding. Then laid back across the table, the map under her spine, her yeses beginning to shred into held words she had to finish herself, the unfinished sentence that is hers alone, her composed syntax failing mid-word and fought down and completed by her and never by me, glass-blue frost-light tracing her from the nape down as her composure came apart at the seams it comes apart at. And Maeva, magnificently demoted, held the princess’s loosened braid clear of the map and fed her the empress’s grammar to borrow. “Say attend me, girl,” Maeva murmured, at Sidonie’s ear, an empress teaching a princess to decree. “Say it like you own the room. You do own it. Say it.”

And Sidonie said it, once, the borrowed word acknowledged, an ice-queen’s dry cadence wrapped around a golden empress’s word, “Attend me,” and it worked, landing completely, and both women filed it, an empress hearing her own decree in another woman’s cold precision and an auditor discovering that a decree is only a survey brief said with your chest, and I attended her, and her composure came apart at its familiar seams.

And the empress was made to ask, once, the other half of the homage, because I had set the terms and the terms bound her too. “I’d like,” Maeva said, and stopped, an empress finding the deliberately plain words strange in her mouth, “Dorian, I’d like your mouth. There. I’ve said it. I dislike it intensely and I will deny it forever and it worked, didn’t it, saying it plainly, it works, the wretched thing works, no wonder she does it,” and I put my mouth between the empress’s thighs and gave her the thing she had asked for plainly, my tongue working her clit in slow flat strokes while she sat on the map-chest with her heavy tits rising and falling with her breath, and she frayed on it, her court diction coming apart one word at a time as my mouth did its work, and Sidonie, wrecked over her own map with her slick dripping warm down the inside of her thigh, laughed, and the two grammars had crossed, and neither would be the same.

I braided the finish by contradiction, because the two of them will forever land differently and I would land them together anyway. I pushed back into Sidonie over her map one last time, deep, and reached for Maeva at the same time, my thumb pressing her clit hard, and they came on either side of one instant: Maeva’s witnessed landed a breath late, her pussy clenching on my fingers as gold light laced her ribs, an empress narrating her own orgasm a beat after it happened; and Sidonie’s plain finish-it-please landed a breath early, her walls gripping my cock as glass-blue frost climbed her spine, an auditor requesting the entry before it posted; and I came inside Sidonie in the space between their two words, pulsing thick into the tight squeeze of her while Maeva’s finish echoed through the bond, and both of them went over and met in the same laugh, gold and frost braiding for the first time, the bond between Maeva and Sidonie knitting, an empire of duchies and an audit of a kingdom finding they made one weather.

We lay in the war-loft after, two clerks and a Warden, horizontal under the map of the town, and they divided the Long Night between them the way this family divides everything, in bed, where it does its truest planning. “The parents are mine,” Maeva said, drowsy, an empress’s imperial sprawl claiming half of me and half of a map-chest. “The stone is mine,” Sidonie said, composure absent, the flush-trail cooling on her throat, and did not rebuild her composure yet, and left the one wrong button wrong on the shirt she had put back on, because it is hers now and mine to keep. “And he is ours,” they said, near enough together, and set inside the pile the command structure of the far side, the empress on the parents and the princess on the stone and the Warden on the seventh terrace with the Hush he did not have yet.

“You’ll do it briefly,” Maeva said, to Sidonie, at the edge of sleep, an empress and an apprentice who had stopped being an apprentice. “I’ll do it magnificently. Between us the town will not know what hit it.”

“Between us,” Sidonie agreed, dry and shaken and content, “the town will read a true stone and eat a good stew and never once feel handled. That’s statecraft, and I graduated briefly. Note it.”

Maeva laughed her real laugh into the dark. Wind pressed the shutters; at the seventh terrace, Sidonie’s pin trembled against the map.


Chapter 13: Twenty Nights

Sidonie rode south at dawn on the twenty-sixth night, with two of the order and a stone-keeper’s name in her coat, and by the twentieth the march was packing itself into a kitchen on wheels, and an oracle discovered that the wall she had been reaching for all winter was a cook’s four notes and a rest.

Sidonie left exactly on time and without ceremony. She was in the yard at grey light with two of the order and a rider’s kit and no baggage that was not a tool, and she had the surveyor’s glass in her coat, which she had taken back off my table the night before with the word “borrowed,” because a woman riding to swear a town’s trust on a stone wanted her own instrument for counting its lamps, and I did not argue, because her instruments migrating back to her own hands is a thing that has been happening all winter and is, I think, part of her becoming whole. She looked at me from the saddle, and she said, “I will count Kestering and swear its stone and it will be true before you arrive, and I will send one letter, and it will be short,” and I said I knew it would, and she almost smiled, which is her whole warmth, and rode south into the cold with the two graduates behind her, and Maeva watched her go from the wall with the particular stillness of a teacher watching an apprentice ride out to do the thing alone, and said nothing, which from Maeva is a benediction.

The keeper’s packing was priced in loaves, beds, and roads rather than tents and spears, and the household readied itself with almost no steel showing. Ottilie’s provisioning lists went out in loaves-per-child-per-day, a column of arithmetic no quartermaster in the kingdom would recognize and every mother in it would; Merta’s lists went out in beds, against a town’s worth of floors; Colm’s rig-boxes were labeled for seven terraces in a hand that pressed too hard; and the graduates rehearsed the drill’s short form on the drill-hall floor until it wore down to nine words and then, that week, to seven, because a lesson that travels gets shorter every time it changes hands, and by the road it would be nobody’s.

Petra rehearsed her rationing of the dragon story on the second cohort until she could stop it at any cliff and resume it at any dawn without losing a single child, and the cohort fought her for the next installment with the specific desperation of people who have understood, too late, that they are being managed by a professional, and loved her for it, which is the whole of Petra’s late-blooming genius, that she manages children the way a good moneylender manages a debtor, ruthlessly and with real affection. She had come to us during the royal progress wanting the dragon story more than the marriage she was a candidate for, and stayed as a boarder, and been mascot-knighted, and granted a real certificate over Yrsa’s dead body, and here she was on the eve of a road, the household’s storyteller, packing a story the way Ottilie packed loaves, because a story feeds another hunger too, and forty frightened children on a stair would need feeding on more than soup, and Petra had understood that a child who is being told a story cannot be sung out of it, that a narrative is its own wall, and that hers might hold as much of the seventh terrace as the hum did, which is a thing nobody would have believed of a marriage candidate who wanted to meet the dragon, and which was true.

And in the middle of the packing, at the ovens, the oracle and the foundling queen made a doctrine out of a tune.



Nahari came to the kitchen with her eyes shut, which is how she comes to most rooms now, and she asked Ottilie for the tune she had sung a hundred children through a winter, and Ottilie hummed it, and Nahari’s glass went warm.

“Sing me the wall,” Nahari said, standing at the oven with her lids down, her hands finding the warm stone the way she finds things. “The thing you hum. Four notes and a rest. I have decided I will not look at what is coming up the sea-road, because it is not a thing you see, and I have found this season that I cannot close my ears the way I close my glass, and so I need my ears full of something the door cannot get through, and I think it is yours. Hum it for me. Not the loud version. The kitchen version. The one you don’t know you’re doing.”

Ottilie hummed it. Low, four notes and a rest, a kitchen song, nothing holy in it, the sound a big woman makes over dough and does not notice making, the sound she had made in a doorway watching a boy not reach and stopped when she caught herself, and she made it now on purpose for an oracle, and Nahari’s face changed.

She keeps a shard of her glass on a thong at her wrist, blind by choice since Veltmark, a thing she will not look through unless the world is ending; and it went warm, I saw her feel it go warm, the way she had told us it had gone warm near the Warm at Dun Barrow, that little kept flame under Dun Barrow, a warmth that means kept ground, honest light, a place the thing that eats legends cannot read. A kept sound is kept ground.

“There,” Nahari said, and her slow blink slowed further, which is the oracle’s oldest tell. “That is it. That is the wall. Not a spell. A kept thing. A thing a person has held so long and so plainly that it has weight, and the weight is a floor, and a door cannot open in a floor.” She opened her eyes, and looked at Ottilie, and said the doctrine, because she is the one who says the doctrine and hands the last number to me. “Teach it to the children with the drill. Not instead of the sitting-still. With it. A child who hums while she holds is a child with her ears full. She cannot open what she cannot hear. The sitting-still keeps her hands in her lap; the hum keeps the song out of her ears; and between them there is no way in, because the door needs the child to want to reach and the child cannot want a thing she cannot hear singing to her.” She braided a strand of silver hair, thinking. “You have been carrying a wall for three hundred years and using it as a comfort. It was never only a comfort. It was a wall. You did not know, and you saved seventy with it anyway, and now we will teach it to a whole town.”

Ottilie went still, the way she goes still when three hundred years lands on her at once, and she set the ladle down with care. “I’ve been teaching it three hundred years,” she said, quietly, “and I never once knew it was a wall. I thought I was just being loud so the little ones weren’t scared. I thought loud was a kindness. And it was a wall the whole time, and I could have said so, I could have taught it as a wall, I could have,” and she stopped, because a keeper does not finish that sentence in front of the living, the sentence that ends I could have saved more, and she picked the ladle back up, because a story does not stop the pot.

“You did not know,” Nahari said, and it was the oracle being gentle, which she is when it is not cruel to be. “Nobody knew. I have looked farther than most people ever could and I did not know it until you hummed it at me over an oven a moment ago. A truth can wait three hundred years and only become sayable when the right two people stand at the right oven, and the not-saying was not a failing, it was a waiting, and you have never once been the kind of person who was in a hurry, so of course the truth waited for you to be standing next to a woman who could hear it was a floor.” She put her hand flat on the warm oven-stone. “You held a wall you did not know the name of and it saved seventy children. Now you know its name, and it will save a town. That is not grief. That is a keeper being handed, three hundred years late, the reason her work worked. Take it as that.”

And Ottilie looked at her, and took it as that, or began to, which is the most anyone takes a grief, and the two women stood at the ovens a while not talking, an oracle who cannot hear and a cook who is loud, having made between them the wall that would hold a stair, over dough, without a war-loft anywhere near it, and I stood in the doorway and did not go in, because a doctrine born at an oven belongs to the oven and not to the Warden who will spend it. “Right,” she said. “Two halves. Hands in the lap, and a tune. I’ll teach the tune with the drill. I’d have taught it three hundred years sooner if a blind woman had told me it was a wall.” And the Waiting had two halves from that hour, and I filed the making of it.



The wing taught the graduates the hum-and-hold that same day, and Nell led it, because Nell is eight and hums anyway, and by the third handoff the lesson was shorter and belonged to no one, and Tam logged it: TRAVELS.

It was the third link in the winter’s chain of teaching, and I stood in the drill-hall doorway and watched the kingdom’s newest honest Champions and the march’s graduates sit on a floor in front of a candle and learn to hum while they held, taught by an eight-year-old who did not fully know she was teaching.

Nell led it because Nell hums anyway, a small dry-coughing girl who hums under her breath the way some children chew their sleeves, and she sat on the floor with her hands in her lap and found the candle with her eyes and hummed four notes and a rest, and told the graduates, in the unbothered way of a child who has been asked to explain a thing she does without thinking, “You hum so your ears are full. Then the wanting can’t get in your ears. Then your hands don’t have to work so hard. Watch. Hum. Hold. Boring.” And Orla, beside her, said “Boring” in confirmation, the wing’s highest grade, and the graduates hummed.

The order’s eldest master hummed four notes and a rest on a drill-hall floor and did not look at anyone while he did it, a man of forty years’ craft who had said forty years of instructors taught him to grab faster and none taught him to leave it, now humming a kitchen song under his breath with his hands in his lap, learning a wall from a child, and Corbet, the youngest, hummed beside him and did not look back at the door, which is the thing he had been learning to do and being quietly sick over, and Saskia, at the rail, stood witness while the entire order sat on a floor and hummed, and permitted herself nothing, which is Saskia’s warmest gesture.

And by the third handoff the lesson was already shorter. Nell taught it to a graduate; the graduate taught it to another and left out two words that turned out not to matter; that one taught it to the eldest master in five words; and by the end of the afternoon it was hum, hold, boring, which is three words and a doctrine, and Tam logged it on his slate under the column he keeps for these things, TRAVELS, the same word he’d logged for the sitting-still, because the founder-engine of this house is a lesson that gets shorter every time it changes hands until it belongs to nobody and everybody, and a thing that belongs to everybody cannot be taken from anyone, which is the exact opposite of a gift with a hook.

I stayed in that doorway longer than needed. One sight in this house still caught me every time: the kingdom’s entire ladder sitting on one floor, the order’s eldest master, forty years a Champion, humming a kitchen song under his breath beside a girl of eight who taught it to him; a boy who fenced a king’s own Champion to the floor last spring learning a wall from a cook’s granddaughter of the fourth generation; Corbet humming with his hands in his lap and not looking at the door, learning the single hardest thing a fighter learns, which is to hold a line without looking back at what he is holding it for. A lesson shortened into common knowledge leaves no gate for an enemy to seize. That is what I had been building since the march first lit its lamps, without a word for it, and Nell handed me the word by accident, which is boring, and I filed it, and did not make it a moment, because you do not make a moment out of a thing a child does without thinking; you keep it.



Tam asked to come to Kestering, and I told him no, plainly, in the body, and he took it like a colleague and added a line to his slate, and Merta added herself to it.

He asked at the shelf, the THINGS WE DO NOT OPEN YET shelf, which is where Tam asks the serious things, standing in front of the letters and the music box and the CHOSE TO WAIT column in three children’s hands now. “I want to come to Kestering,” he said, plainly, the way he says things. “I can teach the drill. I taught it to the order. I’m the best teacher of it after Nell, and Nell’s eight, so really I’m the best teacher of it who can be relied on not to cough at the wrong moment. I should come.”

“No,” I said, plainly, because Tam is owed plainness. “And I’ll tell you the three reasons, because you’re old enough for reasons and young enough to want them in order.” I sat down on the floor with him, because words spoken sitting on a floor pass between equals. “One. The wing is yours to hold. We hold first means somebody holds the house, and the house is here, and if the house isn’t held there’s no house to teach doors to keep shut, and holding the house is not the smaller job, it’s the job the whole thing rests on, and I am giving it to you because you are the only one I trust with it.” I let that land. “Two. The Sponsor doesn’t buy a twelve-year-old. Anselm said it at the ford, twenty-six, too old, she’s sorry, and her rule is she wants them before anybody’s taught them, and you’ve been taught, and you’ve a door of your own you’ve learned to keep shut, so you are the one child in this county she cannot use. Which means you are the one child in this county who is safe to leave holding a house, and also the one who can teach the others to be as unusable as you, and both of those are Kestering-sized jobs done here.” And three, I did not say, because you do not say to a boy of twelve that you cannot bear to take him toward a stair where children are the target, that the whole plan is to keep children off the terraces, and the surest way to keep a child off a terrace is to keep him a hundred miles from the stair; I only said, “Three’s mine, and it’s that I’d rather have you here, and that’s allowed to be a reason, a man’s allowed to want a thing he’s fond of kept out of the cold.”

Tam looked at me a while, and did the arithmetic, and took it like a colleague, which is how Tam takes everything, and he stood up and went to his slate and added a line under HOLD FIRST. DOORS LATER. He wrote HOLD THE HOUSE. And Merta, from the kitchen, without turning round, said, “Both of us,” which is a widow with flint in her telling a boy she will be here too, that holding a house is not a thing you do alone, and Tam wrote nothing else, because when Merta says both of us there is nothing else to write.



The provisioning became a two-sovereign war fought entirely in a storeroom, and the empress conceded plums and won on salt, and a fox found a crate she could not price.

Ottilie’s loaves-per-child-per-day met Maeva’s campaign arithmetic at the war-table, and it was an effective treaty negotiation because both parties were right.

“You have allowed for forty-one families and no second helpings,” Maeva said, auditing the lists with the pleasure of a woman who has found an error in a rival’s books. “It is under-provisioned. A child who has sat still all morning in front of a candle eats like a siege. I have fed sieges. Children who have been made to hold their hands in their laps for four hours will eat you out of a town by the third day, and you have priced them as if stillness costs nothing to a stomach, when in fact stillness makes a child ravenous, because a body that cannot move burns its fear as hunger.”

“You’re right,” Ottilie said, unbothered, which took the wind out of the empress entirely, “and I priced it low on purpose, because if I price it high the first day the town thinks we’ve come to strip it, and a frightened town counts the flour a stranger uses, so we come in lean and we grow the ration as they trust us, and by the third day when they’d have counted us thieves they’re too busy eating to count, and that’s not under-provisioning, Empress, that’s the same crowd-craft you do with names, done with soup. But you’re right about the second helpings. Add plums.”

“I concede plums,” Maeva said, gravely, an empress conceding a duchy. “And I win on salt. You have too little salt for a week’s kitchen in a strange town where you cannot re-buy, and a kitchen that runs out of salt on the fourth day loses the parents on the fifth, because unsalted soup is the taste of charity and a proud frightened parent would rather starve than eat charity twice, and I have seen it, and I am adding salt, and I want it noted that I conceded plums graciously and won salt magnificently.”

“You won salt like it hurt,” Ottilie said.

“It did not hurt this time,” said Maeva. “I am improving. Alliance is a skill and I am acquiring it late and badly and I intend to be excellent at it by spring out of pure spite,” and the two empires laughed, treasury and pantry, and the lists were re-drawn, lean at the top and growing, plums added and salt won, and it was a kitchen provisioned down to every second helping before it rode into a river-town to teach it not to hand its children over.

The children’s arithmetic went into the hamper too, because a keeper packs a road by the children who will be at the end of it, and Ottilie packed for the two families from the ford who were coming to the march and then south with us, and for a town of frightened strangers, and for a town’s frightened children she had not met and had already priced in loaves, and for one boy she had met, whose mother had taken him south, and she packed a little extra of the thing a boy who keeps wick-scraps in a tin might like, without a word about it, the way she gives a child a thing sideways so the giving costs no shame, and I saw her do it and said nothing, because a keeper who is packing for a boy she is worried about does not want to be watched worrying, any more than Yrsa wants to be watched salting a road at midnight, and this house is held together, in the end, by the number of griefs we agree not to notice out loud.

And Suzu, auditing the road-boxes for the receipts file, opened a crate and went briefly, genuinely speechless, which happens to the fox perhaps once in a season. It was a crate of dried plums, packed and labeled, and the label, in a floury hand, read INSURED AGAINST FOXES, and Suzu stood over it with an expression I had not seen since a dragon appraised her at the march-hall, a professional out-professionaled in her own house, and she said, at last, “She insured plums. Against me. Before we’ve left. That’s not insurance, that’s a challenge,” and Ottilie, passing with a ladle, said, “It’s insurance. Eat one and find out,” and Suzu did not eat one. The fox declined to open it, remarkable enough on its own, and carried the fact around for a day like a splinter she was proud of.



Two warm-coin riders tried the sea-road track at dusk and were turned without a blade. Yrsa read their gear, giving the Stair’s lower terraces a face. Vyrissa flew in and out with a number that stilled the family.

Holt’s outriders, who had watched the march roads since the banner went up, turned two riders off the sea-road track by the fox shrine at dusk, no blade drawn, only the fact of being counted and known, and the two riders paid off their small errand in coin and left, and the coin came to Bram’s lockbox, and it was warm, uncirculated, four dynasties dead, the mint of every wrong coin in the house, and it went in beside the tin bird’s slag and the turned road-men’s purses, a growing drawer of the enemy’s currency.

Yrsa read their gear before they were sent off. “Dreven’s kind,” she said, turning a saddle over, reading the wear of it the way she reads a stance. “Hired men. Not soldiers, not fanatics, hired. Paid to keep gifts given and to keep the roads to a stair open. They’ll not die for her, which is good, it means they break when the paying stops feeling worth it, and they’ve no cause, which is bad, because a man with no cause has no line he won’t cross for enough coin and no line he’ll hold for pride.” She dropped the saddle. “Forty of them on the Stair’s lower terraces, I’d guess, from the caravan’s size. Not the danger. The godchildren are the danger, and the song. The road-men are just the thing the order holds while the real fight happens above them. But they’ve a face now, and a mint, and a wear on their gear, and I’d rather know the face of the thing my graduates will be standing in cold water against than not.” And she gave the lower terraces a face, which is what she does, so that on the night nobody would be surprised by what came up the first flight.

Vyrissa landed from the north at full dark, mid-packing, and gave the family the number it stands still for. “One beat in eight,” she said, flat, her quietest voice, and the whole household stopped what it was doing, because a thing under a mountain had counted faster than it did a week ago. “Eight. Not nine. I will not tell you what it means because I do not know. It is nearer. That is all. Nearer to whatever it is nearer to.” She stood in the great room with the snow melting off her shoulders in a warm patch the cats immediately annexed, and for a moment the appraisal-grammar went out of her entirely and there was only that quiet voice, the oldest grief in the household held with a keeper’s discipline. “It took my flight’s eggs when they were eggs,” she said, to no one, to the fire. “The thing on the sea-road. It has always preferred a future to a fight, because a future does not fight back. And there is a future under my mountain counting one beat in eight, and there is a woman on the sea-road with a basket of futures, and I have decided I do not believe in coincidences that convenient, and I have also decided to say nothing more about it, because some things you do not name until it is time, and it is not time.” And she did not stay; she flew straight back, because a keeper who stood in her nursery and still could not save it does not leave the thing she keeps for longer than she must, and the family took the number into its ledger of things true and not yet time, and went back to packing, and Kelm was not there to say the seventh cloud had been eaten again, because Kelm was in a room at an inn called The Seventy in a river-town to the south, humming through a wall, and I felt the missing boy in the count and said nothing.

And Yrsa salted the sea-road out of the gate at midnight, for footing, against the frost, and denied doing it in the morning, which is how I knew she was as frightened as I was, because Yrsa salts roads when there is a fight coming she cannot win with a sword, and she cannot fight a song, and so she salted a road at midnight and told no one and denied it, and I let her deny it, because there are kindnesses you do a saint by not noticing them.

I thought about the fight she could not win, that night, and what it does to a saint. Yrsa has spent ninety-four years being the strongest thing in every room, and the whole of her craft is that a problem can be met with a blade and a stance and a heel that no longer loads before the lunge. And she was riding toward a stair where the enemy was a song and the target was children’s hands and the winning of it depended on a drill and a hum and a cook, and there was nothing in it a sword could do except hold a terrace so the real fight could happen above her, and she had accepted that, she had named it herself on a snow-yard, the gate is wherever the children aren’t, and she believed it, and it still cost her something to ride toward a fight where her whole life’s craft was the supporting act. So she salted a road at midnight, because salting a road is a thing a blade can do about ice, and ice is a problem she can solve, and a saint who cannot fight the real enemy will fight the ice, and deny it, and I let her, and salted my own worry the same way, by re-echoing Colm’s cross-bars one more time in the dark, because a Warden who cannot fight a song can at least make sure the lights will hang.



That night the oracle took the count off her own lips and put it in my hands, twenty nights from the longest one, and taught me that the code she conducts by is the same one she means to be blind and deaf behind on a stair.

Her rooms had the eleven lamps lit, tradition, but the shutters were closed against a hard frost, and on the sill sat a shuttered relay-lamp, one of Brenna’s, the lamp-runners’ code-lamp with its little door for flashing signals up a line, and Nahari had it there on purpose, and I understood what she wanted when I saw it.

“No numbers tonight,” she said, and it was consent in her grammar, full sentences, the ritual and the foreplay both. “I am done with numbers until the zero. I counted forty-nine on your body and I will not count twenty; that is close enough to the zero that I can feel the Long Night’s edge in it and I refuse to hand it any more of my mouth. So tonight you count me. In the code. The lamp-runners’ code, the one Brenna’s children flash up a line: one flash, hold; two, gate ready; three, gate dropped. Tap it. On my wrist. And I will hum the foundling’s tune the whole time, and my ears will be full, and I will know what you mean by your hand alone, because I will not be able to hear you and I will not look, and I want to practice, tonight, being blind and deaf and led by a hand I trust, because that is what I mean to be on the seventh terrace, and I would rather learn it in your bed than on that stair.” Her yes stated, she tapped her stop-terms once against my wrist, so I would know the signal for them too, and I said my yes, plain, and she warmed the oil over a lamp and set the ritual going at her own pace, which moved at half the room’s pulse and could not be hurried.

The layers went aside one at a time, the ember and ash and bone wraps set down in her order, and I took her the way she always chose, from behind at the deep sill, her own place, familiar and deliberate, her wide heavy hips and the round mural-worthy fullness of her ass oiled and lamp-gold in the eleven-lamp light, palms flat on the frost-cold stone of the sill, silver hair over one shoulder catching the lamps, deep brown skin luminous by flame, and I pressed into her slow from behind, the oiled head of my cock sliding between the heavy cheeks and finding the slick heat of her pussy and pushing in, and the wet parting of her around me drew a low sound out of both of us, and I buried myself deep and held there and began to count her in the code, taps on the inside of her wrist where it pressed to the sill.

One. Hold. A tap on her wrist, a stroke held deep inside her, my cock throbbing in the tight oiled grip of her. One. Hold. Two, gate ready, and I drew back slow, feeling every inch of the drag, and pushed in again on the two. The relay alphabet as edging, a code read with the body while she hummed, four notes and a rest, her ears full of the wall, and I felt her reading me, a tap for a hold and a tap for a ready and her breath following the count she could not hear and could only feel, her pussy clenching on my cock every time my fingertip landed on her wrist, and the hum on her lips was the foundling’s tune, ears-full doctrine, a borrowed wall rather than her own music. The hum belonged to Ottilie; Nahari’s delight still waited at the edge for surprise. Three, gate dropped, exactly when I decided, and I slammed into her hard on the drop, and she broke a little on it and gathered again, edged, held, the oracle timing a stair on her own body one more time.

Then astride me, facing me, sinking down onto my cock with her oiled thighs spread wide, at her pace, ember filigree kindling up the temple-script that circles her ankle, her dark eyes open and deliberately unknowing, the hum fraying now into the notes she could not quite reach as she rode me slow, the slick grip of her rising and falling on my shaft, her heavy ass settling into my lap on each downstroke, and I gave her holds and readies on her wrist and she rode them, blind by choice and deaf by choice and led by a hand, her pussy squeezing me tighter with each tapped number, until I gave her the thing the code has that a bed has never had.

I gave her the long flash. The breach signal. The fourth word of the code, the one that means the wall is broken, come now, a signal Brenna’s runners reserve for a breached wall and I had not used in a bed, and I gave it the only way you can give a long flash by touch, which is stillness: I stopped tapping, and held my whole palm flat and still against her wrist, and did nothing, and the doing-nothing was the signal, an absence where a count should be, and it was the one thing she had not foreseen because it was not a thing at all.

She detonated on nothing. On an absence. The oracle who is edged by numbers and surprised only by being wrong came apart on a stillness, humming, her whole body clenching down around me in deep rolling contractions that milked my cock, her spine arching, the slick heat of her spasming tight and then tighter, and the ember light running full up her ankle-script, and her laugh arrived mid-note, the surprise-laugh that is hers and no one else’s, delighted, wrecked, “That is not a count. That is a wall. Oh, you gave me a wall, you gave me the breach as a wall, I have taught you nothing and you learned it anyway,” and the being-wrong of it, the being-surprised, drove the finish higher, because a woman who has seen everything is undone most completely by the one thing she did not see, and I came inside her with her humming and laughing and clenching around me, my cock pulsing thick in the grip of her, cum flooding into her in heavy spurts, my hands hard on her oiled hips as the pleasure whited out, and the bond looped her delight back through me and every pulse of my finish back through her, a warm circle of a woman being surprised into joy.

Long warm afterglow with the frost ticking at the closed shutters and the eleven lamps low, and she named the Stair’s doctrine plainly from the bed, because she names the doctrine after, in the warm, when the numbers are done.

“I will stand on the seventh terrace,” she said, drowsy, braiding a strand of hair. “Blind by choice, glass refused, on its thong at my wrist and never once raised. And deaf by choice, my ears full of a cook’s four notes and a rest. The one place on that whole hill the thing cannot read: a woman who will not see it and cannot hear it, standing beside a woman who is louder than it is. It cannot open a door it cannot show me, because I will not look, and it cannot sing me a door I cannot hear, because my ears are full of a wall. I will be the one blind spot on a lit hill, and I will be right, and being right while refusing to look is the whole of what I am for.” She yawned. “And you will count me in the code, on the night, on my wrist, the same as tonight, so that when the song comes and I cannot hear you and will not see you, I will still know what you mean, and I will know when the wall breaks, because you will hold your palm still, and a stillness is the loudest thing there is to a woman who has filled her ears on purpose, and,” and she slept mid-sentence, on purpose, the way she does. I extinguished the eleven lamps one by one and left the relay lamp dark.


Chapter 14: The Hush

A letter came up from Kestering on the sixteenth night in a frightened woman’s careful hand. Ottilie read it standing, then sat down.

The letter came by paid courier, which is how Hedda could afford to send it and how I knew she was desperate, because a cooper’s widow does not spend coin on a rider unless she has run out of every cheaper way to be afraid. It was in her own hand, careful, a woman writing above her schooling because the thing she had to say was too large for the words she owned, and Ottilie read it at the kitchen table with flour on her wrists, and she reached the end, then started the letter again, and then she set it down and sat down, which is a thing Ottilie rarely does, sit down in her own kitchen in the middle of the day.

Ottilie read Hedda’s words aloud. The inn is full of the godmother’s people, Hedda wrote, all of them kind, all of them warm-handed, and my boy has a candle on the sill of our room and he sits in front of it every morning and won’t stop, the way you taught him, ma’am, he says, though I never met you when he learned it, and he hums a tune he says a big lady sang him, four notes and a rest, over and over, and it’s a comfort to him and I don’t understand it. And the godmother came to our door. She was so kind I couldn’t say no. She asked me how old he was. I said ten. And she looked at him a while, sitting at his candle humming, and she said, still time, dears, still time, and she smiled the sweetest smile, and she left a second lamb on the sill, a little tin one, warm as a held hand, and I don’t know why I let her, I couldn’t say no to that voice, and I don’t know what I’ve done. Come soon.

The reading quieted the kitchen when its keeper sat down mid-morning. The household drifted toward the table, drawn by the letter’s importance. Merta stood at the bread with her hands still. Maeva had come to the door and priced the letter in one glance and priced the danger in it and said nothing, because there are letters an empress does not improve on. Suzu had gone still in the rafters, no joke in her, the fox reading the hook laid on a windowsill for a boy of ten. And Yrsa, at the doorway, read the letter over Ottilie’s shoulder in the flat professional way she reads a stance, and said the one tactical thing, low: “Still time means she’s decided to wait. A godmother who’s decided to wait is a godmother who’s not going to force a thing. She’ll let the wanting build. Which means we have until the night, and not a night less, and the boy holds until then, and we don’t do a single thing that makes her think she has to move faster.” And that was true and useful and cold, and Ottilie heard it and nodded once, because a keeper takes the cold true thing the same as she takes the warm one.

“He’s holding,” Ottilie said, at the end of it, quietly, to the table. “A ten-year-old in a room full of her people, in the middle of her camp, holding, sitting in front of a candle every morning with his hands in his lap and humming the wall, all on his own, because a man put a candle on a sill and taught him and he carried the teaching south in his own body like a coal in a tin.” She touched the letter. “He’s holding. And she said still time. Which means she knows he’s holding, and she’s decided to wait him out, because a godmother is patient, and a boy who holds every morning is a boy she thinks she can outlast if she leaves a second lamb on the sill and lets the wanting build for sixteen more nights.” She looked up, and she set the page flat with both flour-marked palms before meeting my eyes. “He’s ten. He’s holding a wall in the middle of her camp with no one to help him hold it. And I taught his mother’s boy’s teacher, and the teaching’s holding him, and I’ll not let it be for nothing. I’m going to that town, and I’m going to feed that boy, and I’m going to stand on that stair and be loud, and I’d have gone anyway, but now I’ve a name to be loud for, and a name makes a keeper louder.”

And then, because the letter had clarified her choice, she stood up, and she went to the still-room doorway, and she told me why she was going to Swear before she told me she would, which is the rhyme every one of them makes and the household’s oldest rule, and she made it in daylight, in kitchen grammar, before a single word of Stair arithmetic was in the room.



She said her reason in the still-room doorway with a ladle in her hand, and it was about a ford and not a war, and then she Swore her whole vow, and it was the only kind of oath she knows how to make.

“I’ve been thinking about the ford,” she said, plainly, standing in the doorway with the day’s ladle still in her fist like a scepter she had forgotten she was holding. “About what you did there. Because a keeper watches what a man does when he thinks the doing doesn’t count, and the ford was the doing that counted.” She turned the ladle in her hand. “You cut a dead boy loose. Aubin. Six years old and leashed to a tin lamp thirteen years, and you cut him free without deciding to, I watched you, there was no decision in it, your hand was in that saddlebag before your face had finished being afraid, and he rested, and you asked nothing. And you let the knight ride. You had Anselm’s leash in your hand, the ground of his whole cold life, and you could have cut it at the ford, and you’d have had a fair claim to, a man who’s led a caravan of dead children up a sea-road, and you didn’t, because it wasn’t the moment and it wasn’t fair and there was a fight on, and you cut the boy who couldn’t choose and left the man who could, and you asked nothing off either of them.”

“It was the right cut to make,” I said. “The boy couldn’t choose. The knight can.”

“That’s what I mean,” she said. “That’s the whole of it. Hobbe took my seventy and asked everything, their whole lives, their names, their warmth. The godmother gives a warm toy and asks everything, a child’s whole future, payable at a stair. Every man and every kindness I ever met, living and dead, gave a thing and took a thing, and called the taking a gift. And you cut a dead child loose in the middle of a fight and asked him for nothing, not gratitude, not service, not even to rest where you told him to, you just opened his door from the right side and let him go where he went, and you did it without deciding, which is how I know it’s true, because a man can decide to look generous but he cannot decide to be generous without deciding, and you didn’t decide, you just were, in the one second there was no time to be anything on purpose.” She set the ladle down, with care, the way she sets a thing down before something important. “I’ve watched you three weeks now, chosen and unchosen, and I’ve seen you take help like a family and not like a lord, and cut a leash and ask nothing, and put a candle on a sill for children who’ll never thank you for it, and be in no hurry about a single one of them, and I made up my mind at the ford, watching you not ask anything of a dead boy, and I’ve been carrying it since, and I’ll carry it no longer, because a keeper who’s decided is a keeper who ought to say so.”

And then she Swore, in her own grammar, which is the only kind of oath she has, a vow made of soup and doors and never a philosophy in it.

“I’ll keep your children warm,” she said, and her voice was low and level and sure. “I’ll teach them to keep their doors shut till they’re grown, and I’ll feed anybody who’s hungry in any house that has your name on it, march or stair or a town I’ve never seen, and I’ll not open a single door, ever, not one, not for a good reason and not for a bad one, because I’ve been leashed to hurried men my whole death and I’m done, and the one thing I know how to do that nobody can turn into a leash is feed a child and teach it to wait. That’s my whole vow. It’s the only kind I know how to make. It’s soup and doors and nothing grand. Sworn.” And she looked at me, hazel and level and warm. “You’ve got the rest of my death, Warden, and it comes with a kitchen, and I’ll thank you to never once be in a hurry about a child in front of me, because the day you’re in a hurry is the day I stop, and I don’t intend to stop.”

“Sworn,” I said, plain, the way the house says the largest things. “And I’ll never hurry one. That’s the easy half of the bargain. The hard half’s yours, and you’ve been doing it three hundred years.”

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN]

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE HUSH (LOW POTENCY)]

And the seventh strand went from a Tether at the edge of me to a Sworn thing braided in, the rose-warm of her running deeper, and something new settled into me with it, a stillness I had not had before, an echo whose reach I would learn within the hour, and the low hum at the base of my skull that is her contentment swelled and held, four notes and a rest, and I have carried it deeper since.

The household received the Sworn the way it receives everything, which is with a decree, an invoice, and a plum. Maeva amended her earlier proclamation to raise the pantry from “a sovereign state in alliance with the treasury” to “a sovereign state in alliance with the treasury and now possessed of a standing echo, which the treasury notes with respect and mild resentment, an empress noting that this wall acts directly in other people’s hands.” Suzu invoiced the Sworn at “double the Tether rate, oaths being a premium service,” and was paid in two plums, and pronounced the second plum “interest.” And Bram, who had already written HOUSE across the family’s tab and stopped pretending he priced anything, looked at a seventh queen sworn into the family and did the only accounting left to him, which was to open the good barrel one evening early, and pour it, and enter nothing, because you do not put a welcome in a book about debts.



We drilled the Hush through its first hour in the stone-yard with a brave nine-year-old volunteer. Yrsa named the result in one line: a wall for other people’s hands.

We did not wait to learn what the echo did, because a night was coming and an echo you have not drilled is a rumor and not a tool. So we went to the salted stone-yard, and Orla volunteered, which took a kind of courage I had not expected from a girl who bolts her own door, because Orla’s whole self is built on not reaching, on keeping her door shut, on checking the bolt twice, and I was asking her to reach on purpose so I could learn to stop a reaching hand, and she thought about it, visibly, the way she thinks about everything, and then she said, “If I’m going to be the one who reaches so you can practice stopping it, I’m doing it with a lamp I don’t want, so it’s honest,” and she chose the plainest lamp in the yard, a lamp she had no wish for, so that the reaching would be a drill and not a temptation, which is a nine-year-old bolting her own bravery, and I have thought about it since.

Asking a child to be frightened for you felt wrong, and I did not like asking it, and I said so, and Orla, who accepts almost no adult and had decided, since she met the foundling queen, that she liked her, told me not to be soft about it. “You need to practice stopping a reaching hand,” she said, with the terrible practicality of a nine-year-old, “and the only way to practice is on a reaching hand, and I’ve got two, and I’m not scared of you, and if I do it with a lamp I want it’s cheating because then I’m really reaching, so I’ll do it with a lamp I don’t want, and that’s honest, and you’ll stop it, and if you don’t stop it nothing happens because I didn’t want the lamp anyway, so it’s the safest way to learn.” Jorin, fourteen and too old for kitchen floors and sitting on one anyway, had built her a thing on the spot, a little ribbon-pull tied to the lamp so that if the Hush failed and she truly reached, the lamp would tip away from her hand and no leash could ground in a thing that had fallen over, a fourteen-year-old engineering a fail-safe out of a ribbon and denying he cared, and I let him, because a house that lets its children build the safety of its drills is a house that raises children who build.

“Reach,” I told her. And she reached, her small hand going out toward the lamp on purpose, a girl who never reaches making her hand do the thing it is built not to do, and I said the word, quiet, one word, the Hush, and I do not have a better name for what it is than a word said with a stillness behind it, and her hand stopped.

It stopped in the air, mid-reach, for the space of one breath, and the lamp’s flame, which had been leaning toward her the way flames lean toward a reaching child, settled and stood straight in its cup, and Orla’s hand hung still in the air, hers and not hers, held by a breath’s worth of borrowed stillness, and then the breath ended, and her hand was her own again, and she pulled it back, and looked at it, and said, “That’s the strangest thing that’s ever happened to me and I’ve had a leash melted off my lantern, do it again,” and we did it again, and it held for a breath, always a breath, one child, one hand, one held breath.

Ottilie stood in the doorway for the first stop with an expression I could not read at once and read a moment later, because it was the face of a woman watching the exact thing she had needed on a stair three hundred years ago walk into the world one lifetime too late to save the ones she lost. “A hand stopped,” she said, quietly. “For a breath. I could have used that. On the night. There were three of them, the littlest ones, four and five, who tried to reach no matter how loud I was. I caught their hands while I kept singing, certain each time that I would fail one of them. But they held. All three held through the night. I’ve carried that fear separately from the thirty-three all these years, because the thirty-three died of cold and those three nearly reached, and each memory weighs differently.” She did not sit down this time. She stood in the doorway and took it as a keeper takes a thing, which is by adding it to the pantry and going back to work, and she said, “Well. You’ve got it now. Drill it till it’s boring. Boring’s how you know it’ll hold when you’re frightened,” and went back to the pot, and I drilled it till it was boring, for the three she had nearly lost as much as for the forty I meant not to.

“A wall that expires,” Yrsa said, delighted, watching, the second time since the Stand drill she has called an echo a wall that expires, because the first was the Stand, the ground that cannot be taken for one held breath, and here was its cousin. “The Stand holds ground for a breath. This one holds a hand for a breath. And it’s not for your hand, is it. It’s for other people’s hands.” She was grinning, the professional’s grin at a new tool. “Every echo you’ve ever had was for you or for the fight. The Standard steadies a line, the Footwork threads you through, the Glimpse warns you, the Measure reads a leash, the Shade-Step walks you, the Stand plants you. This one does nothing for you at all. It stills somebody else’s hand for a breath. It’s the first echo whose whole action happens in somebody else’s body.” And she was right, and it fit the Sworn queen it came from, because Ottilie’s whole self is a thing that is only ever for other people, and the echo of her was a stillness lent to other people’s hands, and no echo I own has ever been less about me.

The doctrine was plain and it was a problem. “It buys one child one breath,” I said, working it. “Orla’s hand, one breath, and then it’s hers again. On the Stair there’ll be forty children too young to hold, or too new to the Waiting, and one Warden with one echo that stills one hand for one breath. Forty children need forty breaths. Or,” and I stopped, because the answer was already signed in Bram’s lockbox, the ring’s contingency, the loop-hold widened, one breath forty wide, every bond-light on the Stair going dark to buy it. “Or one breath, forty children wide, paid by the ring. Which we’ve signed. Which means the Hush’s real hour isn’t here, in a yard, on Orla. It’s on the Stair, when I say the word and the family goes dark to make one child’s breath into forty children’s breath, and I’d rather have drilled the small version a hundred times before I ever spend the large one, because you don’t learn a thing for the first time when it’s forty children and a godmother.” And we drilled the small version, on Orla, again and again, a girl reaching and a word and a breath, until my one word came easy and Orla’s hand stopped like a habit, and Orla pronounced the whole thing “boring, finally,” which is the wing’s highest grade, and I took it as the sign the drill was ready.



Yrsa drilled the Stair with a seventh terrace full of sitting children, and taught the order the hardest rule of the night, which is to hold a line without ever once looking back at what you’re holding it for.

She had chalked the seven terraces again in the snow-yard, but this time she put the five wing children still at the march on the chalk seventh, sitting, hands in their laps, the thing to be held, so that the order would drill against a live seventh and not an empty one. The twelve second-cohort graduates worked the relay edge as instructors. A line held in front of a chalk mark is an exercise; a line held in front of five children sitting in the snow is a thing you feel in your chest.

“Here is the hardest rule of the whole night,” Yrsa told the order, standing at the bottom of the chalk hill. “You will hold the lower terraces. And behind you and above you, on the seventh, will be forty children sitting in the snow with their hands in their laps, and a cook, and an oracle, and everything you are there to protect, and you will want to look back at them. Every instinct you have will tell you to look back, to check them, to make sure they’re still holding, to see the thing you’re bleeding for. And you must not. Because the moment you look back is the moment the man in front of you gets inside your guard, and the moment you break to look at what you’re protecting is the moment you fail to protect it. You hold the line by facing away from the reason. You keep them safe by never once looking at them. It’s the hardest thing a fighter ever learns and most fighters never learn it, and you’ll learn it this week, on a snow-yard, in front of children who are only pretending, so that on the night, in front of children who aren’t, your neck already knows not to turn.”

And she ran it, and it was hard, and it was meant to be. The eldest master looked back twice, the reflex of forty years of decency, checking the children, and both times a graduate playing the enemy touched him out, and Yrsa made him run it again, and again, until his neck learned, a man of forty years’ craft being taught by a saint of ninety to unlearn the one instinct that felt like the most human thing about him, and he learned it, grey-faced, because the doctrine was right and he knew it. “It feels like abandoning them,” he said to her, after the third run, honestly, a man saying the true hard thing. “Facing away. It feels like turning my back on children.” And Yrsa, who does not comfort and does not lie, said, “It is turning your back on children. That’s exactly what it is. You turn your back on them so that nothing gets past you to them. The man who turns to watch the children is the man who lets the thing through that hurts the children. Your back is the wall. A wall that keeps turning round to check on what it’s protecting has a hole in it every time it turns. Be a wall. Face out. Trust the cook to hold the other side.” And the eldest master took that, grey-faced, and faced out, and did not turn again, and I have thought since that it is the truest thing anyone said all week, that love, on a stair, looks exactly like turning your back. And Corbet did not look back. Corbet, twenty-two, whose home village sent eleven children over the border to be made into gilt things at twelve, held his chalk line and faced away from the children the whole drill and never once turned his neck, and did it right, and was quietly sick behind the drill-hall afterward, because doing it right cost him something doing it wrong would not have, the specific price of a young man who has understood that keeping children safe means never looking at them while you bleed, and Saskia, who misses nothing and says less, walked past him where he was being sick and put a water skin down beside him without a word and kept walking, which is Saskia’s whole vocabulary of tenderness, a water skin and no comment and no thanks wanted, and Corbet drank it and held his line the next run and did not look back, and I marked him for the first terrace on the night, because a man who can be sick over the doctrine and still keep it is the man you want at the bottom of a stair.

And Ottilie watched the whole of that drill from the kitchen doorway, hoarse-quiet, a woman Sworn an hour to hold the seventh terrace watching the men who would hold the six below her learn to face away from her while she held it, and at the end of it she said the thing that made the doctrine bearable, because a keeper always finds the warm side of a cold true thing. “They face away from the children,” she said, “and I face the children. That’s the whole of the arrangement. Somebody has to face out and somebody has to face in, and a stair works when the two of them trust each other’s backs. They’ll never once look at what they’re holding. I’ll never once take my eyes off it. And between us the children are held on both sides by people who can’t see each other doing it, which is the truest kind of holding there is, the kind where you never get to watch the other person keep their half.” And Yrsa, who had run the drill, looked at the foundling queen and said, “That’s the best account of a shield-line I’ve heard in ninety years and you’ve never held one,” and Ottilie said, “I held a hundred children through a siege. It’s the same line, done with soup,” and the two of them, the saint who faces out and the keeper who faces in, understood each other completely, which is how the sixth terrace and the seventh were bound together sixteen nights before the night that would test the binding.



She locked the still-room door herself that night, the kerchief already off, and she told me the one appetite that was hers alone, and the whole of a Sworn queen’s private half arrived in a room warm from the ovens.

I went to her, because I had learned that she wanted both the asking and the coming-to; she had asked me to sit still the night of her Tether, and tonight I came to her, the pantry’s sovereign, and I said so at the door. “The pantry’s a sovereign state,” I said. “And I’m told a man’s welcome in it if he’s hungry. I’m here to be fed.” And she had locked the door herself this time, which she had not done before, and the kerchief was off before I arrived, the warm chestnut curls down over her soft shoulders in the one lamp’s light, and I understood that a thing that had been building since the stone-yard was about to be said plainly.

“I’ve wanted my mouth on you since the snow,” she said, and it was consent in her grammar, unhurried, with the flush already living on her chest, and there was no shame anywhere in it. “A cook likes to taste. It’s an appetite I haven’t fed in three hundred years, because a keeper feeds everyone else and never herself, and I’ve decided I’m done doing that, and you’re the one I’ve decided to be done doing it with. So. I’ll have my mouth on you, slow, and I’ll not rush it and I’ll not be rushed, and you’ll look at me the whole time, and you’ll let me hum, and that’s the ask. Say your yes.” I said my yes, plain, and she set her stop-word and I set mine.

The laces of the kirtle came apart one at a time, each a clause, and I watched her undo them, a woman who does not hurry undoing a thing slowly on purpose, and the very full soft abundance of her came into the lamplight, the natural abundance of a woman who fed a hundred children and never once starved herself of a second helping, and I looked at her the way she had asked, slowly, all of her, the heavy breasts and the soft rounded belly and the wide hips and the thick warm thighs, and the flush that lived on her cheeks and ran down over the tops of her breasts, and the chestnut curls loose over her soft shoulders, and she let herself be looked at, which is the hardest thing for a woman who has spent her life being the one who looks. The apron went on its hook. The curls were loose. A woman three hundred years hungry stood in a warm still-room and decided to feed the one hunger she had never fed, and there was nothing comic in it and nothing to forgive and everything to want, and I let her see that I wanted it, which was half of the ask.

And she took her time, which was the whole of her unhurried appetite. She went to her knees, a big soft woman on the still-room floor with the warm wall at her back, and she took my cock in both hands first, weighing its heft in her palms, the cook’s appraisal, and then her lips parted and she took the head into her mouth, soft and wet and warm, and she did it the way she does everything, unhurried, savoring, her tongue dragging a slow circle around the tip before she sank deeper, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked, taking me inch by inch until her lips were stretched wide around the shaft and her nose pressed to my belly. And she hummed, and the hum around my cock was mechanism and tell at once, the vibration of four notes and a rest thrumming through the whole length of me, and her hazel eyes came up to mine and locked there, the direct gaze from her knees with her mouth full of me, and she held it, those warm hazel eyes steady and shameless, and the humming and the wet warmth and the no-hurry of it undid me in a way that speed never has, because there was no performance in it, only a woman doing a thing she had wanted for three hundred years and refusing to be quick about it, her lips slick with saliva, spit stringing from the corner of her mouth to my shaft when she pulled back to breathe and then took me deep again, unhurried, savoring, the wet sucking sounds of her mouth on me filling the still-room, and I put my hand in the chestnut curls, guiding, never rushing, because she had forbidden me to rush her, and she hummed her approval of the hand and slowed further out of pure contrariness, a cook who will not be hurried in her own kitchen, her tongue working the underside of my cock with each long slow pull.

I told her, low, the way I talk in bed, “Look at me. There. Just like that. Take all the time you want, it’s yours, the whole of it’s yours,” and she hummed, pleased, and took all the time she wanted, her mouth worshipping me slow and deep, her lips sealed tight and dragging, her throat working when she took me deepest, and when I finished it was in her mouth, my cock pulsing against her tongue in thick spurts, and she swallowed every pulse of it without breaking the gaze, her throat moving as she took it, and the hum after, low and satisfied, was the placement of it, her satisfaction made audible, a woman who had fed everyone finally feeding the one hunger that was hers, savoring the taste of my cum the way she savors a stew she is proud of, humming her contentment at having it, and the humming, eye contact, and refusal to hurry stripped the rhythm out of me.

And then I returned it, because her appetite had always included reciprocity, and a keeper who spends her life feeding others is owed being fed, and I laid her back on the quilt and opened the soft body slowly, parting her thick thighs with my hands, and put my mouth on her pussy, my tongue finding the slick folds of her and dragging flat across her clit, tasting the warm salt-sweetness of her while she hummed and instructed me like recipe steps, practical, warm, “there, slower, no, lower, leave the flour, you’ve flour on you again, there, oh, there,” my tongue circling her clit in slow wet strokes, my lips closing over the swollen bud of it and sucking while two fingers slid inside the tight wet heat of her, until the instructions began to lose their order and then stopped altogether, and she came under my tongue with her thick thighs clamping warm around my head, her pussy pulsing around my fingers, and the rose-warm light rising up her from the chest, and then I moved up over her, face to face, my mouth slick with the taste of her, and slid my cock into her slow and deep, the wet heat of her swallowing me as her heavy breasts pressed warm against my chest and her thighs drew up around me and her hands spread on my back, a session at a kitchen’s pace, the slow deep slide of me in and out of her, nothing of the sill in it and nothing of the bench, only the quilt and the warm wall and the hum rising.

At her peak the hum went flat, a note she could not hold, and then it went silent, the one time the kitchen is quiet, and in the silence she said it, plainly, wrecked and content both: “That’s the whole ask. That’s all of it. Somebody counted the cook.” And the rose-warm light rose full under her fair skin, pink-gold, unlike any gold in the house, and the already-Sworn strand flared rose-warm through us as the Hush settled fully into me, and beyond the still-room wall, in the kitchen, every lamp settled at once, the flames standing straight and still in their cups as if a hand had passed over them, the Hush’s first ambient proof coming off her own skin at the moment she came apart, a wall for other people’s hands proving itself from the body of the woman it came from, and she felt it, and laughed the rare laugh into the dark, “the lamps, oh, the lamps stood still, that’s mine, that came out of me,” and clenched soft and deep around me, her pussy gripping my cock in long rolling waves, and pulled me over with her; I drove deep and held and came, pulsing thick inside her, cum flooding her in slow heavy spurts with my hand spread on the soft of her belly and her name whispered low against her neck, and the bond looped every pulse back through both of us so she crested again on the feel of me emptying into her, my cum warm and spilling between us, and the hum came back before her voice did.

“Somebody counted the cook,” she said again, into the warm dark, not to me, to herself, the way you say a thing you have waited three hundred years to be able to say, and I let her say it as many times as she needed, because there are sentences that only get to be true by being said out loud in a room where they are true, and this was one of hers.

She pulled the quilt over both of us and tucked it, which no other queen does, and named the echo’s flicker at the edge of sleep, the lamps steady near me now, a reaching hand in the house going still at my word, a stillness lent that had not been mine before her, and she gave me one thing unasked, which is her way.

“I’ll be loud on the Stair,” she said, drowsy, her hand over mine on her belly. “Loud as I was three hundred years ago and louder, because I’ve a name to be loud for now and a week of teaching under me instead of a winter of starving. And if I go hoarse, the way I went hoarse before, you’ll hum for me. I’ve heard you humming to Nell when you think nobody’s listening. You can’t sing a note, Warden, it’s a genuine affliction, you sound like a gate that wants oiling. But that’s fine. It’s a wall, not a choir. A wall doesn’t have to be pretty, it only has to hold, and a gate that wants oiling held four notes and a rest for a coughing child last week and I heard it hold, so you’ll hum for me if I go hoarse, and between your bad humming and my loud one we’ll out-last her the way I out-lasted her once, only this time I’ll not die of it, because I’ve a quilt to come home to and a hand to put over mine, and a keeper who’s got somewhere warm to come home to doesn’t freeze on a stair.” And she hummed, four notes and a rest, content, and did not stop when she noticed, and slept, and the seventh strand lay braided through the squad-link, rose-warm. The Hush was live, one breath wide. Beyond the wall, the kitchen lamps remained still.


Chapter 15: The Ring, Waiting

Twelve nights before the Long Night, I walked the wall slowly and let the household keep its ordinary shapes.

The frost was thick on the crenels. A cold stair could wait; the warm room in front of me could not.

I woke before light on the last ordinary day and walked the wall the way I had walked it at first frost, because a Warden should close a season with the same round, and the frost was thick on the crenels and the census stood at two hundred and sixty-six total lights, with the smaller KEPT subset ruled separately, and Brenna walked it with me a while and defended that KEPT column like scripture and told me, gravely, that she had personally re-lit two lamps that had guttered in the night and written down why, and I told her that writing down why was the whole of the job, and she said she knew, she had learned it from Tam who learned it from the wing, and the founder-engine of this house turned over once in the frost, a lesson three hands deep already and getting shorter.

The last ordinary day is a day this house has learned to spend well, because we have had several of them now, on the eves of sieges and trials and markets, and each time the lesson is the same, which is that you do not spend the day before a hard one bracing; you spend it living, on purpose, slowly, so that the thing you are about to defend is fresh in your hands and you remember, on the stair, exactly what it is you are holding a stair for. So I spent the day noticing.

The fourth bracket at the warden-post was inspected that morning by Brenna’s cohort, gravely, and found still empty, because we did not yet know the shape of the lamp that would hang in it. There are three lamps at the warden-post now, lit at dusk by whoever reaches them first, the race denied by all: Esra’s flame, and Tibba’s clay spare, and the march’s own. And a fourth bracket, empty, waiting, and Brenna’s ledger carries the line FOURTH BRACKET, SHAPE UNKNOWN, which is the most honest line in the whole census, a bracket built for a lamp nobody has designed yet, hung on a wall against a light that is still on the road. “We don’t build the lamp till we know the shape,” Brenna told her cohort, which is a thing she learned from Tam who learned it from the wing, and the cohort inspected the empty bracket and confirmed it was still correctly empty and logged it, and I stood on the wall and looked at a bracket built for a light not yet made and thought that it was the truest practice this house keeps, to build the waiting a place before the thing arrives.

The wing ran its morning drill one last time before the road, and the children ran it for the graduates instead of the other way round, a wing of children teaching the kingdom’s newest Champions to sit on their hands, and the smallest recited the rule, read, hold, ask before you reach, and Ninet, nine years old, added, unprompted, at the end of it, “and hum,” which is the doctrine’s new second half arriving in a nine-year-old’s mouth as if it had always been there, and the graduates hummed, and the wing nodded gravely, approving the form of grown fighters, and it was a drill I knew I would remember, a house’s future teaching a kingdom’s future to keep its doors shut, and none of them making a moment of it.

Merta’s hamper for the road weighed as much as a child, which I know because Jorin weighed himself and then weighed himself holding it and reported the difference with the gravity of a fourteen-year-old who has performed science, and Bram revived his siege-menu as a road-menu, everything must go, especially the good barrel, again, the same joke he had made before every campaign since Veltmark and which is funnier each time precisely because it does not change.

And the wing said its goodbyes to the household the way the wing does, by folding a large thing into the small shapes it can hold. Nell wanted to know whether Ottilie would still make the hot thing with honey when she came back, and was assured she would, and lost all interest in the larger question, honey being the whole of it from where Nell stood. Orla told me, gravely, checking her bolt for the second time, that she had decided the household would come home, because she had counted the beds we were leaving made and a house that leaves its beds made is a house that means to come back to them, which is Orla reasoning her way to courage out of a made bed, and I told her she was right, and she said she knew, she had checked twice. And Petra’s rationing of the dragon story reached, that last day, a chapter she had invented from whole cloth, the dragon and the ice-bridge, which appears in no telling anyone knows and which she delivered to the second cohort with total authority, and Vyrissa, consulted about its accuracy, considered it a long moment and pronounced it “unsupported, and possible, and I have decided to allow it, because a story a child will sit still for is a true story regardless of whether it happened, and I did once cross an ice-bridge, only it was smaller and there was no princess on it, so she has improved the facts, which is her right as a storyteller and mine as the dragon to resent,” which is a dragon and a storyteller negotiating the border of a lie, warmly, and the cohort got its chapter and sat still for it.



Sidonie’s letter came up from Kestering at midday, short and dry and present by post, and the town had read the stone true, and a boy of ten was humming in a godmother’s inn and her people found it charming.

It was read at the table, in Sidonie’s own voice because Maeva read it in the princess’s dry cadence, and the letter was short the way she had promised it would be, and every line of it did a day’s work.

The town read the stone true, she wrote. I stood at Kestering’s deed-stone at dawn with Old Amsel beside me and swore the march’s purpose on it in one sentence and the stone took it and glowed, and the town read it off the stone before breakfast, and now they will stand still for you, which is a start and not a finish. Old Amsel is a stone-keeper of the honest kind, sixty, deaf in one ear, and unimpressed by princesses, which I found restful, and he reads my swearing off the stone to anyone who will stand still, in a voice pitched for the deaf, which means the whole square hears it. The inn is the godmother’s; her people have it entire, and they are kind, and the kindness is the worst thing about them. The caravan camps on the Stair’s second terrace with a canvas and a wagon of toys. The godchildren are courteous. Thirty-one families are already in the town with keepsakes, and more come daily, because it is warmer in a town than on a winter road and a godmother has promised them a naming. And then the line that made the table go still: Hedda and the boy are here. He hums. He sits at a candle every morning in the godmother’s own inn and hums four notes and a rest, and the godmother’s people find it charming, a sweet boy with a little song, and they have not yet understood what it is. Come as yourselves. Signed, S.

“He’s holding,” Ottilie said, at that line, the same as she’d said it at the ford, “and her own people think it’s a charming little tune, and they’ve no idea a ten-year-old is standing a wall in the middle of their camp, humming a thing a dead cook taught his teacher, and I’m going to walk into that inn and I’m going to see him hold it, and then I’m going to feed him, and if any of her kind people find that charming too, I’ll,” and she stopped, because a keeper does not finish a threat in front of the living, and picked up a ladle instead, and the ladle was threat enough.

“Come as yourselves,” Maeva repeated, the last line, and there was pride in it. “She has understood the whole of my doctrine and put it in three words. We do not come as an army or a rescue or a progress. We come as a household with soup, and we let a true stone and a good stew do the work a banner cannot. She has graduated. I taught her nothing she did not already have; I only gave her permission to use it briefly.” And she set the letter aside to answer it, in the latest form of a ritual she had kept since the Sunken Crown.



Maeva’s letter ritual reached its fifth form, and this time she wrote to a whole town’s frightened parents, to be read aloud off a stone before the march ever arrived, and a foundling queen added a line about plums.

I kept the count of her letters because each one marked a different Maeva. She had written to her dead duchies and burned the pages, folded another into a campaign map, sealed one into the cornerstone for the living, and sent spring greetings to her neighbor-duchies by ordinary post. Now she wrote to strangers, to a river-town’s frightened parents, a letter meant to be read aloud in a square by a deaf stone-keeper before a single graduate arrived, and it was not a decree, though she is an empress and decrees come easiest to her; it was a neighbor’s letter, and she chose every word against her own instinct for magnificence, and chose the plain one, because the doctrine required plain.

You were given a gift, she wrote, and asked for nothing, and that was kind, and you were right to take a kindness offered to your children. We are coming to ask for something, which is honest of us and should make you trust us more and not less, because an honest request can be weighed; a gift that asks for nothing cannot be weighed at all. We ask a week of your children’s mornings, sitting in front of a candle, doing nothing, with soup. It is very boring. Boring is how you know it is honest, because there is no money in boring and no one sells a thing that is boring, and a woman only teaches a child to sit still because she loves the child and wants nothing off it. Signed, Lady Maeva. And beneath it, in a floury hand, added without asking and left because it was better than anything the empress could have written: and there’ll be plums. Signed, O.V.

“That line will do more than mine,” Maeva said, reading the addition, without a trace of the resentment she pretends to. “A frightened parent does not fully trust a lady who writes well. A frightened parent absolutely trusts a woman who has thought about plums. Leave it. Send it ahead by the fast rider. Let Amsel read the whole of it off the stone, plums and all, in his deaf man’s shout, to a square full of parents, before we ever come over the hill.” And it went south, a neighbor’s letter and a promise of plums, to be read aloud off a stone to a frightened town, which is the opposite of a hearing, and the reason there would be no hearing.



The pencil was stolen for luck at Stair rates, the ritual’s fifth outing, and this time the fox said the true thing about it first, and I let her.

Suzu took the pencil that evening, the way she takes it before every danger, out of my pocket with full eye contact, which is the whole of the ritual, a theft done openly so that it is not a theft but a promise. And this time, because danger was twelve nights away and she was that kind of fox now, she said the true thing before the joke. “I gave it once,” she said, holding the pencil up between us, the pencil she had put into my hand at zero in the hayloft. “At the loft. I gave it to you, free, no hook, and I told you I’d steal it back, and that stealing it back was the gift, both directions were the rule. So now I’m stealing it. For luck. Stair rates, which is triple, because a stair’s more dangerous than a road.” She pocketed it. “I gave it and I’m stealing it and both are the rule, and the rule is the thing, Warden. A gift you can steal back and a theft you can give back, that’s the opposite of a hook, that’s the opposite of everything on that hill, and I’ve thought about it a great deal, and I think that’s why I hate her, the godmother. Because she gives a thing you can never give back. And I steal things I always return, and give things I always steal, and it looks the same from outside, a woman moving objects around, and it’s the exact opposite thing, and I want to be there when she finds out what the opposite of her looks like.” And she carried the pencil off, stolen, for luck, and I let her, because a fox who has understood herself that well has earned the pencil.

Tam gave his last report before the household went, standing at the shelf, delivering it with lamp-captain gravity, the wing accounted for. “The wing’s mine,” he said. “And Merta’s. Brenna’s got the census, and she’ll defend the KEPT column like scripture, and if it changes she’ll write down why. Orla’s got her bolt and she’ll check it twice. Osric’s got the tally and he’ll end any illegal wager that starts. Nell’s music box stays on the shelf. And the fourth bracket’s mine to keep empty till you tell me the shape of the lamp.” He looked at me, level, a boy of twelve who was being left to hold a house. “What’s the shape.”

“I don’t know yet either,” I told him, plainly, because Tam is owed plainness. “I genuinely don’t. We’ll know it when whatever it’s for arrives, or when we’ve done a thing that tells us the shape. Till then it stays empty, and empty’s not a failure, empty’s a bracket doing its job, which is waiting.”

“Then we’ll both hold first,” Tam said, which is the wing’s whole doctrine turned into a promise between two people, and he wrote nothing on his slate, because there was nothing to add, and I gripped his shoulder once and did not make it a moment, because you do not make a moment out of leaving a boy to hold a house; you trust him with it and go.

He did have one question, at the shelf, before I left him. “If a woman comes with a basket while you’re gone,” he said, plainly, a boy planning for the thing a boy plans for. “What do I do.” And I told him the truth, which is that she would not come, because she was on a stair to the south and could not be two places, and that the only thing a basket-woman ever needs is a child who reaches, and that there was not a child in this house who did not know how to hold, and that his whole job was to keep holding the way he was already holding, and to hum, and to trust that a wall three words long and a hum four notes long would hold a house the same as they would hold a stair. “You’ve already got everything you’d need,” I said. “You’ve had it since you were nine. Nobody in this house reaches. That’s the whole defense. It was always the whole defense.” And Tam took that, and nodded, and said, “Boring,” which is the wing’s word for a thing that will hold, and I left him holding a house with a candle on a sill and a hum in his chest, and it held, as I knew it would, because a thing that belongs to everybody cannot be taken from anyone.



Then the family closed its ring in the war-loft, six women present and a seventh counted in by post. This time Ottilie opened the room.

She arrived before Maeva could clear the maps, laid her quilt beside the stove-wall, and pointed her ladle at the cold floor around it. “Keep the map. Bring the cushions here. If we’re banking warmth before a winter road, we bank it where people can reach it. Who’s cold?”

Everyone was, a little.

So Maeva left the Kestering map pinned and surrendered the usual center without pretending the concession pleased her. Yrsa bolted the door. Suzu emptied every pocket but mine, found the missing pencil in her own sleeve, and kept it. Vyrissa settled along the quilt’s outer edge instead of taking the far perimeter, a wall of banked heat at Ottilie’s back. Nahari sat opposite them with two fingers resting on the foundling queen’s wrist, already keeping time by touch.

Sidonie’s chair remained at the quilt’s open side. Her letter lay across its seat.

Maeva read the last line in the princess’s dry cadence when the toasts went round. “Witnessed. Count me in by post. Signed, S.”

The room laughed for one breath. Then Sidonie’s glass-blue thread tightened faintly through the mesh from three days south, steady as ruled ink.

Ottilie looked around the quilt as if she had been handed an unfamiliar kitchen. “I’ve fed all of you for nearly four weeks. I’d like the other thing now. Sit still when I ask. Come back here when you’re done. Witnessed.”

The answering consents came around her rather than across a formal circle: Maeva’s decree, Yrsa’s terms, Nahari’s full sentence, Suzu’s straight admission, Vyrissa’s appraisal. Mine stayed plain. The remote frost-thread pulsed once beneath Nahari’s fingertips, Sidonie’s yes arriving without spectacle.

Ottilie patted the quilt. “Good. Start where we’re warm.”

I started with her.

Her apron was already on its hook. I drew the kirtle laces apart one at a time while she sat in the middle of the quilt, curls loose beneath the removed kerchief, hazel eyes following my hands. Her full breasts eased into the lamplight. I cupped them, bent to one hard nipple, and listened as her low hum rose through the room.

“Slower,” she instructed. “There. Let the rest of them learn patience.”

Suzu dropped cross-legged into Ottilie’s lap behind her and immediately tried to steal one loosened lace. Ottilie caught the fox’s wrist without looking.

“Hands in your lap.”

“This is targeted oppression of a licensed professional.”

“Sit still.”

Suzu sat, tails spreading across the quilt. Yrsa took the other side, shoulder pressed to Ottilie’s, and tested the warmth with a soldier’s suspicion before deciding it would hold.

I worshiped Ottilie at the center while the others touched in pairs around her. Maeva unpinned her crowned braid beside Vyrissa, each pin placed in the dragon’s palm for appraisal. Nahari’s fingers moved from Ottilie’s wrist to Yrsa’s, tapping a slow hold that made the saint’s jaw set. Suzu stayed trapped in the foundling queen’s lap, watching everyone watch her obey.

When I eased Ottilie down, it was onto the quilt she had chosen, face to face. Her thick thighs opened around me. I pushed inside slowly, filling her while her hands settled on my shoulders and her heavy breasts pressed warm against my chest.

“There,” she said. “Deep. Stay a breath. Nobody hurries the cook.”

Her hum traveled through the mesh. It did not merely warm the room; it organized it. Yrsa’s fierce impatience banked beside her. Suzu quit performing outrage and rested back against Ottilie’s softness. Even Vyrissa lowered her forge-light to match the rose warmth spreading from the foundling queen’s chest.

I moved at the kitchen’s pace. Ottilie’s small instructions frayed one by one until the hum went flat. Then silent.

Her pussy tightened around my cock in long contractions. Rose-light spread through the quilt and into every woman touching it. Ottilie held my gaze through the peak, counted once without words, then tucked the quilt over her own hip before her voice had returned.

“One warm place,” she said at last. “Use it properly.”

Yrsa came to me from Ottilie’s arms, not from the map-table.

She swung astride while Ottilie remained behind her, one soft arm around the saint’s ribs. The contrast hit hard: winter-pale athletic length against rose-warm abundance, Yrsa’s small high chest bared by her own hands, Ottilie’s heavy breasts warm against her back. Yrsa stated her terms in clipped duel-grammar. Ottilie answered by humming into her black hair.

“That’s distracting,” Yrsa said.

“Good.”

I took Yrsa’s wrists in one hand, pinned them to Ottilie’s thigh, and drove up into her. The switch went at once. Her tactical commentary collapsed to profanity, then single syllables, while storm-grey light silvered every scar.

“Yield,” I told her.

Yrsa broke on the word, pussy clamping hard around me. “Witnessed.”

Ottilie opened the quilt and received her back without ceremony. A saint who usually took her aftercare shoulder to shoulder let a cook tuck the edge beneath her feet. She complained once and did not move.

Maeva claimed me next, earlier than tradition allowed and from the floor rather than beneath the banner. She settled astride between Vyrissa’s knees, the dragon behind her like a throne built from heat. Her crowned braid came down into Vyrissa’s hands, candle-gold crossing forge-gold before Maeva had begun to ride.

“An empress does not require furniture,” Maeva said.

Vyrissa lifted her by the hips six inches and set her more firmly over my cock. “Your empire appears to require adjustment.”

Maeva’s decree became a gasp. She rode slowly while I worshiped her full breasts, then I took the tempo from her. Vyrissa held the empress steady at my order, her strong hands framing Maeva’s waist without directing anything. Maeva’s court praise lost its verbs. Gold light laced her ribs when she came, her pussy squeezing me as her head fell back against the dragon’s shoulder.

Vyrissa did not release her at once. She held Maeva through the aftershocks while Ottilie reached from the quilt and tucked one corner around the empress’s bare legs.

“I am being wrapped by committee,” Maeva said, breathless and appalled.

“You were cold,” Ottilie replied.

“I was blazing gold.”

Vyrissa put one broad palm over the gold still fading at Maeva’s ribs. “The light was decorative. Your feet were cold.”

Maeva looked down at the dragon’s hand, then across at Ottilie, and discovered that imperial rank had no useful answer to two keepers agreeing about temperature. She let herself be lowered onto the quilt between Yrsa and the fox’s empty place. The surrender carried no ceremony at all, which made it more intimate than the ride.

“Treasury concedes one blanket,” she declared.

“Pantry records full compliance,” Ottilie said, tucking the edge under Maeva’s ankle.

I watched gold abundance settle beside winter-pale athletic length, both queens held in the same soft warmth for entirely different reasons. Maeva reached across Yrsa and took the saint’s hand. Yrsa grumbled, squeezed once, and kept it.

That small chain gave Nahari another route for her tap-count. She passed one slow beat through their joined fingers, then a second, until the quilt carried a pulse of its own beneath the larger mesh.

Maeva did not get the last word. Suzu stole it.

The fox slipped out of Ottilie’s lap and into mine before Maeva had fully moved aside, quick and shameless, facing the shutter-slat she had cracked toward the march’s kept lamps. I caught her mid-escape and held her upright against my chest. Her tails flared around Maeva, Ottilie, and Yrsa in a red fan.

“Inventory rotates,” she said, already breathless. “Clause nine.”

“There is no clause nine.”

“Then this is regulatory innovation.”

I entered her fast. She took the pace she owned, petite body working against me while Ottilie drew her backward into the warm lap she had just escaped. The fox’s near-public thrill came from the narrow view of sleeping lamps; the only actual witnesses were family. When she came, laughing, her pussy gripped me in quick pulses and fox-fire ran down all nine tails.

“Received,” Ottilie murmured against her ear.

That word finished undoing her. Suzu went limp in the lap and let herself be tucked.

Vyrissa and I rose together at the quilt’s edge. She filled the room even banked, six feet three of bronze-gold strength, and stated her want in appraisal-grammar before turning in my hands. I took her standing while one foot remained on Ottilie’s quilt. She framed my body with her power and yielded the tempo the instant I claimed it.

“Ration me,” she said, furnace eyes bright. “The road is cold. I want patience stored.”

I slowed her tireless rhythm until the delay cracked her mountain calm. Forge-gold answered rose beneath us. Her seismic laugh stayed low for mortal walls, but every woman felt it through the floor.

Nahari had not taken a place. She had conducted all of them from the quilt, moving her taps from wrist to wrist, teaching the room to share a pulse without marching through six separate stations. Now she rose and led me to the sill.

Her wraps came aside one layer at a time. Oil shone over deep-brown hips and the mural-worthy fullness of her ass. She placed her palms flat on the stone, silver hair down her back, then reached one hand behind her until she found Ottilie’s wrist. The foundling queen found Suzu’s. Suzu caught Yrsa. Yrsa took Maeva, Maeva took Vyrissa, and the whole chain curved around the quilt rather than around the room.

I entered Nahari from behind, slow and deep, and tapped the count against her wrist. She passed each beat through Ottilie and around the living chain. The women answered in their own rhythms: Yrsa’s pressure, Suzu’s quick squeeze, Vyrissa’s steady heat, Maeva’s imperial pulse, Ottilie’s hum.

At the chain’s open end, Sidonie’s chair waited.

Nahari extended her free hand toward the letter without touching it. “Clerk,” she whispered. “You are counted. Take the last place.”

Glass-blue light reached from Kestering.

It crossed three days of winter road as a thin frost-thread, caught Nahari’s fingertips, and completed the chain. The princess was absent in body and fully present by choice. Maeva spoke Sidonie’s toast again in the correct dry cadence. This time every woman answered, “Witnessed.”

Nahari tightened around me. “Last number, anchor. Break it.”

I broke the count.

The finish traveled from the sill into the quilt in no orderly sequence at all. Nahari came first, slow contractions gripping my cock while ember climbed her ankle-script. Ottilie’s hum flattened and vanished. Yrsa swore; Suzu laughed; Maeva lost a decree halfway through it; Vyrissa unbanked one forge-bright pulse. Sidonie’s frost-thread shone steadiest at the far edge. I drove deep into Nahari and came with them, the shared peak flooding every strand.

Outside the shutters, all two hundred and sixty-six kept lamps leaned home once toward the room Ottilie had organized around a quilt. Then they stood straight again.

Ottilie’s hum returned before her voice. She counted the people within reach, then the remote thread and the northern pulse I had kept private.

“Seven,” she said. “With him, eight. One north makes nine. Full table.”



The pile settled with a foundling queen at its warm edge and a dragon around all of it, and each woman named her want for the far side of the road, and I stayed awake last, counting.

Maeva assigned the watch and was countermanded by six women and a letter, tradition, and the family lay in the warm loft with the lamps leaning home outside the shutters, and each of them named, sleepily, the thing she wanted from the far side of the Stair, which is how this family plans, in bed, where it plans truest.

“The parents,” Maeva said. “Every one of them. Conspirators by supper. I have said it since the summer and I will keep saying it until it is carved somewhere: a frightened person does not want rescuing, she wants to be let in on the plan. I want the whole town in on the plan by the second night.”

“The sixth terrace,” Yrsa said. “And nobody past it. That’s the whole of my want. I’ve had grander ones. This one’s the best I’ve had, because there are children at the top of it.”

“To not-hear it,” Nahari said, “and be right anyway. To stand on the seventh blind and deaf by my own choice, and have the whole hill lit and read and sung to, and be the one dark spot on it, and be right. I have spent two hundred years being right by looking. I want, once, to be right by refusing to.”

“To receive,” Suzu said, and it was the fox speaking straight, no game in it. “I’ve received gifts. Maeva’s alliance pin is in my hair. But I price them, repay them, steal them back, or turn them into a balance. I’ve never let a gift stay outside the ledger. On the Stair I’m the reeve, and the children’s gifts come down the line to me, and I take them, and they’re returned goods, they’re not mine, but I want to feel what it’s like to have a thing put into my hands and be the one it’s given to, even once, even a returned toy. I want to know how it feels.” And nobody teased her, because it was too true.

“To stand where the wind is,” Vyrissa said, from the perimeter, “and let nothing cold past me to the seventh. My fire touches no mortal on that hill; I have decided it; a dragon at a nursery is a wall and not a weapon. I will be the wall the north wind breaks on. And then north, after, to a thing that pulses one beat in eight, because I have been away from it too long and a keeper does not leave the thing she keeps.” She was quiet a moment, banked. “I stood in my nursery and held the killing heat for a day and a night and still could not save it. I have told you that. I do not say it to be pitied; I say it because it is the reason I will stand on that arch all night and let nothing cold past me, and because a woman on that hill is doing the same thing I could not do, standing between a thing that eats futures and a child, and I have decided that helping her do it is the nearest I will ever come to answering the night I failed them, and I intend to be very early. I will be on the arch before the sun is down. Let nothing say the dragon was late.”

“The dawn,” Ottilie said, from her warm corner, and the room went quiet for it. “I never saw the one after the Stair. I died on that hill before the sun came, three hundred years ago, of the cold, with seventy children behind me and thirty-three in the ground and the sun an hour off, and I never saw it come up. I’d like to see one dawn from the top of that stair. Just one. Alive, this time, with the seventy safe, and a new lot safe, and a hand to hold, and the sun coming up over the river. That’s my want. I’ve had it three hundred years.”

And Sidonie’s, from her letter, read last, in the dark, by Maeva, who had it by heart: to stand where a Ruthelm stands, and be counted doing it. And beneath that line, in the letter, a second one Maeva had not read aloud at the toast and read now, at the pile’s warm edge, because it belonged to the after and not the toast: I find I mind being three days away from this. I did not expect to. I have spent my life not minding where I was, because a clerk is wherever the books are. I mind. Count me home. Signed, S. And the room was quiet for it, a woman who had counted everything for everyone her whole life admitting from three days’ ride that she minded being counted-out of a warm loft, and Maeva folded the letter and set it back on the empty chair, and said, “She is counted home. The chair holds it. A bond is a door and not a chain, and a door that is open lets a woman in from three days off, and she is in, and she may say she minds, which a year ago she could not have,” and that was the empress being tender in the only grammar she owns, which is precedence and doors.

I stayed awake last and counted from the inside: seven bonded strands, including Sidonie three days south, and my own heart. Far north under stone, a ninth pulse kept its one-beat-in-eight time. I kept the count to myself.


Chapter 16: The Waiting

We came into Kestering eight nights out from the longest one. I read the town as a dungeon; Ottilie read it as a kitchen. Between us, the full shape emerged: a river-town under snow, a stone-keeper’s square at a hill’s foot, an inn full of a godmother’s kindness, and behind it all a stair of seven stone terraces climbing to a burned hall’s standing arch, lamp-lined already, every lamp warm and casting no heat.

The wagons had taken five days, driven as if it were four with Wend furious the whole way, and we came over the last rise at midday and there it was below us, Kestering, a river-town the color of old snow, its houses stacked down the slope to the water, and at the foot of the slope a square with a deed-stone in it, and rising behind the square, up the hill, the Foundling Stair. Seven stone terraces, cut into the hillside three hundred years ago, climbing to the black standing arch of a hall that had burned, and at the foot of the Stair, at the first terrace, a statue, gilt-plaqued, a lord in stone with his hand raised in benediction, and I did not need to read the plaque to know it was Hobbe, but I read it anyway, because a porter reads everything, and it said THE PROVIDENT, WHO FED THE FOUNDLINGS, and beside me Ottilie made a small dry sound that was not quite a laugh and said, “Fed. He fed them the way a farmer feeds a goose he means to eat. I’ll want to have words with that plaque before we’re done, and I’ll have them in stone, which is the only argument he’ll hear.”

There were lamps on every terrace already, hung by the caravan, a lit stair climbing a dark hill, and they were warm, I could feel the wrong warmth of them from the square the way Suzu had felt the wagon of toys from the ford, warm lamps that cast no heat, light hoarded and worn, the whole hill dressed up welcoming for a naming, and it was the sweetest-looking sight, a lit stair in the snow, and it was a throat.

Sidonie met us at the deed-stone with Old Amsel beside her and a count ready, because she meets everything with a count. “Forty-one families,” she said, before hello, because we are a household that says the number first. “Fifty-three children, four to ten years old. The town is frightened and polite, which is a combination we can work with; a frightened town that has stopped being polite is a mob, and a polite town that has stopped being frightened is asleep, and this one is both, so it can be moved. Amsel read my swearing off the stone to everyone who would stand still, in a voice pitched for the deaf, which is to say the whole square, twice a day since I arrived, and they have heard the march’s purpose sworn true on a stone they trust, and so they will stand still for you. That is not the same as trusting you. It is a start.” And Old Amsel, sixty-odd and deaf in one ear and unimpressed by the arrival of a whole household of legends, looked us over and said, to Sidonie, at the volume of a man who cannot hear himself, “This the lot, then? The big woman’s the one you said would cook?” and Ottilie said, “I’m the one who’ll cook,” and Amsel said, “Good. Town’s hungry. Frightened’s hungry. Get on with it,” and turned back to his stone, and Sidonie said, dry, “He is a stone-keeper of the honest kind and I have grown genuinely fond of him,” and I understood at once why she had, because Amsel was a man who said the number and then said get on with it, which is the whole of what this household respects.



We taught the Waiting over four days in a chalked square and a seized kitchen. Fifty-three children learned to sit on their hands, each at a different pace.

We chalked the square like a school yard the first afternoon, terraces of chalk on the cobbles the way Yrsa had chalked them on the snow-yard at home, and Colm got his poles up the first true terrace of the Stair by noon of the first day and found, as we had known he would, that the higher terraces were frozen stone that would take no pole, and so the echoed cross-bars went up where the poles would not bite, and I re-echoed them every hour, walking the lower Stair like a man tending lamps, a Warden’s whole night-work rehearsed in daylight, so that by the longest night the light-grid would hang on bars I had renewed a hundred times and could renew in the dark with my eyes shut.

And the household took its stations on the true stone the way it had drilled them on chalk, so that by the night nothing would be new. Yrsa walked the seven terraces the first evening, slowly, reading the stone the way she reads a stance, marking the sixth as hers and the flanks where a gilt boy would climb, and salting the icy treads herself at midnight and denying it in the morning. Saskia and Halvard drilled the order on the lower terraces in the cold until the shield-line knew the width of every step. Vyrissa flew the arch at dusk and stood on it a while, a shape against the failing light, and reported that the north wind came straight down the river onto the seventh terrace and that she could break it, that nothing cold would reach the children while she stood, and the town’s lamps leaned away from her the whole time she was up there, and she permitted it. Nahari walked the seventh terrace once, with her eyes shut, and stood where she would stand, blind and deaf by choice, and said only, “This is the place. I can feel the whole hill wanting to be looked at from here. I will not look at it. Good,” and came down. And Suzu cased the whole Stair in an afternoon, every rigging line and every flank and every shadow a gilt boy might climb, and pronounced it “a die-robbing mark with a hill for a lid,” which is what she called the Cindermaw at the Cindermaw, and which means she had understood the ground completely.

Ottilie seized The Seventy’s kitchen, which was a small war, because The Seventy was the godmother’s inn, taken over entire by her kind people, and its kitchen ran on sweets, trays of warm sweet things laid out free for any child, and Ottilie walked into it with Merta’s hamper and forty loaves and a ladle and simply began to cook, real food, soup and bread, in a kitchen full of a godmother’s confections, and the godmother’s people were too kind to stop her and too courteous to understand what she was doing, which was building an embassy in the enemy’s own house one loaf at a time. “A child will take a sweet,” she said, ladling, “and a sweet frightens a closed stomach less than a meal, so she gives them sweets, and it’s clever, and I’ll beat it, because a scared child who’s had nothing but sweets for a week is a child whose body is crying out for a real bowl of soup, and the first real bowl of soup from this kitchen is a meal it will remember, and a child remembers the woman who gave it the real soup, not the woman who gave it the pretty sweet, and that’s the whole campaign, and it’s the same campaign the empress runs on the parents, done a foot lower, on the children.”

The graduates chalked fifty-three places in seven uneven rows. Torvald took the youngest row, Sela the middle, Wat the older children who had already learned to hide fear by looking bored. The words went up on a board in letters large enough to read from the back:

READ. HOLD. ASK BEFORE YOU REACH. HUM.

Kelm sat at the front before anyone called him. Hedda stood behind the last row with the warm tin lamb closed in her fist. She had not un-accepted it. Nobody asked her to.

The first candle leaned toward Dorrit before Sela finished setting it down.

Dorrit was four and furious at being assigned a chalk square when there were sweet cakes inside The Seventy. Her right hand shot out. Sela caught the candle cup, not the child, and slid it one handspan farther away.

“Read first,” Sela said.

“I did. It’s a candle.”

“Good. Hands in your lap.”

Dorrit put one hand in her lap and reached with the other.

Sela reset the candle. “Both hands.”

“Why?”

“Because one hand lies for the other.”

Dorrit considered this serious defect in hands. She tucked both beneath her thighs, glared at the flame, and lasted two breaths before wrenching free and reaching again.

“Reset,” Sela said, without a trace of disappointment.

That word carried the morning.

A five-year-old boy named Toma bolted when Wat shuttered his practice lamp. He ran six paces, slipped on packed snow, scrambled up, and aimed for his mother. Wat did not chase. He walked to the mother, crouched far enough away that the boy could choose the remaining distance, and held out the shutter.

“You don’t have to come back yet,” Wat said. “Find the light from there.”

Toma peered through his mother’s skirts. Wat opened the shutter one finger’s width. A blade of flame showed.

“Eyes find it,” Wat said. “Feet can wait.”

Toma watched. His mother rested both hands on his shoulders but did not push. After nine breaths he crossed one pace. Then another. Wat backed toward the chalk at exactly the same speed, making the return belong to the boy.

When Toma reached his square, Wat sat in the snow beside him. “Reset.”

Across the second row, a girl of six called Bess planted both palms on the cobbles and announced that sitting on hands was stupid because then she could not catch herself if she fell. Torvald gave her two folded scraps of sacking to kneel on and asked her to show him a better hold.

Bess crossed her wrists in her lap and gripped her own sleeves.

“Will that stop a reach?” he asked.

She tested it by trying. One hand dragged the other halfway toward the candle before she hauled both back against her stomach.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Reset it until it does.”

No praise. No scolding. He treated her answer like workshop craft, and Bess sat straighter because an adult had let her improve the tool instead of calling her difficult.

The square filled with crying, boots scraping chalk, parents whispering too many instructions, and graduates saying reset. One child kicked his candle over. The flame died in the snow. Colm handed him another without changing his face. A pair of sisters swapped squares whenever Sela turned her head, so Sela marked both squares with the same crooked sun and told them the position now belonged to both. Three children reached the same instant a tray of sweets crossed The Seventy’s doorway. Ottilie stepped between the tray and the chalk line with a soup ladle in one hand.

“Smell that,” she said.

Fifty-three heads turned toward the kettle behind her.

“Hold until the bowls come. Soup tastes better when your hands haven’t been stealing snow.”

It was not philosophy. It was lunch.

They held badly, but they held long enough for Torvald and Wat to carry the first pot into the square. The graduates served the children where they sat. Dorrit abandoned her candle for the bowl, reached too quickly, and yelped when Sela caught the rim before hot broth tipped into her lap.

“Ask before you reach,” Sela said.

Dorrit scowled. “Can I have it?”

“Yes. Two hands. It’s hot.”

Dorrit accepted it with solemn care. The rule acquired a purpose she could taste.

Petra began the dragon story after soup. She stood on the deed-stone plinth with her wooden blade at her hip and told them about a dragon approaching a mountain pass under a sky full of snow. She got as far as the shadow crossing the ridge.

Toma left his chalk square to see whether the dragon was behind her.

Petra stopped speaking.

He froze. “What happened next?”

“The dragon is waiting for everyone to sit.”

Toma sat where he stood.

“Your square,” Bess told him. She pointed without taking her hands from her sleeves. “It knows where you were.”

He hurried back. Petra resumed with the dragon’s claws touching the pass, then stopped when the two sisters traded places.

By the fourth interruption, the children had understood the economy. They began correcting one another before Petra could. No adult raised a voice. The story itself held the line.

The first morning ended with chalk smeared into grey mud, twenty-one spilled bowls, seven children asleep against parents, and nobody holding longer than half a minute. It was enough. Every child who bolted had returned without being dragged. Every reaching hand had been reset without shame.

The second morning began with Kelm’s hum.

He came out of The Seventy with Hedda behind him, walked to the first square, and sat. His wick-tin rested beside his boot. He put both hands in his lap, found the candle with his eyes, and hummed four notes and a rest.

Dorrit turned toward him. “Again.”

Kelm hummed it again.

She missed the second note and filled the rest with a wordless puff. Bess caught the tune from Dorrit, cleaner. Toma joined Bess but hurried the final note. Kelm did not correct any of them. He simply began again at the same pace, four notes and a rest, until their breathing found his.

Sela moved the first candle closer to Dorrit. The child’s fingers flexed against her coat. She sang the four notes badly. Her hand stayed down.

One by one the nearby children joined. Six before the soup pot came out. Eight before Petra reached the mountain pass again. Eleven by the second day’s noon, each copying a child rather than a graduate, because a child follows proof at her own height.

A warm-sweet tray crossed the inn door. Three pairs of eyes followed it. Kelm kept humming. Bess leaned toward Toma without leaving her square.

“Hands first,” she whispered.

Toma locked his fingers together. Dorrit sat on hers. The tray went by untouched.

Ottilie watched from the kitchen threshold with the ladle pressed against her apron. She went still when she saw Kelm leading the line. Then she crossed the square, crouched beside him, and kept her voice low enough that the other children could own their tune.

“You held,” she said. “In her own inn, three weeks, alone. That was brave enough to humble anyone on this hill. You held.”

Kelm glanced up without losing the rest. “You taught the man who taught me. I could tell. It’s the same holding.”

“It’s the same holding.”

She gave him the crust from her own bread sideways, so it cost him no shame. He tucked it beside his wick-tin for later and sat an inch taller.

Hedda remained at the back. The lamb’s little tin head showed between her fingers. It stayed warm. Ottilie brought Hedda soup, named neither the toy nor the promise attached to it, and stood beside her while they watched the children.

“You’re not going to tell me to give it up,” Hedda said.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re his mother. Your hand opens when you’re ready. Until then, it gets soup.”

Hedda accepted the bowl with her free hand. The fist around the lamb did not loosen.

By the third morning, Bess ran the first reset before Torvald reached the row. Toma bolted two paces when a lamp shutter snapped, stopped himself, found the flame with his eyes, and backed into his square without being fetched. Dorrit reached once, slapped both hands back into her lap, and shouted “reset” at herself with such force that Old Amsel heard it from the stone.

Petra rationed the dragon one sentence at a time. The children guarded the story with ruthless attention. A fidget drew twenty-three offended stares. A clean rest earned the dragon another step up the pass.

At soup, the drill traveled into ordinary hands. Children waited for bowls, asked before taking bread, and hummed while the line moved. Sela deliberately put the plum basket within reach of the youngest row. Dorrit stared at it, sang through one full rest, then asked. Sela gave her two.

On the fourth day, Bess sat beside Toma before the graduates arrived. She folded his hands into his lap, adjusted one thumb, and said, “You don’t squeeze. Squeezing means you’re thinking about reaching. Hold them like they’re asleep.”

Toma tried. Dorrit hummed from the next square. Kelm listened from the front and did nothing, which was the point.

The lesson no longer belonged to us.

The Seventy was a good inn gone strange: too warm, lamps in every corner casting light without heat, sweets free on every table, the godmother’s people moving through it courteous and empty. I counted plenty of exits. Doors had never been the trap here. Wanting was, and we had come with a drill instead of a battering ram.

The godmother stayed at her canvas on the second terrace all week. She sent kindness downhill through other hands and never showed her face.

Hedda stood at the back each morning with the warm tin lamb in her fist. She watched Kelm hum. We fed her, waited, and did not make her.



Maeva turned forty-one frightened parents into conspirators over four suppers, not with a speech but with a stew they helped cook and their own children’s names said aloud, and by the fourth night thirty families were on the chalk line and eleven were watching the thirty.

Maeva began with supper in The Seventy’s front room, inside the godmother’s own house. She put knives and onions into frightened hands, learned every child’s name, and turned forty-one parents from an audience into workers beside her.

Warnings would have made the parents defend the gift. She fed them instead. She turned the rival kitchen into an embassy by cooking a stew the parents helped cook, standing them at pots, giving them work, because a frightened person with a knife and an onion is a person doing something instead of being afraid, and a person who has helped cook a supper is a person who has already, without noticing, joined the household that ate it. And then, at every supper, she asked each parent their child’s name, out loud, in front of the godmother’s courteous people, who had never once asked a child’s name, only its age, all season, and the parents heard the difference, felt it land, the woman with the basket who wanted only the age and the woman with the crown who wanted the name, and they noticed, which was the whole of the campaign.

“Frightened people do not want to be rescued,” she told me, the second night, watching a room of parents she had set to chopping. “It insults them, to be rescued; it says they could not manage; and a parent who has been insulted will defend the very thing that is hurting her child rather than admit she needed saving from it. So you do not rescue them. You let them in on the plan. You give them a knife and an onion and a stew to help make and a child’s name to say out loud, and by the end of the week they are not people we have rescued, they are people who helped, they are conspirators, and a conspirator defends the plan with her whole heart because it is hers now. I have said this since the summer. It is the only crowd-craft that holds, because it is the only one that does not require the crowd to feel small.”

And the naming of the children was the blade of it, and it was so quiet that the godmother’s people did not see it done. Every supper, Maeva went round the room and asked each parent the child’s name, and had the parent say it aloud, and then she said it back, and used it, all evening, this is Dorrit’s mother, and how does Dorrit sleep, and will Dorrit take soup, so that a room full of parents heard their children’s names said with care by a woman who wanted nothing but the name, in the same house where a woman with a basket had walked the whole season wanting only the age. And a parent cannot un-hear that difference once she has heard it. The godmother asks how old, dears. The empress asks what is her name. And a mother, standing in a warm room with an onion in her hand and her child’s name warm in the air, chooses, without anyone arguing her into it, the woman who wanted the name. That was the whole campaign, and there was not one word of rescue in it, and by the fourth night it had turned thirty families and was turning eleven more. And by the fourth night thirty families had sat their children on the chalk line, and eleven had not, and the eleven were watching the thirty, which is exactly how it turns, not all at once, not by argument, but by eleven frightened families watching thirty less-frightened ones eat real soup and say their children’s names out loud, and beginning to want to be on that side of the room.



In the last dark hour of the fourth night I summoned a boy who was never warm, and he told a river-town what a cradle-note does to a life, and a foundling queen said “you had the cough,” and a statue went grey.

The name had surfaced when we planned it, and I had spent almost nothing to fetch him, because the ember of my name had re-fed a little since Ottilie’s call, a village’s worth, enough for a boy who was never famous, which is the Esra principle, that the door opens for a nobody if someone pays, and I paid, at Kestering’s deed-stone in the last dark hour before dawn, before the whole town, in darkness failing toward morning.

[CALL: PIRAN OF KESTERING]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: A NAME THAT WAS NEVER HIS]

[LEGEND GRADE: BORROWED – A LIFE, SPONSORED – RETURNED WHOLE FOR ONE HOUR]

And a door opened at the deed-stone, and a young man stepped through in plain founding-war steel, and the gilt was gone from him.

He was twenty-four, and he had the plain honest steel of the founding wars on him, worn and mended, and he had no shine at all, the gilt gone from him for the first time since he was seven years old, and he stood in the river-town’s predawn darkness and looked at his own hands, and he turned them over, and he said, wondering, “They’re warm. My hands are warm. I’ve never once had warm hands. I sat by a hundred fires and my hands were never warm and now they’re warm and there’s no fire,” and he did not know what to do with it, a man feeling his own warmth for the first time at the moment he had come back to give it up.

His testimony was precise the way only the unfamous are precise. “I was sponsored at six,” he said, to the square, to the stone, to the town. “In the siege’s last month. A kind woman gave me a tin bird, warm, and asked my mother my age, and my mother said six, and the woman said still time, and left. And the next winter, when the cook who kept us was dead, the lord took us as his wards, and we were named on this stair, this very stair, at seven years old, all of us, seventy of us, and I was made a Hero, and I was a knight of the Foundling Company at seventeen, and I died in the wars at twenty-four, and I was sung, they sang me, the founding’s finest, and I want you to hear the whole of what that was worth.” He held up his warm hands. “I never once felt the fire. Any fire. I sat by a hundred of them, in a hundred camps, brave, so brave, they were right about the brave, I was never afraid of anything, and I was never once warm. A cradle-note takes the warm out of a life and leaves the brave, and a boy grows up brave and gilt and hollow and dies well and is sung, and never once, in the whole of it, feels a fire. That’s what she gives. That’s the gift. Ask your children if they want to be brave and never warm. Ask them. I’d have said no, at six, if anyone had asked me. Nobody asks the age they should ask, which is old enough to say no.”

And then he saw Ottilie.

He saw her at the edge of the square, a soft full woman in an apron with flour on her wrists. His warm hands fell to his sides. He said, “You,” and Ottilie stepped forward.

“Piran,” she said. “You had the cough. The winter of the siege. You were small and you had a cough that wouldn’t shift and I sat up three nights with you, three, I remember, because I nearly lost you to it and didn’t, and then the lord took you the next spring and I was already dead and couldn’t stop him.”

“You died,” Piran said. “I watched. From the second terrace. That night, on the stair. They made us come up the stair for the naming, the next winter, and I stood on the second terrace, and I remembered you’d died there, the winter before, on this stair, and they said you sang. They said the cook sang the whole night and went hoarse and died before dawn. I heard it as a story, at the naming that took my warmth, that the cook had sung.”

“I did,” said Ottilie. “I was loud. I’m a big woman and I was loud, and I sang the whole night, and she went hoarse before I did, and then I died of the cold before the sun came, and I never saw the dawn.” She was crying and not stopping the story, the way she does. “I sang for you, Piran. You and the seventy. I didn’t know it was the sitting-still that saved the ones it saved, I thought it was my singing, and it wasn’t, and the next winter when I was dead there was nobody to teach the new ones and nobody to be loud, and she got the lot of you, and I watched, and I couldn’t do a thing, and I’ve carried it three hundred years, and here you are, warm, for one hour, and I’m going to sit with you the whole hour, the way I sat up three nights with your cough.”

She sat with him at the foot of the Stair. I stayed back with the door open and let their quiet remain quiet. They did not talk much; a keeper and a boy she once sat up three nights with do not need much talk. She asked him, once, whether the cough had ever come back, and he said no, that she had beaten it, that it was the one thing about his childhood that had gone right and he’d never known who to thank, and now he knew. And he told her, plainly, the way the unfamous tell things, that the cough was a sickness and the warmth going was a trade, and that nobody had ever asked him if he wanted to trade, and Ottilie said, “Nobody ever asks the age they should ask, which is old enough to say no,” and Piran said, “You’d have asked,” and she said, “I’d have asked. I never had anything worth trading a child’s warmth for. I only had soup,” and Piran said, “Soup would have been better,” which is a boy telling a keeper three hundred years late that soup would have been better than being a Hero, and she took it the way she takes everything, and did not weep until he could not see her do it.

And then he asked for the dawn he had missed, the one after the Stair, three hundred years owed. I held the door open through the last of his promised hour, until the sun cleared the river and came up grey and cold and real over Kestering, and Piran watched it come up with warm hands and a foundling queen’s floury hand on his shoulder, a Hero clocking out, a name that was never his returned whole for one hour and given back, and he went gentle at the sun’s first clear light, no violence in it, a boy who had finally been warm watching a dawn he had been owed since he was seven, and he rested.

The stone took it: PIRAN OF KESTERING: SPONSORED AT SIX. NAMED AT SEVEN. NEVER WARM. HE RESTED HERE. And as the etch lit, Hobbe’s statue went grey.

It went grey at the plaque first, THE PROVIDENT, WHO FED THE FOUNDLINGS, the gilt letters dulling to lead as a dead boy’s testimony out-weighed a founding lie on a stone the town trusted, and then the whole of the statue, grey, a lord in stone with his hand raised in a benediction nobody believed anymore, and by morning the Foundling Company’s verse had dimmed on every order-wall in the kingdom, and the eldest master, who had it on his own order’s wall, put his hand on his own hilt and said, “We put them up too. The Foundling Company. The founding’s finest. It’s on our wall in the capital, cut in oak. We’ll cut it right when we’re home. We’ll cut what they actually were: seventy children sold their warmth by a lord who let their town starve. It’ll be a longer line. It’ll be the truest one on the wall.” And the eleven holdout families, who had watched a dead boy tell the town what a naming does and a lord’s statue go grey for it, sat their children on the chalk line at dawn, all eleven, forty-one of forty-one, and the Waiting was whole.

[THE WAITING: FIFTY-THREE. ALL HOLDING.]



The Kestering bard sang that the fox bought the moon and sold it back at a loss. Suzu paid him double, then led me and Ottilie into the seized pantry, where the smallest woman in the family asked the softest to hold her still.

The fox verse reached Kestering’s bard the fourth night, and he sang it wrong in a way no province had yet managed, which is the highest thing that can happen to Suzu, “the fox who bought the moon and sold it back at a loss,” which is not what happened and is not even a rhyme and is wrong in five provinces now, and Suzu paid him to keep it exactly that wrong, and was, for a moment, genuinely overcome, a fox who had spent years turning danger into comedy standing in a taproom with her eyes bright over a verse that got her exactly wrong in the way she loves, because a thing sung wrong about you in five provinces is a kind of immortality no true thing can buy, and she paid the bard double and told him if he ever got it right she’d steal his voice, which he took as the compliment it was.

That night Suzu convened a thing in the pantry, because a fox with a want paid is a fox who wants one more thing before the hard part. “A joint audit of the pantry’s sovereign,” she said, at the storeroom door, which the march had seized off the inn, flour sacks and plum crates and one lamp. “The Reeve has questions about the hum. Professional questions. I’ve been thinking about it since the ford and I can’t work it out and I want it demonstrated.” She locked the door and left the key in, her way, the risk chosen and the exit kept, and Ottilie set down the day’s ladle with care, and the smallest woman in the family and the softest looked at each other, and I understood what she wanted.

Ottilie’s consent came in her grammar, plain and unhurried. “Sit still, both of you,” she said. “I’ll say when.” And then, because I hold the ritual of this house no matter the room, I waited, and Suzu, who has learned the said-it-straight is not optional, said hers first, quick and true, “I want this, both of you, tonight, the cook and the Warden, plainly said, no invoice, that’s the fee waived,” and then, to Ottilie, “your turn, it’s the rule, say it straight, it’s the best thing about this house, say it,” and Ottilie, who had not yet used the ritual in a duo, said it straight: “I want this. Him. You, fox. Now. Plainly said. There. It is a good rule.” And I set the order because both women had handed it to me. “Ottilie, the lap. Suzu, hold still. Yes, that’s the whole game.”

And it was, the fox’s oldest torment remade through comfort instead of hardware. Ottilie gathered Suzu into her lap and spread the quilt across both their thighs, one soft arm around the fox’s waist and the other hand resting open over Suzu’s belly. Suzu tested the hold by instinct. Her hips twisted, one tail slipped under Ottilie’s elbow, and her hand found the key still sitting in the lock.

“Still,” I said.

“I am extremely still. This is professional stillness. The tail is an independent contractor.”

Ottilie hummed four notes and a rest against her ear. Suzu’s next argument lost half its words.

I knelt between their spread thighs and opened Suzu’s silks while Ottilie held her in that warm, inexorable lap. My fingers found Suzu already slick. I worked her clit slowly at first, denying the fox the speed she expected, until she pushed back against Ottilie’s heavy breasts and tried to chase my hand.

“Sit still,” Ottilie murmured.

“You’re both abusing the meaning of hospitality. I have a warrant somewhere.”

“Key’s in the lock,” I said. “You can leave.”

Suzu looked at it, then put both hands over Ottilie’s forearm and held herself there. “No. Continue the audit.”

I freed my cock and lifted Suzu just enough to guide myself into her. The tight wet clench of her took me quick, but I held still once I was buried. Her small body trembled in Ottilie’s arms. Nine tails flared over the flour sacks, then curled around us as if trying to make their own room.

“Move,” Suzu demanded.

“Ask plainly.”

Her amber eyes found mine. “Fuck me while she holds me. Fast. I want it.”

I gave her exactly that. Ottilie braced Suzu’s hips from behind while I drove up into her, quick and hard, the lap absorbing every impact and returning the fox to me. Suzu’s commentary broke against the hum and the pace. “I can’t, you’re humming, that’s not, I’ve lost my, oh that’s a wall, isn’t it, you’ve filled my ears, I can’t narrate with my ears full, that’s diabolical, do it again.”

Ottilie tightened her arms on command. I changed the angle, lifting Suzu’s thighs over mine so every short thrust ground deep and rubbed her clit against my hand. The fox tried to buck faster. The soft body behind her refused to let her escape the rhythm I had set.

“Held by a quilt,” Suzu gasped. “This is reputationally fatal.”

“Then stop coming on my cock,” I told her.

She tried to answer and came apart instead, quick and bright and wordless for once. Her pussy clamped around me in sharp pulses, tails lashing over the flour sacks before wrapping Ottilie’s waist. I held inside her through every contraction while Ottilie’s hum went on, warm and steady, until Suzu’s shaking eased.

I withdrew slowly. Suzu watched the slick shine on my cock, then looked up at Ottilie with stunned professional offense.

“You held me still.”

“You asked me to, love.”

“I know. That’s the damaging part.”

Then I turned to Ottilie. Suzu slid from her lap on unsteady legs, and together we laid the foundling queen back on the flour sacks. We took the transition slowly, letting Suzu open the kirtle laces one by one while I kissed the warm flush spreading over Ottilie’s chest. The soft body opened, the heavy breasts spreading warm and full as she lay back, her thick thighs parting, and Suzu’s quick clever hands lent at Ottilie’s own instruction, the fox’s small fingers stroking the slick folds of the foundling queen’s pussy while Ottilie instructed like a recipe, “there, no, slower, you’ve never fed anyone in your life, have you, fox, you’ve stolen every meal you ever ate, here, this is what feeding’s like, slower.” Suzu tried, failed, reset her hand at Ottilie’s correction, and found a patient circle that made the foundling queen’s hum climb. I settled between Ottilie’s thick thighs and entered her face to face, my cock pushing through the wet warmth in one long stroke while the fox kept that slow circle at her clit. Ottilie’s heavy breasts yielded under my hands. Her belly pressed warm against mine when I lowered myself over her.

“There,” she told me. “Deep, and stay a moment. Let the fox learn what slow means.”

I stayed buried. Suzu watched Ottilie’s face, then watched my body joined to hers, and kept her hand moving with new care. When Ottilie nodded, I drew out and pressed back in, deep and warm. We built the rhythm together: my slow thrust, Suzu’s careful fingers, Ottilie’s hum rising through both. The fox learned patience at her hip one circle at a time. And Suzu tried to steal the hum, hummed the four notes and a rest herself, and could not hold the rest, the fox who can throw her voice a day down a road unable to hold a cook’s four notes, and Ottilie laughed, the rare laugh, once, and the rarity of it made the laugh a gift, a foundling queen laughing in a pantry at a fox who cannot hold a rest.

Suzu moved quick and Ottilie slow. I braided their two speeds under my hand, fox-fire flickering fast and rose-warm rising slow, the smallest woman held still against the softest, and split my command between the two tempos the way I had learned to split it, quick for the fox and unhurried for the cook, and neither of them let me forget I was commanding two weathers at once, Suzu narrating what little she could narrate and Ottilie instructing like a recipe, and the pantry warm and close and full of the smell of flour and plum.

Suzu’s hand slipped to the crate beside her and came back with Ottilie’s kerchief palmed as an “audit fee,” pure reflex, and Ottilie, at her own brink with the hum going flat, said, “keep it. I’ve got twelve. A cook always does.” And the fox went still.

Because a fox who has stolen from empresses and dragons and a king, who gives away everything she means to steal back, who had received Maeva’s alliance pin and priced every gift since, was handed a kerchief she had just stolen without any price, repayment, return, or balance attached. That novelty undid her completely. “Received,” she said, tails flaring over the flour sacks, wrecked. “I received it. She gave me the thing I stole. I get to keep it. Oh, so that’s what receiving’s like. That’s, oh,” and she came apart on the arithmetic of it, a gift she did not have to price or repay, and their bond braided, fox-fire and rose-warm, the smallest and the softest, and I came deep inside the foundling queen, my cock pulsing thick in the soft grip of her, cum flooding her in slow spurts while the fox lay wrecked and receiving beside us, her tails flared over three bodies, and the two of them crested on the loop of my finish echoing through the bond. Ottilie clenched around me as the last of it spilled warm inside her. Suzu’s fingers kept moving through the first aftershock until Ottilie caught her wrist and said, “Enough. Good. Now come here.”

Suzu came. Ottilie drew the fox down against one heavy breast and tucked the quilt around her while I stayed inside the foundling queen through the last soft contractions. Flour marked Suzu’s cheek. Rose-warm light and fox-fire thinned together over the sacks, and the pantry smelled of plums, sex, and bread dust.

Ottilie tucked the fox beneath the quilt. Suzu was furious about it and stayed. “I don’t get tucked,” Suzu said, tucked. “I’m the one who wraps people in tails, I don’t get tucked, put the quilt, I’ll allow it once,” which is exactly what a saint said in a drill-hall, and Ottilie said, “You’ll allow it every time, love, you’ve a face made for tucking, hush,” and the fox hushed, wearing a kerchief she had stolen and been given, and she kept it on afterward, a queen’s token migrating not to a Warden’s pocket but to a fox’s head, and she wore it into the next morning, her hands finally empty of everything she had needed from the pantry.


Chapter 17: Counted Whole

Old Amsel refused to witness anything until Sidonie cleared the frost from his deed-stone herself.

“If the stone can’t read your hand, neither can I,” he said, already holding out the stiff brush.

Sidonie took it without invoking rank. At grey light she worked ice from the carved surface in short, exact strokes while I waited beside her, and Amsel watched with the impatience of a craftsman whose morning had been delayed by royalty. The Stair stood lit and empty up the hill. We had not walked a battle station or spoken the Long Night’s arithmetic. Sidonie had asked me to come here first, with only the stone-keeper for company.

When the last groove lay clean, she returned the brush, removed one glove, and put her bare hand over the living name Dun Barrow had etched there: THE PRINCESS WHO WEIGHS.

“Now,” Amsel said. “Get on with it.”

Sidonie did.

“I have been counted a whole season,” she said. “You have counted me since the autumn, and it has been the thing I did not know I wanted my whole life, to be counted by the one man whose count I trust, and I find, this morning, that the count is incomplete.” She kept her hand flat on the stone. “A clerk keeps the books. That is what I have always been, to everyone, my whole life: the one who keeps the books, the one who counts, the girl given a surveyor’s glass instead of a doll. And a clerk is never in the books. A clerk is the hand that writes the entries and never an entry herself. I have kept everyone’s books and never been the entry that mattered.” She looked at me. “I watched my own kingdom sell its names for warm gold at Dun Barrow, a whole market of people selling what they were for a thing that cast no heat. And I have watched, this week, a boy of six sold for a tin bird three hundred years ago and a boy of ten holding a wall against being sold in a godmother’s inn. And I have decided what I want. I want to be in the one ledger that has never priced an entry for sale. Yours. All the way in. Not disordered, not partway, not the way I have been an entry in other people’s registers, weighed and traded. All the way in, where nothing can sell me out and nothing can hurry me and the count is never for sale. That is the asset. That is the whole of it.” She let it land. “The war tomorrow may have my Stand. It will. I will stand where a Ruthelm stands and hold ground for you with the thing I am. But that is not why, and I will not have anyone, ever, including you, including me, tell the story that the princess crowned for a war. I am choosing to Crown to be counted whole, before the war, in daylight, at a stone, with a witness. Mark it, Amsel.”

Old Amsel, sixty-odd, deaf in one ear, and unimpressed by a princess’s crowning, had remained beside his stone throughout. He said, “Witnessed. Get on with it, then,” which is the least ceremonial witnessing I had ever heard and exactly the one she wanted, a stone-keeper confirming a truth on a stone and telling her to get on with it, no pageant, no procedure, a fact recorded and the recorder impatient to be back about his day.

And then she asked me, which is the rhyme every one of them makes, the household’s oldest rule, and she asked because a bond cannot be taken, only given, and she knows it better than anyone, which is why she asked it at a stone with a witness present, so that the asking itself was on the record. “I am asking you,” she said. “The vision never asked. The crown I was born under never asked. Every man who wanted the princess or the signet never asked; they assumed. I am asking. Will you have me counted all the way in?”

“Yes,” I said. “Count it complete. All the way in. You’ve been the clerk long enough. Tonight you’re an entry, and it’s the one entry in my books that was never called and came anyway, and it will never be priced for sale.”

The old porter reflex, the one that has been with me since the tomb, wanted to be embarrassed by the size of it, wanted to make a joke, wanted to point out that a princess of the kingdom was standing at a river-town’s stone at grey light asking a discarded porter to count her all the way in, and that the arithmetic of it was absurd, and that a man should be relieved and not proud. I noticed the reflex, the way Nahari taught me to notice it, and I set it down unspent, because it was lying, the way it always lies. There was nothing absurd about it. A woman who had counted everyone her whole life and never once been counted was asking to be an entry in the one book she trusted, and it was the least absurd choice in the world, and the most, and I have learned to let a thing be both.

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

She took her hand off the stone. The reason had been recorded in daylight before the war, safe from later reinterpretation. The Crown still waited for her full self rather than a swearing over rock.

Maeva was waiting at the foot of the Stair when we came back to the square, an empress who does not miss a morning like that one, and she looked at Sidonie and at me and priced the whole of it in one glance the way she prices everything, and she did not say anything ceremonial, because the two of them are past ceremony now, an empress and an apprentice who has graduated. She only said, “You did it at the stone. In daylight. Before the night. Before anyone could say you did it for the war.” And Sidonie said, “You taught me that. Not the words. The order. You told me once that the order a thing is done in is the whole of what it means, and I have been counting the order of things all autumn, and I put the reason first, in daylight, at a stone, because you taught me that the reason has to be first or it is not a reason, it is an excuse dressed as one.” And Maeva, who has spent years learning to be a peer instead of a sovereign, inclined her head to the princess she had made, and said, “Then I taught you the only thing worth teaching, which is that the sequence is the meaning,” and the two of them stood a moment in the cold square, teacher and graduate, and Old Amsel, at his stone, said, “You’re all still here. Get on with it,” and both of them laughed, which is how the morning ended, at a stone, with a deaf man telling two of the most powerful women in the world to get on with it.



We walked the stations in falling light, terrace by terrace. Courteous godchildren waited on the second step while the road-men lounged below. Halfway up, a gilt captain asked me a real question.

We walked the Stair once that day, everyone who would hold a terrace on it, so that no one’s feet would be learning the stone in the dark. Colm’s lamp-lines were lit to the sixth terrace by dusk, a lit stair climbing a dark hill, and the seventh was left for Ottilie’s kitchen, which was already going up there, soup and blankets and the chalk line moved up onto the top terrace under the burned arch, fifty-three children’s places marked in chalk on the stone where they would sit the next night.

I walked it terrace by terrace and set each station, and it was the manifest we had rigged in a war-loft at home made real on frozen stone. The order’s first class took the first terrace, the fourth, and the fifth, Corbet at the first with his brother-in-arms Aldo beside him, a young man who could be sick over the doctrine and hold the line anyway placed at the bottom where the road-men would come first. Saskia took the second, alone, because Saskia is worth a line by herself and prefers it. Halvard the third, his forearm from the ford healed and eager. Yrsa the sixth, the top of the fighting, and she walked her terrace three times, reading the flanks where a gilt boy would climb, and salted the treads herself at midnight against the ice and denied it in the morning, because a saint salts a road when a fight is coming she cannot win with a sword, and she could not fight a song. Maeva would walk the whole Stair, not holding a terrace but holding the parents’ nerve in her voice, the Standard poured through every kept lamp. And I would stand at the top of the sixth flight with the Stand innate under my feet, and above me the seventh, which was a kitchen, and the leashes I would cut on the flanks between the third terrace and the sixth, and the Hush in my mouth for the one child the wall was not wide enough for.

The godchildren were courteous on the second terrace, thirty gilt youths standing in good order by the canvas, warm-handed and empty, and the road-men were not courteous, forty hired men in good boots lounging on the lower steps who watched us walk the Stair with the flat interest of men paid to keep a hill open, and Yrsa read every one of them once, and gave the lower terraces their faces, so that on the night nothing would be a surprise.

And the seventh terrace became a kitchen while we walked, because a keeper does not wait for a battle to start feeding people. Ottilie had gone up at first light with Merta’s hamper and forty loaves and Colm’s men carrying a stove up seven stone terraces in the cold, and by the time I reached the top the seventh terrace under the burned arch was a kitchen, a fire going, soup on, blankets stacked, and the chalk line drawn on the real stone where fifty-three children would sit, their places marked, and it looked, in the failing light, like exactly what it was, which was the warmest place on a cold hill. I understood, standing in it, that the whole of the eight weeks had come down to making the top of the hill the warmest place on it, so that when the families climbed, as we knew they would, their feet carried them toward soup and not toward a song, and the difference between those two climbs was the war. Nahari had already taken her place at the terrace’s edge, her eyes shut, her ears beginning to fill, and she said, without opening them, “It is a good kitchen. I cannot see it and I know it is a good kitchen, because a good kitchen has a particular quiet under its noise, and this one has it. A song cannot open a door in a kitchen; there is too much else going on in a kitchen; that is why they were always safe places, and nobody ever knew why.” And Ottilie, hoarse already from a day of ordering a kitchen up a hill, said, “Kitchens are safe because somebody’s watching the pot, and somebody watching a pot is watching the children, it’s the same watching,” and went back to the soup.

And Anselm passed me on the fourth terrace, going down as I went up, and he stopped, and he asked me a real question, without irony, which is the strangest thing a hollow man can do. “Is it true,” he said, “that a hum is a wall?” And I looked at a boy of twenty who had led a caravan of dead children up a sea-road and who had stopped on an inn stair to listen to a live one hum through a wall and did not know why, and I said, “Ask the boy at the inn. He’ll tell you. He’s ten and he knows more about it than either of us.” And Anselm did not ask the boy, because a gilt thing does not ask a question it is afraid of the answer to, but he did not stop listening either, and I marked it, a crack in a cradle-Hero the width of a boy’s hum through a wall, and I filed it for a stair the next night.

“You cut my lamp,” he said, before he went on down. Not accusing. Wondering. “At the ford. Something you did. The lamp in my bag went cold and I’ve never got it warm again, and I don’t throw it away, and I don’t know why I don’t.” He looked at the cold lamp he had taken out of his saddlebag and was holding in one gilt hand. “Was there a boy? In the lamp? I feel like there was a boy and I can’t remember being given him.” And I told him the truth, plainly, because a hollow man asking a real question is owed a real answer even if he cannot hold it. “His name was Aubin. He was six. He was leashed to that lamp for thirteen years, and he stood where the dark was, which is what a lamplighter does, and I cut him free and he rested. You were given him before you could remember. That’s what she does. She gives a child a thing before he’s old enough to say no.” And Anselm looked at the cold lamp, and for one breath he was twenty and frightened again, the crack widening, and then the gilt came back over him, and he put the lamp away and went down the Stair, and did not throw it away, and I filed that too.

Bram, who had come south with the household, refused to publish odds on the night, as he had once refused to price the Saint. A man asked him for a book on the Long Night, and Bram wrote something on a folded paper and put it in his coat and would not show it and would not take a bet on it. “Some books are prayers,” he said. “This one’s a lullaby. I’ll keep it, and I’ll not price it, and if we win I’ll show you what I wrote, and if we lose it won’t matter what I wrote, and either way there’s no odds on it, because you don’t lay odds on a lullaby, you just hope it holds.”

Petra rehearsed her rationing of the dragon story on the town’s children in the square. She reached the cliff she meant to hold them on through the Long Night and stopped, and fifty-three children howled, and one of them, a girl of six who had learned to sit still that very week, folded her hands in her lap and said, gravely, to the storyteller, “You have to earn the next part. That’s the rule. We sit still and you tell the story, and if you stop at the good part on purpose that’s not fair, that’s a hook, and a gift with a hook is a theft with manners,” which is the fox’s own line, out of a six-year-old’s mouth, learned off a graduate off a fox, and Suzu, who was passing, stopped dead, and put her hand over her heart, and said, “She quoted me. In a square. To a storyteller. That’s the finest theft I’ve ever been the victim of,” and paid the child a plum for the use of her words, and the child, delighted, sat back down and waited for the story to be earned, which was a six-year-old holding a wall for the pleasure of a dragon in installments. She folded her hands back into her lap and waited for a warm thing she had every right to want. And Vyrissa landed on the burned arch at the top of the Stair at dusk, a shape against the last light, and every lamp in the town leaned away from her at once, the whole lit hill bending its flames back from the dragon on the arch, and she permitted it, because a dragon at a nursery is a wall against the cold and a wall does not mind the lamps leaning away, so long as nothing cold gets past it to the children.

At sundown, Maeva stood beside the first terrace and watched forty-one families walk their children up the Stair to the seventh terrace, of their own choosing, to sit with Ottilie the night before the night, because it was warmer up there under the arch where a foundling queen had a fire and soup going, and because the children had been sitting on a chalk line all week and wanted to sit on the real one, and because a whole town had decided, without anyone arguing it into deciding, that the warm place was the top of the hill with the soup and not the second terrace with the sweets. And the godmother’s canvas on the second terrace, laid out with its rows of warm toys, was suddenly a party nobody came to, a wagon of gifts and thirty courteous godchildren and a woman with a basket, and no children, because the children were up the hill with the soup.

And the Sponsor did not hurry. She has never needed the parents to like her. She has never needed anyone to come to her canvas. She needs only the parents to bring the children up the hill, and the parents were bringing the children up the hill, exactly as she needed, to the seventh terrace, to the top, to the place a Naming happens, and whether they came for her sweets or for a foundling queen’s soup, they came, and they brought the children, and that was all she had ever needed, and I understood, watching the families climb, that we had not kept the children off the hill, we could not, that was never the plan; we had only made sure that when they got to the top of it they would be sitting in a kitchen and not reaching for a song, and that the difference between those two things was the whole of the war.

Hedda climbed with the rest, with Kelm ahead of her, and she still had the tin lamb warm in her fist, and she had not un-accepted it, and nobody made her, and Ottilie, at the top, watched her come up the last terrace and did not say a word about the lamb, only said, “There’s soup, and there’s a place for Kelm on the line, and there’s a blanket for you, sit where it’s warm,” and gave a frightened mother a blanket and a bowl and a place beside her son and asked nothing of the lamb in her fist, because you cannot force a hand open from the outside any more than a door, and a mother’s hand opens out of love or not at all, and Ottilie had decided to feed Hedda warm all the way to the moment her hand opened on its own, or did not, and either way to feed her. And I watched a foundling queen wrap a blanket round a woman who had been sold a promise, and thought that the whole of the war on that hill came down to one question, which was whether a hand would open out of love in time, and that we had spent eight weeks making sure the warm place was at the top of the hill so that if a hand opened, it would open where there was soup.



She was crowned in a stone-keeper’s counting loft above the square, read whole through her own glass. At her Crown the whites came off wholesale, and a woman who had counted everyone was counted from the outside and put all the way into the one ledger that balances.

The counting loft is above the deed-stone square, a stone-keeper’s room with a slanted glass roof that the snow lay on, and one lamp, and the square’s lamps glowing up through the floor-boards from below, and on the sill sat her surveyor’s glass, which she had taken south for the mission and returned to my hand after counting the Stair that afternoon. Her instrument had moved between us as trust made hardware, and tonight it was going home for good.

She asked for the instrument first, because asking was her chosen grammar, and the asking is the whole of what undoes her. “Read me through my own glass,” she said, standing in the lamplight in her court whites, worn to the stone that morning. “Count me the way I have counted lamps my whole life. Aloud. Item by item. Make it a survey. I will answer each count, and I will answer in exact words, and I will not be permitted to say perhaps.” And I took her glass off the sill and raised it and read her through it, item by item, aloud, the way she has read a thousand lamp-lines, the length of her willowy frame, the long elegant lines, the moonlight-ash braid still severe, the ice-grey eyes that count before they admire, and I named each thing and she answered each thing, yes, in exact words, a woman being surveyed by her own instrument in a stone-keeper’s loft with the square’s lamps glowing up through the floor-boards, and I watched the flush-trail begin at the base of her winter-cool throat at the second count and spread down in stages with each thing I named, the visible warmth of her arousal climbing her the way it always climbs, the audit trail she has made her whole erotic language, and I named the trail too, count by count, following it down, and she answered yes to the naming of it, her composure holding through the whole survey the way it holds, item by item, level and precise, until the survey reached the thing she had always refused before.

“Off,” she said. “All of it. Not disordered. Off.” She had always kept formal clothing as visible wreckage, the audit trail left on. Tonight, at her Crown, she asked for the opposite. “I want to be counted with nothing on the page but me. No whites to leave disordered. No wreckage to hide the trail behind. Off. All of it. Counted whole.” I took the whites off wholesale, by my hands at her spoken direction, garment by garment, and each one she asked for the removing of, in exact words, and each one I granted, the coat, the collar she has always kept, the whites she wears to a stone, all of it off, and the braid down last, the severe court braid loosed over bare shoulders, and she stood counted whole in the lamplight with nothing on the page but her, the flush-trail run the length of her, throat to chest to belly, unhidden, and I named it as I found it, because naming the trail is what she wants and there was nothing to hide it behind now, only the trail itself and the naming of it.

I bent her forward over the loft’s table and entered her slow, the wet parting of her around my cock as I pushed in deep, and there was nothing under her hands but the wood, no map, no page, no city, only bare oak, a woman who has always had her city or her map or a page under her hands taken over nothing but a table with my cock buried inside her, and she asked, in complete sentences that shredded by degrees into held words as I thrust into her, the unfinished sentence that belonged to her, and I did not finish a single one for her because she had chosen to fight each down and complete it herself, and she fought them down and completed them, one after another, her composed syntax failing mid-word as her slick walls gripped me and rebuilt mid-word by her own will, glass-blue frost-light tracing her from the nape down. “Ask me,” I told her, low, because asking is what undoes her, and she asked, precisely, “deeper, and there, and hold,” for each thing, and I gave her each thing exactly as she asked, a stroke for each granted word, and not one thing more, which is the whole of what breaks her, a woman who has counted every margin of her life given precisely the entry she requested with nothing rounded, the wet sounds of me inside her growing louder with each asked-for stroke, and the precision of the giving undid her more than any excess could have, because excess she could have audited and found wanting, and exactness she could only receive.

Then astride me, face to face, sinking down onto my cock with a slow measured descent that pressed the breath out of both of us, the slick grip of her taking me to the root, and the flush-trail ran unhidden across her bare skin from throat to belly and I named the whole of it as I found it, and the glass-blue light climbed from the nape down her spine and, for the first time, all the way around, a woman read whole, frost-light taking the whole surface of her instead of the thin line it has always been, and the vows came as the consent, hers in her audit-grammar with the armor entirely off. “I chose this before I knew if we’d win, once,” she said, “at Dun Barrow, when I Swore, before Founders’ Night, when it might all have failed. And I choose it now knowing nothing at all about tomorrow, whether we hold the Stair, whether a single child is saved, knowing nothing, choosing it blind, which I have never done with a choice this large, chosen without counting the cost. Counted. Chosen. And,” and the sentence held at the edge, the way her sentences hold, and she fought it down and finished it herself, “witnessed.” And mine was porter-plain, the way I say the largest things, that I would have her all the way in, that the entry was made and would never be balanced against anything, and she rode it.

The bond CROWNED at her peak, and the glass-blue light ran through both of us like frost taking a whole window at once, all at once, edge to edge, a window gone white in an instant.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: THE STAND, INNATE]

[SIX CROWNS. THE CIRCLE HOLDS. THE RING HAS A KEEPER AND A CLERK.]

And the Crown’s flood ran both ways at once, which is the thing a Crown does that no lesser tier does, and it ran in her grammar because she is who she is: I received her count of the world, every lamp she has ever tallied in her whole life, a kingdom in columns, a mind that has weighed everything pouring its whole ledger through the bond into me, and it arrived in perfect order, a woman’s entire life kept in perfect columns, and under the columns, the thing the columns were always hiding, which was a clerk who had counted everyone and been counted by no one. And she received my count of her, herself as an entry, from the outside, weighed and posted in the one ledger that balances, and the auditor who has never once been an entry felt herself become one, felt herself put all the way into a book where the count is never for sale, and she said the sentence whole, unfinished by anyone, no held word in it, no fighting it down, because at the very peak of it there was nothing left to hold: “There. I’m in it.”

And I came inside her, deep, my cock pulsing thick as the Crown’s light blazed through both of us, cum flooding into her in waves while my hands gripped her willowy hips, and the Crown’s loop ran every spurt through her and her clenching through me, an auditor and her Warden crowned in a stone-keeper’s loft with a river-town’s lamps glowing up through the floor, and she crested again on the feel of me emptying into her, the whole surface of her frost-lit at once, and there was no held word left anywhere in her, only the entry made and posted and balanced against nothing, forever.

Her composure did not fail. It was simply absent for the whole of the peak, neither broken nor overcome: a woman with nothing on, nothing held, and nothing to rebuild. Her ice-grey eyes stayed open. Her hands forgot the ordered work of fastening and counting, and she let the glass-blue light take her without naming or measuring it. She did not rebuild it after, not one item, not one button, and she fell asleep in the loft with nothing wrong because nothing was on, uncomposed and unbothered. She remained open long after the light settled. I lay awake beside her a while feeling the new facet settle into me, the Stand, innate now, ground held for another that cannot be taken for one held breath, and I thought that of all the echoes I have been given it was the most like the woman it came from, a thing that holds ground for someone else and asks nothing, and that on a stair the next night I would plant my feet on the top of the sixth flight and hold ground for fifty-three children with a facet of a princess’s whole self, and that she had crowned for the count and not the war, and that the war would have the count anyway, because that is how this family works, it gives its whole self to a person and the person turns out to also be exactly what the war needs, and never the other way round.

When she woke later, I handed her the glass back.

I took the surveyor’s glass off the sill where it had sat all night and I put it into her own hand for good, and I said, “Count the Stair tomorrow with your own eyes. I’ve carried it for you since spring, and it was trust made hardware, and it did its job, and now you’re counted whole and it goes back to your hands, where a whole woman keeps her own instruments. I’ve got the Stand under my feet now, innate, yours, in me. I’ll be standing where you tell me. You count. That’s yours. It always was.” And she took her glass back, a whole woman taking back her own instrument, and she counted the loft’s lamps with it once, out of pure reflex and pure joy, and announced the number, and refused to be embarrassed about how much she had enjoyed announcing it. And she put on a shirt with nothing to hide, and buttoned one button wrong, deliberately, the one wrong button that is hers and mine to keep, and said, “Tradition,” dry, and it held every choice she had made in one wrong button, a woman who counted everything her whole life leaving one thing deliberately uncounted because it was hers to leave, and I let it stay wrong, because it is the truest thing she owns.



At dusk the seventh terrace was a kitchen with fifty-three children in it, and the second was a canvas with warm toys and no one, and a woman with a basket looked up the hill and said the only thing she said that was not an age or a gift.

I climbed the Stair at last light to see it whole before the night, and it was the whole of the week made real: the seventh terrace under the burned arch was a kitchen, Ottilie’s fire and soup and blankets, fifty-three children sitting on the real chalk line their families had walked them up to, forty-one parents behind them, Petra with a story rationed to last the night, Nahari standing at the terrace’s edge with her eyes already shut and her ears already filling, Vyrissa on the arch above with her wings half-furled against the north wind, Suzu at the terrace’s lip with a reeve’s case open, Sidonie at the edge where a Ruthelm stands with her own glass in her own hand, and the Stand under my feet, innate, hers, in me. And the second terrace was a canvas, laid out with rows of warm toys, thirty courteous godchildren, forty hired road-men, and a woman with a basket, and no children at all, because the children were up the hill in the warm.

And the Sponsor, at the foot of the Stair, with her basket on her arm, looked up the whole lit hill to the arch where a foundling queen stood ladling soup for fifty-three children she meant to sing away, and she said, in the sweetest voice anyone in that town had ever heard or would ever hear again, the only thing she said that was not an age or a gift, three words, up the hill, to the dark, to a woman three hundred years dead who had out-sung her once:

“Louder than last time.”

And the sun went down, and it was the longest night of the year, and it began.


Chapter 18: The Long Night

The longest night of the year was the eighth wave. We met it station by station, beginning at the top of the sixth flight with the Stand under my feet.

The Stair’s seven stone terraces climbed the hill around me; only the seventh lay above. I counted every post before the first note.

Seven stone terraces, lamp-lined to the sixth by Colm’s rigs, a lit stair climbing a dark hill, the light-grid hanging on the echoed cross-bars I had renewed a hundred times in daylight and would renew all night in the dark. The seventh terrace, at the top, under the burned arch, was a kitchen: fifty-three children sitting on the chalk line their families had walked them up to, four to ten years old, hands in their laps, and behind them forty-one parents, and at the front of them Ottilie, with a ladle in one hand and her other hand in her own lap, a big soft woman sitting the drill with the children so they would not be the only ones sitting it. Beside her stood Nahari, her eyes already shut, her ears already filling, blind by choice and deaf by choice, the one dark spot on a lit hill. At the back, Petra, with a story rationed to last the night. Above them all, on the burned arch, Vyrissa, her wings half-spread against the north wind that came straight down the river, so that nothing cold reached the seventh terrace, and the snow that blew onto her wings ran to water and fell upward off the heat of her.

At the seventh terrace’s lip sat Suzu, with a reeve’s travel case open beside her, empty, waiting, like a desk. And at the terrace’s edge, where a Ruthelm stands, stood Sidonie, crowned that dawn, with her own surveyor’s glass in her own hand, counting the Stair.

And I stood at the top of the sixth flight, between the fighting and the children, with the Stand innate under my feet, and the Hush in my mouth, and Measure ready to read a leash, and Shade-Step ready to walk me through a field of gilt, and Footwork ready to thread me through the rigging, and the Glimpse ready to give me the half-second, every echo the family had ever handed me, waiting.

Below me, the terraces of the fighting. Yrsa held the sixth, the top of the steel, nobody past her. Halvard held the third. Saskia held the second. The order’s six divided precisely: Corbet, Aldo, and the broad-shouldered younger master on the first; the eldest master and one graduate on the fourth; the final graduate on the fifth. And Maeva walked the whole Stair, holding no terrace and holding all of them, the Standard poured through every kept lamp, the parents’ nerve kept in her voice.

And at the foot of the Stair, at full dark, a woman with a basket. Behind her, in a courteous line up the first two terraces, thirty gilt youths with small dead things at heel, a ferry-dog, a drummer boy, a grandmother with an empty hive, and the rest. And behind them, forty hired road-men in good boots who were not courteous at all.

The sun went all the way down. And she sang.



Her song was beautiful, the sweetest sound I had ever heard. Its sweetness carried all the horror.

It came up the hill at full dark, a lullaby, low and warm and impossibly kind, the sound a mother makes over a cradle in the one memory a person keeps their whole life of being small and safe and warm, and it made a door want to open. That is the only way I can put it. Force had no place in its craft; doors open from the inside. The lullaby made every door on that hill want to open, made every child want to reach, the way a child reaches at a candle in a dream, warm and safe and drawing them, and I felt it pull at me, a grown man of twenty-six with a door kept shut for twenty-six years, felt the sweetness of it reach for the place a door would be, and I held, because I had learned to hold, and up the hill fifty-three children who had learned to hold that same week held with me.

Every lamp on the Stair leaned up the hill toward the children, the flames all bending toward the seventh terrace, toward the reaching the song was calling for. And on the seventh terrace, fifty-three small hands twitched in fifty-three laps.

And stayed.

They stayed because they had been sitting on a chalk line for a week, because their hands knew how to stay in their laps, because a drill worn down to nobody’s had made a wall of them. And they stayed because Kelm, at the front, ten years old, put his hands harder into his lap and hummed, four notes and a rest, out loud, and forty children hummed it with him, the tune a dead cook had taught his teacher, and the ones who did not know the whole tune knew the rest, and a terrace full of children hummed a kitchen song against a lullaby, their ears filling with the wall, and the song found no room.

[THE NAMING: REFUSED.]

The Sponsor sang louder. And Ottilie stood up.



She stood up on the seventh terrace with a ladle in her hand, a big woman being loud on a stair in the snow, and she re-enacted a thing she had died doing three hundred years before, only alive this time, and Sworn, and with fifty-three children humming under her.

She was loud. She had told us she was loud, a hundred times, and she was, a big loud warm voice thrown down the hill against the sweetest sound in the world, not a pretty voice, she cannot sing a note, but a wall does not have to be pretty, and she was not singing, she was humming, four notes and a rest, so loud it filled the whole seventh terrace and rolled down the Stair, and beside her Nahari stood blind and deaf by choice with her ears full of the same four notes, the one dark spot on the hill, and behind them fifty-three children hummed, and Petra kept the story going low under it all so no child had room in its head for anything but a dragon and a hum.

The song and the hum met halfway down the Stair, around the fourth terrace, like two weathers colliding, and where they met the lamps stopped leaning. It happened in sequence before me, the flames on the fourth and fifth terraces that had been bending up the hill toward the reaching, straightening, standing up in their cups, a line of straight flames on a hill where every other flame leaned, because at the fourth terrace a lullaby and a kitchen hum cancelled each other and left a child no room to want anything.

And the Sponsor’s voice caught.

For the first time this season, the sweetest voice in the world caught against the same woman who had sung it hoarse three hundred years before, alive again and loud. She did not hurry. She never hurries. But her voice caught, and she looked up the hill at a foundling queen humming, and she sent the godchildren up the Stair. To help the dears reach.



The terraces held, every rig firing in the order we had laid it.

The road-men came first up the middle of the first terrace, drawn to the fighting. They had mistaken the distraction for the objective. Corbet, Aldo, and the broad-shouldered younger master held the first terrace in the Warden’s guard: take them at the rubble’s foot, fold four feet and reform on the person behind you, then advance on a spoken number. Above them, the eldest master and one graduate held the fourth while the sixth and final member of the class held the fifth. The breach doctrine forged during the Night of Leaning Lamps held in the cold, on stone, and Corbet did not look back at the children once, his neck already taught not to turn on a snow-yard a fortnight ago. He held the first terrace, and it cost him, and he paid it.

The first terrace was the worst of it. A wall’s cost does not soften because children are safe behind it. The road-men were forty and hired and had no line they would not cross for enough coin, and they came up the first terrace hardest and longest, and the first terrace was held by Corbet and Aldo beside the broad-shouldered younger master, and it was held, all night, nobody past it, but it was not held for free. There is a difference between a terrace held and a terrace held without loss, and the first terrace was the first kind, and I felt it happen even with the link still lit, a graduate’s guard going down at the hinge of a stair and not coming back up, and I did not have time to grieve it and neither did Yrsa and neither did any of us, because a stair does not stop for the falling of the person holding it; you reform on the person behind and advance on a spoken number, which is the doctrine, and which is the cruelest thing about the doctrine, that it works, that a line reforms over its own dead and holds, and I marked the falling and did not stop, and it would have names in the morning, and the names would be Aldo, and a broad-shouldered younger master who had learned the loose grip on the fifth try, but in the dark on the sixth flight they were only a gap in a line that reformed and held, and I hated the doctrine for working and was grateful it worked, both, the way you are grateful and sick at once for a thing that saves children at a price.

Saskia held the second terrace alone, because she is worth a line by herself, and a road-man came at her with a line-cutter’s blade meant to open a shield-wall, and Saskia read the back-cut in his shoulder a beat before he threw it, the same read she has taught to the order one more time this week, and she broke his blade with hers and put him down the terrace, one exchange, no waste, and taught the read one final time in the doing of it, to anyone watching, which is Saskia’s whole way of teaching, by doing the thing correctly in front of you and leaving before you can thank her.

Halvard held the third terrace and took his second honest wound of the winter there, a road-man’s blade along the same forearm the ford had cut, and he laughed, delighted, bound it one-handed the way Saskia taught him at the ford, and held his terrace, a man who spent his whole life in a blessing that would not let him bleed learning, on a stair in the snow, to love an honest wound honestly won.

The godchildren bypassed the line.

We had drilled for exactly that after Ottilie named it on the snow-yard before choosing us: gilt youths climb the flanks instead of coming up the middle. They went up the lamp-lines’ rigging on the sides of the Stair, fast and gilt and courteous, thirty of them, climbing the rocks and the rigging where there was no gate, because they were not trying to get through the line, they were trying to get to the children’s hands, and a child’s hand is reached fastest by the way you are not watching. And Yrsa met Anselm at the top of the sixth flight.



Yrsa gave Anselm Pryor the honest fight his whole gilt life had never once allowed him, and disarmed him without a wound, and told him to concede, and he did not know the word from the inside.

He came up the sixth flight fast and good, the best of the thirty, the captain, parade-fit and drilled by someone who knew the craft, and Yrsa met him at the top of the flight, and I was ten feet up from them with the Stand under my feet and I watched three exchanges of it, because a fight this good is owed its beats.

First exchange: he came in high and fast, a killing line, the line of a boy who has never once been beaten and does not know a line can fail, and Yrsa turned it off with the loose grip, the one Ilsabet taught her ninety years ago, and did not counter, only turned it, reading him. Second exchange: he came again, low, a feint that had surely broken a hundred practice partners who were told to lose, the weight-shift that says lunge, and Yrsa did not bite, because Yrsa reads the whole of a fighter and not the part he is lying to, and she saw the feint for a boy’s trained trick and stepped inside it. Third exchange: she took his blade. Not his life, not his arm, his blade, a bind and a turn and the sword out of his hand and onto the stone, the same disarm she once gave Saskia on the circuit, clean, no wound, and Anselm stood at the top of the sixth flight with empty hands for the second time in a fight, and Yrsa said, “Concede.”

And he did not know the word from the inside.

I saw it on his face, a boy of twenty who had never once lost a fight, who had been given a blessing that never let him lose, standing disarmed on a stair being told to concede, and the word meant nothing to him, because you cannot concede a thing you have never been allowed to lose, the whole machinery of losing was missing in him, a boy raised to win who did not have the part that gives up, and he stared at Yrsa with empty hands and did not concede and did not attack, frozen on the one word his whole gilt life had never taught him, and Yrsa, who has stood on a wall for ninety-four years, looked at a boy who could not concede and understood him completely, and did not kill him, and left him there frozen, and turned to hold the rest of her flight, because a boy who cannot concede is not a threat, he is a casualty who does not know it yet, and she had a terrace to hold.

And Maeva, on the fourth terrace, turned a knot of parents.

Some of the parents broke. Of course some broke; forty-one frightened people on a hill in the dark with the sweetest voice in the world calling and their children up ahead of them, some of them broke and started down the hill toward the canvas and the sweets and the promise, and Maeva was there, walking the Stair, and she turned them. Not with force. With a decree and a hand. She put her hand on one woman’s shoulder, the way she does, and she said, in the warm contralto that makes lamps straighten, “Your daughter’s name is Nell’s-age, she’s on the line, she’s holding, she’s the bravest thing on this hill, and you will go back up and watch her be brave, because a child who is being brave needs to see her mother believe she can, go up, I’ll walk with you,” and she walked the woman back up the hill, and the knot of parents followed the empress up instead of the song down, because a frightened person will follow anyone who is certain, and Maeva is certain, and she turned the parents on the fourth terrace with a hand and a decree and a child’s name, and not one of them reached the canvas.



I cut the leashes one at a time on the flanks, the way I cut seventeen at the Night of Leaning Lamps, and every small dead thing stood for one breath and looked up at a humming foundling queen and rested, and every godchild folded to his knees, alive.

The godchildren climbed the flanks, and I went among them with Shade-Step, walking through a field of gilt unremarked, and Measure read each one’s leash and showed me the ground of it, a keepsake in a saddlebag or a pocket, warm, thirteen years warm, twenty years warm, a note written on a child’s door before the child could read, and I cut them one at a time, on the flanks of the Stair, between the third terrace and the sixth, without ceremony, the way a man cuts a snare, Footwork threading me through the rigging and the Glimpse giving me the half-second before a gilt hand closed on a rock.

Most cuts freed two lives: the small dead thing at the godchild’s heel, and the godchild who folded into the snow warm-handed and gilt-less. Anselm’s would free only him; Aubin had already rested at the ford.

The drummer boy stood whole for one breath, looked toward Ottilie’s hum, and laid his sticks on the third terrace with their tips aligned before he rested. The bees’ grandmother took the empty hive from the girl’s back, brushed snow from its lid, and set it upright before she went gentle. The ferry-dog shook river water from a coat that had been dry for centuries, sat facing the seventh terrace, and vanished with its ears lifted to the tune.

The fourth cut freed an old ferryman. He unwound the rope that had bound his wrists, coiled it once at his feet by lifelong habit, and rested with one palm open toward the river. A shepherd came next, grey-bearded and bent. He caught the crook his godchild had carried like a staff, drove its tip into a snowbank so it would stand without him, then let go.

The sixth was a bell-girl in a soot-black dress. A brass handbell formed in her fingers when the leash broke. She rang it once toward the kitchen terrace, a clean note inside the two competing songs, and went out before the echo did. The boy after her had carried messages in a war I did not know. He took a sealed strip from inside his dead coat, tore it unread, and scattered the scraps downwind before he rested.

A miller’s widow came free eighth. She turned the little quern-stone hanging from her godchild’s belt one final quarter turn, dusted flour from hands that had none, and closed her eyes. The ninth was a watchman with a cracked horn. He raised it, sounded one breath of warning toward nobody, then laid it across the step as if his watch had finally been relieved.

Shade-Step carried me behind the tenth godchild. Measure found a warm clay whistle under his collar. I cut. A stable girl appeared beside him, plaited the dead horsehair bracelet around her wrist into one neat knot, kissed it, and rested. The next leash held a washerwoman who wrung meltwater from an invisible cloth and spread it over the rail. It shone for a heartbeat like clean linen, then both woman and cloth were gone.

The twelfth small legend was a baker with burned forearms. He broke the heel from a phantom loaf and held it toward the humming children before setting it on the stone. A nurse followed him. She tucked the scarf at her godchild’s throat, checked the young woman’s brow with the back of two fingers, and rested only after the fever she remembered was not there.

The fourteenth was a cooper’s apprentice. He tapped three hoops on an empty cask no one else could see, listened to the wood answer true, and nodded. Then he went gentle. A fisherwoman came after, drew a blunt hook from her sleeve, snapped the line tied to it with her teeth, and dropped both pieces into the snow.

The sixteenth kept pigeons. When I cut her leash, three pale birds lifted from her shoulders, circled the Stair once, and dissolved over the seventh terrace. She watched until the last wing vanished, then followed. The next was a cobbler, who knelt, tied the loose lace on his godchild’s boot, gave the knot one testing pull, and rested on his knees.

An old gardener stood whole at the eighteenth cut. He pressed two fingers into the frozen soil between stones, found no give, and left a single black seed in the seam anyway. The nineteenth was a laundress’s little brother, dead at perhaps eight. He folded a red square of cloth into a boat, set it in the runnel beside the Stair, and watched it float downhill before his light went soft.

Anselm’s leash was the twentieth. Aubin had already rested at the ford, so no small figure rose beside him. Only the cold tin lamp answered Measure. When I cut the leash grounded through it, Anselm folded at Yrsa’s feet. He put one hand on the sixth terrace to steady himself, felt winter stone without the gilt between him and the world, and stared at his own warm fingers. “Oh. That’s what cold is.”

“Yes,” Yrsa said. “That’s cold. Hold yours.”

She left him there whole at twenty and turned back to her terrace. A freed boy owed us nothing, and we owed him the chance to feel the weather.

Ten godchildren still climbed above the third terrace.

The twenty-first cut freed a grandmother with a spindle. She wound the trailing thread back around it, placed it in her godchild’s palm, and closed the young man’s fingers before resting. A charcoal burner stepped out of the next leash, black to the elbows. He rubbed his thumb across a godchild’s gilt cheek, saw the shine come away like soot, and smiled before he went.

A market porter came free carrying a basket. He lowered it instead of dropping it, squared it safely against the terrace wall, and stretched his empty shoulders once. The twenty-fourth was a river child with a toy skiff. She launched it in snowmelt and ran two steps beside it, laughing without sound, before she faded.

The next dead woman had kept goats. She clicked her tongue, and a phantom kid stopped worrying the hem of her skirt. She scratched between its ears, then both rested. A miner followed, set down a lamp that had burned blue and cold, and pinched its flame between scarred fingers. Honest darkness took him.

The twenty-seventh was a seamstress. She pulled a needle from her godchild’s cuff, bit the thread, and smoothed the repaired edge flat. The next was an old man with a key ring. He tried each key against an invisible lock, found the last one fit, turned it, and walked through whatever opened for him.

The twenty-ninth small legend was a kitchen boy. He lifted an empty wooden bowl toward Ottilie, scraped its inside clean with one finger, and set it mouth-down to show the washing was done. He rested smiling at the hum.

The final cut freed a woman who had kept a roadside shrine. She gathered three phantom coppers from the snow, stacked them beside the lamp-line, and bowed toward the road before her light settled.

Thirty godchildren knelt across the flanks, warm-handed, frightened, whole. Around them remained aligned sticks, a standing crook, one black seed, a fading thread, and a stack of coppers. Then those last receipts softened into the snow.



Then the Sponsor climbed the Stair herself, unhurried, and she could not pass me, and she reached a gift over my shoulder toward a four-year-old, and the whole of the night came down to one held breath.

She came up the Stair with her basket on her arm, unhurried, unbothered, past the order and the Champion and the knight, who did not touch her because she does not touch anyone and cannot be touched by a blade, a woman-shaped kindness walking up a stair full of a fight that had nothing to catch her with, past Saskia, past Halvard, past a saint who let her pass because there was nothing to be done to her with a sword, up to the top of the sixth flight where I stood with the Stand under my feet.

And she could not pass me. That is what the Stand is for. Ground held for another cannot be taken from me for one held breath, and I held the top of the sixth flight, and she came to it and could not pass, and she did not try, because she does not fight, that is the whole of her grammar, she does not fight, she gives. And she reached into her basket, and she took out a gift, a small warm thing, and she held it out over my shoulder, up the Stair, toward the seventh terrace, toward the youngest child on the chalk line, a girl of four in a red hood at the very front, who had come only the day before and learned the hum only that morning, and the Sponsor said, in the sweetest voice anyone has ever heard, “For you, dear. No terms. How old are you?”

And fifty-two children held. And one reached.

The four-year-old reached, because four is four, because a girl of four who learned the hum only that morning cannot hold against the sweetest voice in the world when it is speaking directly to her and holding out a warm gift, her small hand went up, out of her lap, reaching, and I said the word.

I said the Hush, one word, quiet, with the whole of the stillness behind it, and her hand stopped, mid-reach, for the space of one breath, and the flame nearest her settled, and her hand hung still in the air, hers and not hers, and the breath ran, and I knew before it ended that one breath was not going to be enough, because the Sponsor’s song swelled at the sight of the reach, because one door wanting is enough for a Naming to start, and the breath ended, and the four-year-old reached again.

And I spent the ring.

The loop-hold, signed in Bram’s lockbox twenty-seven nights ago, the family’s whole light against one breath of stillness, and I gave the order through the link, and every queen’s ink confirmed in her own voice, all at once, through the bond:

[APPROVED, WITH INTEREST]

[SIGNED. HOLD YOURS.]

[I CANNOT HEAR YOU. DO IT ANYWAY.]

[CO-SIGNED. RECEIVING.]

[THE WIND STANDS BEHIND YOU.]

[COUNTED. I’M IN IT.]

[SIT STILL, ALL OF YOU. WITNESSED.]

And the Hush went one breath wide.

Not one child, one hand, one breath. A whole terrace, fifty-three laps, fifty-three small hands stilled at once, one held breath across the whole of the seventh terrace, the four-year-old’s hand and every other hand stopped in the air and in the lap at once, the lullaby finding fifty-three stilled children and no reach anywhere on the hill for one held breath.

And the ring paid. Gold went dark first at Maeva’s ribs. Storm-grey vanished from Yrsa’s scars, then ember from Nahari’s ankle-script. Suzu’s fox-fire died along her tails. Forge-gold banked to nothing under Vyrissa’s bronze, glass-blue left Sidonie’s nape, and rose-warm went last at Ottilie’s chest. Seven colors extinguished across the held breath until the family’s whole light was spent on one terrace of stillness. The hill went darker, and I stood at the top of the sixth flight in the sudden dark of my own family. One unexpected fear took me inside that breath.

The Hush held; I could feel fifty-three hands stilled.

But I had spent seven women’s light on my own order and could no longer feel a single one of them. The link was dark. The shared senses at the edges were gone, all seven of them, the warm metal and the incoming blade and the ache of foresight and the sparks off flint and the banked heat and the balanced column and the bread proving, all of it dark. The link had gone dark again, deeper and wider than during the four-strand blackout at the Night of Leaning Lamps. I could not feel through the bond whether they were still there, whether Yrsa still stood, whether Ottilie still hummed, whether Sidonie still counted, and the fear was not for the stillness, it was that I had spent their light and could not feel them to know they were all right.

I counted them by eye, the way Tam steadies himself. Maeva moved on the fourth with one hand on a parent’s shoulder. Yrsa held the sixth. Nahari stood blind at the top, her lips moving through the hum. Suzu guarded the terrace’s lip beside her open case. Vyrissa walled the arch with her wings while snow fell upward from them. Sidonie held the edge with her glass in hand. Those were the six bonded women apart from Ottilie. Ottilie stood before the chalk line with her ladle raised, humming, and made seven. Halvard still held the third terrace and Saskia the second, allies in their own stations, but neither belonged in the bond-count. I could feel none of my seven and see every one. The inventory steadied me, and the breath held.

And the breath was exactly enough.

Because in it, Kelm stood up.



In one held breath, a ten-year-old with his hands in his lap stood up, and walked past the four-year-old to the top of the flight, and put his own gift in a godmother’s basket, and said two words, and a four-year-old copied him, and a Naming came to nothing.

Kelm stood up. Ten years old, at the front of the line, his hands in his lap and then not, and he stood, and he took the tin lamb out of his coat, the one his mother had carried in her fist all the way from South River and up the hill, the one she had given him that morning to hold, and he walked, in the held breath, past the four-year-old in the red hood whose hand was stilled, up to the top of the sixth flight where a godmother stood holding out a gift, and he put his own tin lamb into her basket, of his own hand, giving it back, and he said, plain, in a ten-year-old’s clear voice, the thing the wing says:

“Doors later.”

And behind him, on the seventh terrace, his mother, Hedda, who had carried a lamb in her fist for a month and never once opened her hand, opened her hand. Her fingers closed on nothing, because her son had taken the lamb and given it back, and she said it too, behind him, the frightened woman who had been sold a promise, “Doors later,” un-accepting a gift with her own empty hand and her own words, three hundred years of a mother’s love finally turned the right way.

And the four-year-old in the red hood, whose hand the Hush had stilled and released, who did not understand a single thing that was happening, who had learned the hum only that morning and did not know why anyone was doing anything, looked at the big boy who had just walked up and put his gift in the basket, and copied him, because a child copies a child, because that is the whole of how a child learns anything, and she took the gift the Sponsor was still holding out to her, took it in her small hand, and handed it back, into the basket, because the big boy did.

“Doors later,” said the four-year-old, who did not know what it meant.

[THE NAMING: NONE.]



The gifts came down the line hand to hand, and a fox who had received gifts but always priced or repaid them sat at the terrace’s lip and received fifty-three things without turning any into a balance, and said “received” fifty-three times and did not joke once.

It went the way water goes once the first stone moves. The four-year-old handed her gift back, and the child beside her did, and the child beside that one, and fifty-three keepsakes came down the chalk line hand to hand, tin birds and lambs and whistles and horses and bees, passed child to child down the seventh terrace to its lip, where Suzu sat with her reeve’s case open like a desk, and she took every one of them.

Hedda’s lamb was the first to reach her, passed down from Kelm’s giving, and Suzu took it, and Hedda’s hands were shaking, and Suzu said, “Received,” and wrote nothing witty, and took the next, and said “Received,” and the next, fifty-three times, a fox who had spent years narrating odds and turning every exchange into theater receiving fifty-three returned gifts on a stair in the dark and not making a single joke, because she had told the family on the eve of the road that she wanted, once, to know what it felt like to receive, and here it was, fifty-three times, returned goods into her own hands, and she received them one by one, repeating the word each time, and the lamps on the seventh terrace straightened one by one as each gift left a child’s hands, a line of flames standing up in their cups as the terrace emptied of warm toys, and by the time the last gift reached the fox’s case every lamp on the seventh terrace stood straight, and the seventh terrace was only a kitchen, with children in it, holding, and no notes anywhere on it.



The Sponsor stood at the top of the sixth flight with a basket full of gifts nobody would take, on a stair where nobody reached, with her song gone hoarse at last against a cook’s, and she did not hurry, because she has never hurried. She offered the last gift once more, the one she had held out to the four-year-old, held it out again to the child in the red hood, and the four-year-old, who had learned one thing that night and learned it by copying, shook her head, because the big boy had. And an instrument is only its function. A godmother whose gifts are all handed back is a woman with a basket, and a woman with a basket that no child will take a gift from is a basket, and the smell of warm milk went out of the cold air the way it goes out of a room when the child that was never in it leaves, and she thinned, the sweetest voice in the world going quiet mid-note, a grey cloak going thin as milk poured out, and where she had stood there was a basket on a stone step, full of tin birds and lambs and whistles and horses and bees, and every single one of them was cold.

Vyrissa came down off the arch, and did not breathe on them. She stood over the basket of cold toys on the sixth terrace, a dragon in the shape of a woman, and she did not melt them, not yet, because it was not dawn yet, and an act done at the wrong hour is done wrong. She waited for the sun. And the whole hill was quiet, fifty-three children holding on a terrace that no longer needed holding, thirty freed godchildren kneeling warm-handed in the snow, a boy of twenty feeling the cold, a family with no light left in it, and a basket of cold toys on a stone step, and the longest night of the year running out its last dark hour toward a dawn that came later than any other.



And the dawn came, late and grey and the eighth wave, and a foundling queen saw the one she had died before seeing, and a dragon melted a season of stolen futures to slag on a plinth, and a fox pressed a pencil into my hand.

The sun cleared the river, late, the latest dawn of the year, grey and cold and real, and it came up over Kestering and up the Stair terrace by terrace, and on the seventh terrace, at the top of the Stair, under the burned arch, a foundling queen stood hoarse, her voice gone to nothing after a whole night of being loud, and she watched the sun come up over the river.

She had died before this dawn, three hundred years ago, on this stair, of the cold, with the sun an hour off, and she had never seen it, and she saw it now, alive, hoarse, with fifty-three children safe behind her and seventy of her own long at rest and thirty-three she would never stop counting, and for once her hands were in her own lap and not busy, a keeper watching a dawn she had been owed for three hundred years, and I stood beside her and did not say anything, because there was nothing to say that a dawn did not say better, and she watched it come up over the river, and when it had cleared the water she said, hoarse, to no one, to the sun, “There it is. That’s the one. That’s the dawn. I’d have liked it three hundred years ago and it’s just as good now,” and that was all, because she does not make moments, she keeps them.

And Vyrissa melted the basket. As the light came, she breathed on it at last, the basket and the toys and the fox’s case full of returned gifts, fifty-three notes and thirty, poured to slag on the deed-stone’s plinth in the square below in one long pour of forge-fire, a whole season’s stolen futures run to a puddle of grey metal cooling on stone, and the etch began before the slag cooled, the stone taking the night, and the light came up the Stair and warmed nothing that the godmother had cooled.

And Suzu came up the Stair to me, through the grey light, and she took the pencil out of the kerchief she now wears, the pencil she had stolen for luck at Stair rates twelve nights ago, and she pressed it into my hand.

“Returned,” she said. “After. That’s the ritual. Stolen before, returned after, the opposite of everything on this hill. And I received things. Fifty-three of them. And a kerchief, which I got to keep. I want to discuss receiving later, at length. I’ve got opinions forming, and you’re going to hear all of them.” She closed my fingers around the pencil.


Chapter 19: The Dark Ring

Old Amsel had ruled three columns on his stone table before sunrise.

CHILDREN. DEFENDERS. FREED.

He left the word VICTORY off the page.

“You can have that heading when every name has somewhere to go,” he said, pushing the chalk toward me with two blunt fingers. “Until then, count.”

So we counted in the grey after the longest night. Snowmelt dripped from the eaves of the counting loft. Below us, parents crossed the square carrying sleeping children, and the surviving defenders came down from the Stair in twos. Nobody was allowed to call the night won while one child, one fallen fighter, or one freed godchild remained an empty line.

The etch came first, the way the dawn accounting always comes first in this house, warm and priced, because a deed is not real until a stone takes it. Two circuit bards had carried witness-shards up the Stair unasked, sworn-neutral, the world’s camera, and what they had seen the mother-stone etched, and Kestering’s deed-stone lit at dawn with the whole of the night: THE LONG NIGHT AT THE FOUNDLING STAIR: FIFTY-THREE DOORS HELD. THE NAMING: NONE. And beneath it, unsworn, added by Old Amsel in his own hand, the hand of a deaf stone-keeper who adds the line the stone does not require: THE BIG WOMAN WAS LOUDER. And beneath that, unsworn, in a child’s hand, because a child had asked to add a line and Amsel had let him: DOORS LATER.

And the cascade rolled out from Kestering across the province by relay, the etch lighting in town after town by noon, and the Foundling Company’s dimmed verse dimming further, and Hobbe’s grey statue staying grey, and by spring forty-one villages would swear the whole of it as their own, but that morning it was only Kestering’s stone, lit, with a child’s line under it, and a town standing in the square reading it in the grey light with the sun late and cold over the river.

Two of the order’s first class did not come down off the first terrace: Aldo, Corbet’s brother-in-arms, twenty-two, and the broad-shouldered younger master who had learned the loose grip on the fifth try and been laughed at for it and held a first terrace like a hinge until he could not. Corbet came down from the first; the eldest master and his partner came down from the fourth; the final graduate came down from the fifth. Four survivors from a class of six. The two who fell were buried that day with lamps and no songs, because the songs had not been written yet and would be wrong when they were, and Yrsa spoke their weight at the grave in the voice she keeps for this, which is plain and short. “They held a stair,” she said, “so children could sit on it. That’s the whole of what they did and it’s the largest thing a person can do, and I’ve done it, and I know exactly what it weighs, and it weighs everything, and they carried it to the end, and there’s nothing above that on any ladder, and I’ve ordered the wood for their names on the school wall, and they’ll go at the top, with Ilsabet, where the top of the ladder goes.” And Halvard’s second honest wound was stitched by Merta’s hamper, and Saskia’s shoulder was wrenched and she would not have it looked at, and Corbet, who had held the first terrace and not looked back and stood through his brother-in-arms falling doing it, sat by the grave a long time, and Saskia sat with him without a word, which is her whole vocabulary of grief.

The ring remained dark.

Every bond-light had been spent on one breath of stillness. The seven shared senses at their edges were gone as well. For the first time since the Night of Leaning Lamps, I walked through a town unable to feel my family, seven women and one man moving through Kestering unable to feel each other, the warm metal and the incoming blade and the ache of foresight and the sparks off flint and the banked heat and the balanced column and the bread proving all dark at once, and it should have been a loss, and it was, and it was also a strange gift, because we found we could still count each other by eye.

I had spent a day and a night bracing for the dark ring to be terrible, in the moment I spent it on the Stair, when the fear was not that the Hush would fail but that I had spent seven women’s light and could not feel them. And the morning proved the fear a liar, gently, the way the morning proves most fears liars. We could not feel each other, and we found each other anyway, all day, in a square, by looking, the way ordinary people find the people they love; Maeva across the square by the set of her shoulders, Yrsa by the way she stands where she can see a door, Nahari by her stillness, Suzu by the kerchief, Vyrissa by the space people give her, Sidonie by the glass in her hand, Ottilie by the count she says on entering any room. We found each other by the people we would be without a bond, and those selves were enough. The bond had always been the fastest confirmation of family rather than its foundation, and a family that can find itself slow, by eye, in the cold, with its light out, is a family that was never held together by the light in the first place, which we had proved once with four strands; now the dark ring proved it with the whole family, and I have not been afraid of losing the light since, because I know now what is under it.



The freed godchildren were fed at The Seventy’s fire, and asked their names one at a time by a foundling queen with no voice left, and most of them slept like children, and four of them walked, and one of them asked me where the road north went.

The Seventy’s kitchen was Ottilie’s now, taken off the godmother’s people who had thinned away with their mistress in the night, and she stood in it hoarse, her voice gone to a ruin after a whole night of being loud, and she fed thirty freed godchildren, and she asked each of them, one at a time, in what voice she had left, the question the godmother never once asked: their names.

They were twenty, most of them, eighteen and nineteen and twenty, whole and warm-handed and frightened, boys and girls who had been opened at the cradle and gilt their whole lives and were suddenly, on a stair in the snow, real, feeling cold and hunger and fear for the first time, and Ottilie fed them and asked their names, and most of them told her, and most of them, once fed and warm and named, slept, by the fire, like children, because they had never once been allowed to be tired and now they were, more than a decade of borrowed wakefulness catching them all at once, and they slept like the children they had never been permitted to be.

And Ottilie asking their names was the whole of the mending, and she knew it, which is why she did it even hoarse, even when a name cost her the last of a wrecked voice. The godmother had wanted only the age. A cradle-note is written on a door and never on a name, because a name is a thing a person keeps and an age is a thing a person spends, and the whole of her craft had been to want the age and never the name. And so the mending was the reverse, the name and never the age, a foundling queen going round a fire asking each freed boy and girl what they were called and using it, and saying it back, and a room of just-freed godchildren heard their own names said with care, some of them for the first time in memory, and I watched the thing that had been hollow in them begin, very slightly, to fill, not all at once, filling takes years, but begin, at the sound of a name said by a woman who wanted nothing but the name. She had told me once that a keeper’s love language is the count. It is. And a name is a count of one, said with care, and she said thirty of them that morning, hoarse, and it was cooking without food, and it filled the room anyway.

Four of them walked. They ate, and warmed, and did not sleep, and then they stood up and walked out into the cold, north or east or wherever, without a word, and I let them, because a freed legend owes nothing and neither does a freed boy, and a person handed his own warmth back after a lifetime without it may want, first, to walk somewhere alone and feel the cold on his own terms, and it is not for me to keep him, any more than it was for me to keep the wagon that went south at the ford. They walked, and I let them, and that is the whole of what freeing a person means, that you do not get to keep them after.

And Anselm sat by the fire.

He sat by The Seventy’s fire for an hour with his warm hands held out to it, saying nothing, a boy of twenty who had led a caravan of dead children up a sea-road and been disarmed on a stair and felt the cold for the first time, and he held his hands to a fire and felt the heat of it, which he had never once felt, a cradle-Hero sitting by a hundred fires his whole life and never warm before, warm now, and he said nothing for an hour, and then he asked me where the road north went.

“To a village that lost eleven children,” I told him, plainly, because a boy who asks a real question is owed a real answer. “Over the eastern border. They sent eleven children south to be sponsored, the winter before last, and the children came back Heroes at twelve who don’t come to the fire. One of them’s twenty now. Same as you.” And Anselm looked at his warm hands, and I gave him eight words, no absolution in them, because there is no absolution I have the standing to give and he would not have wanted a false one. “Go and be cold there,” I said. “It’s better.” And he stood up, and he went, north, toward a village that had lost its children, a boy walking into the cold with warm hands and no gilt and nothing to offer but the fact of what he had been, and I did not stop him and did not bless him and did not name him a thing he was not, and he walked out of the town and north, and I watched him go the way I watched the wagon go at the ford, which is by making myself see the cost of a person’s own choosing.



Hedda asked for her boy to be taken home to the school in spring, and to come herself and work, and Ottilie recited Merta’s law back as her own, and a wick-tin got a new scrap in it.

Hedda came to Ottilie at the fire, the cooper’s widow who had carried a lamb in her fist for a month and opened her hand on a stair, and she did not know how to ask the thing she had come to ask, so Ottilie asked it for her, the way a keeper reads a thing off a frightened woman before the woman can say it. “You want him at the school,” Ottilie said, hoarse. “In the spring. Where they teach the doors to keep shut. And you want to come too, and work, and nobody study him.” And Hedda said yes, that was it, that was the whole of it, and Ottilie recited Merta’s law back to her, the law she had adopted as her own the day she was Tethered, “We teach, or we feed them. Both. Nobody studies your child. That’s the floor of the house and it doesn’t lift. Bring him in the spring, and come, and work, and there’ll be a bed for you before you ask, because that’s how the house does it, it makes the bed before the child comes.” And Hedda wept, the way the mothers had wept all winter, the weeping of a woman who has been carrying a fear so long she does not know how to set it down. This time she did. Kelm, at his mother’s side, took his wick-tin out and put a new scrap in it, a trimmed wick-scrap from the Stair’s own lamps, added to his collection of oils to compare, a boy who keeps the evidence of every fire he has known, keeping the Stair.



The town had come for a Naming and received a Waiting, so it threw the feast that reversal deserved. Bram paid out a book to nobody, and a bard got the fox wrong once more.

Bram showed me the folded paper that evening, the lullaby-book he had refused to price or publish, the one book he had kept private this winter, and there were no bets on it because he had refused them all, so he paid it out to nobody, which is a paradox he enjoyed. He unfolded it and showed me what he had written, the thing he had refused to lay odds on, and it was two words and a date: THE CHILDREN SIT. And the date was the longest night. “That’s what I bet,” he said. “On nobody’s coin but my own hope. That the children would sit. And they sat. And I’d not have taken money on it, because you don’t lay odds on a lullaby, but a man’s allowed to write down his hope and fold it up, and I wrote down mine, and it came true, and that’s the best book I never ran.” And he folded it back up and kept it, in the drawer with the receipts and the testament, a hope proved, filed with the debts.

The ballad reached its thirteenth verse that night, composed by the whole inn, and it got the fox wrong one more time, gloriously, “the fox who received,” which is not a rhyme, is not even close to a rhyme, and does not scan, and Suzu heard it and was overcome all over again, “the fox who received, that’s not even a rhyme, that doesn’t scan, it’s the worst verse this town has managed yet, I’ll pay double, I’ll pay triple, keep it exactly that wrong,” a fox who had received fifty-three gifts on a stair being sung about, wrong, in a way that would be wrong in six provinces by spring, and she paid the inn to keep it wrong and wore her stolen-and-given kerchief and was, I think, as happy as I have seen her.

And Petra finished the dragon story. In one sitting, for fifty-three children, because there was nothing left to hold them still for and no reason to ration it anymore, she told the whole of the end of it, the dragon and the ice-bridge and the parts she had invented from whole cloth, and Vyrissa sat at the back and attended her own biography, hoarse-quiet, and at the end of it pronounced it, “unsupported, and possible, and I have decided it is true, because a story fifty-three children sat still for through a siege of the sweetest voice in the world has earned the right to be true regardless of whether it happened, and I did cross an ice-bridge once, and it may as well have been that one.” And Sidonie counted the town’s lamps that evening in her own hand with her own glass, and announced the number to nobody who had asked, and refused to be embarrassed about how much she had enjoyed announcing it, a crowned woman doing the thing she loves with her own instrument returned to her own hand, and the number was correct, and she said so twice.

And my name was an ember still, a candle re-fed to a village’s worth by the Piran call and no more, and Kestering swore the whole of it as its own witnessed deed, at Old Amsel’s stone, unasked. He spent his name to fetch the big woman, the town swore, etch it, and Amsel etched it, and it would grow at the town’s pace and then at forty-one villages’ pace by spring, and I let it grow slow, which nobody in the family needs me to explain anymore, because a name that grows at the pace of other people’s gratitude is a name that cannot be sold, and that is the only kind worth having.

Ottilie found me at the feast, hoarse, and said the thing about the name that I keep, because it was a keeper’s account of the currency the whole winter had turned on. “You spent your name to fetch me,” she said. “A glow to a candle, in a yard, in daylight. And the town’s giving you a village’s worth back, slow, for having done it. And you’re letting it come slow, at their pace, and not asking for more, which is the whole reason I chose you, a man who lets a thing grow at its own pace and doesn’t hurry it.” She looked at the ember of it, faint on the stone. “That’s the difference, isn’t it. She gives a warm thing all at once and takes a whole future for it. You spend a name all at once and let it grow back at the pace of other people being glad. Same act, opposite direction. A gift you can’t refuse against a name you can’t sell. I’ve been trying to say it plain all winter and that’s the plainest I’ve got: she hurries, and you don’t, and the whole war was between a woman in a hurry about children and a house that refuses to be, and the house won, because a thing that won’t be hurried can’t be foreclosed.” And she went to feed the freed, hoarse, because a keeper’s philosophy is short and then she has a pot on, and I kept what she said, which was the winter in a foundling queen’s kitchen grammar.



That night the family closed a ring with no light in it, in an upper room by seven plain lamps, and found out what it was in the dark that was not dark, and lit itself again strand by strand at its own pace.

Maeva convened it, tradition, in The Seventy’s great upper room above the feast, and someone had hung the banner during the night, Yrsa, who denied it, and there was no bond-light anywhere in the family, not one color, the ring spent, and so Ottilie lit seven plain lamps, one for each of them, by hand, because a family that cannot make its own light makes light the ordinary way, and the room was lit by seven lamps and no glow at all.

Nahari kept the time, by tap, on the nearest wrist, because there was no link to conduct by. Yrsa bolted the door, eternal. Suzu confiscated pockets and returned the pencil, “after, that’s the ritual, and I received, and there will be an invoice for the novelty of receiving, itemized, I’m still working out the rate.” Vyrissa took the perimeter like banked coals and found she could not feel the pile through the link, the shared senses dark, and took the perimeter anyway, by eye, a dragon walling a family she could see and not feel. And Sidonie sat at the room’s edge, the place she has always taken, one step out, and Maeva told her the edge was no longer hers. “You are crowned,” the empress said. “The center is open to you. The chair learned that, during the royal progress, that the edge is a place you sit until you are ready to be counted all the way in, and you were counted all the way in last night, at a stone, in daylight, so the edge is not yours anymore,” and Sidonie moved one step in from the edge, one step only, because a woman does not cross a whole room in a night, but one step, crowned, into the ring.

And Ottilie took the stove-wall corner with a quilt, her station, and said, hoarse, “Who’s cold?” And everyone was, a little, because the light was out, the family’s own light gone, and a room lit by seven plain lamps is colder than a room lit by seven bonded women, and that was the whole engine of the night, a family finding out what it was without its light, and the answer, it turned out, was warm anyway, because a foundling queen made the cold corner the warmest place and everyone came to it.

The toast-round went in seven voices, and every one of them ended witnessed, and every one of them was said in plain lamplight with no glow to confirm it, which made each one a bare word and heavier for it, because when the bond is lit a vow is confirmed by the light of it, you can see the thing is true, and with the light out a vow is only a word, and a word said with nothing to back it but the saying is the oldest and heaviest kind of vow there is, and seven women said witnessed in a lamplit room with no light to prove it, and I said my answering vow through a voice worn to gravel with a song and a hum, and it was, I think, the truest ring the family has ever closed, because it was closed on nothing but words.

Maeva’s toast kept its court and dropped its distance, an empress in plain lamplight with no gold to lace her ribs, and she said witnessed and it was only her voice and it was enough. Yrsa’s was a fact, no reverence, ground stated, witnessed. Nahari’s came slow, timed to land exactly when it should, witnessed, and then a tap on my wrist so I would know the word had a hand behind it in the dark. Suzu’s was straight, the said-it-straight ritual, no game in it tonight, I want this, all of you, in the plain light where I can’t hide behind a glow, witnessed, and it cost her more without the fox-fire to flare and she said so. Vyrissa’s was appraisal-grammar stripped to want, there, and then, because there was no light to say lit with, only the word, lit, said into a dark room as a promise instead of a proof. Sidonie’s was audit-grammar with the armor off, counted, chosen, witnessed, a crowned woman one step in from the edge saying the whole sentence with no held word in it. And Ottilie’s was hoarse and four words and the largest, I’ve fed you all; sit still for me; witnessed, in a wrecked voice with no rose-warm light to back it, only the ruin of a voice that had out-sung a godmother, and I answered all seven in the gravel my own voice had become, and the ring closed on words alone, which is how a ring should close at least once so that everyone in it knows the light was never the thing.

Yrsa crossed to the ruined table first, always first, fierce and bright, and I pushed into her hard from behind, the tight wet clench of her gripping my cock as I drove into her across the wood, and no storm-grey to silver her scars, and she said so, wrecked, “no light, you’ll have to take my word, there’s no storm-grey, you’ll have to believe me,” and I believed her, and her pussy squeezed me in hard fierce pulses as “witnessed” was her release and “yield” was mine to give her, in plain lamplight, on nothing but the word. Suzu at the shutters, one slat cracked toward a river-town’s lamps, the author of the view, five-provinces edition, her fox-fire dark and only lamplight on her small quick body as I lifted her against the shutter-post and slid into the slick heat of her, quick and bright, and she came apart in the plain light, clenching fast around me, and said it counted double for having no glow. Nahari at the sill where she always chose to be, slow, oiled, deep brown and lamp-gold, and I entered her from behind, my cock sliding into the wet warmth of her in a slow deep push, conducting her by tap on her wrist because there was no link to conduct by, her ember dark and only lamp-gold on her deep-brown skin, and she frayed slow the way she frays, her walls gripping me in long patient waves, and handed me the last number by touch, and broke on the breaking. Vyrissa at the center, standing, and I pressed into the furnace-hot grip of her, my cock buried deep in the scalding slick of her while she was rationed hard by my command, and here was the strange gift of the dark ring: her own ember-light was the only glow the family had left, the one bond-color not fully spent because a dragon’s fire is her own and not only the bond’s, and she banked it out of courtesy so the room would be equal, dark for everyone, and the room went darker, and she laughed at herself doing it, a dragon dimming her own fire so a family could be uniformly in the dark, “I am the only light left and I am putting it out so we are all the same, which is a very foolish thing for a dragon to do and I am doing it anyway, there, dark, we are all equal now.” And Sidonie, one step in from the edge, whites on and disordered again by request, “I was counted whole last night, off, all of it, and it stripped every shield off me; tonight I would like the audit trail back, the whites on and disordered, the wreckage worn; both are mine now, the whole and the wreckage, and I will have the wreckage tonight,” and the flush-trail climbed her in the lamplight as I pushed into her through disordered whites, her slick pussy gripping me as she asked for each thing in exact words and finished her own held sentences. Ottilie waited on the quilt by the stove-wall, holding each woman who came to her between turns. When I knelt in front of her, she put the quilt aside and looked up at me with a voice worn nearly gone.

“My mouth first,” she said. “The family’s here. I want them to see the cook take what she wants and receive it back. Sit still for me.”

Her yes was plain. Mine was too.

She went to her knees between mine, chestnut curls loose, hazel eyes locked on my face. The room quieted around her without becoming an audience she had not chosen; these were her women, her family, the people she had fed and tucked all night. She took my cock in both hands and drew the head between her lips slowly. Her tongue circled once. Then she sank lower, humming around me with the little voice she had left.

The vibration shuddered through my cock. Saliva shone on her lips and gathered at the base as she worked, deep and unhurried, never breaking eye contact. My hand went into her curls and guided without rushing. Her hum rose, roughened by the Stair, and she drew back just far enough to breathe.

“Count the cook,” she whispered.

“Counted,” I said. “Every warm inch. Keep going.”

She took me deep again. The family watched her savor what she had asked for, Maeva’s green gaze warm, Suzu tucked against one of Ottilie’s hips with the gifted kerchief on her head. Ottilie refused speed. She held me in her mouth until my thighs tightened, then eased back before I could finish, satisfied with the control of her own appetite.

“Reciprocal,” she said, breathless. “That’s the rule. Feed me now.”

I laid her back on the quilt and opened her thick thighs. My mouth found her wet pussy while her hands spread through my hair, practical even in want. I worked her clit with my tongue until the hoarse hum flattened and vanished. Her heavy breasts rose once in the silence. Her pussy clenched against my mouth, and she came with the family close around her, rose-warm light still absent but her pleasure unmistakable in the grip of her thighs and the hand that held me there.

Only then did I move over her and enter her face to face, my cock sliding into the soft warm heat of her as the hum returned in a ragged thread. The family came to her lap between turns to be tucked, a saint and a fox and a dragon and an oracle and a princess and an empress all passing through a foundling queen’s warmth, and she held whoever was resting while I took her slowly on the quilt. And Maeva last, sinking down onto my cock under the banner someone had hung, her slick fullness taking me deep as she settled into my lap, both her registers married, gold-lit by nothing now, only lamp-gold, the wet grip of her rising and falling as she directed the tempo until she could not and I took it, driving up into her hard, and the finale timed by Nahari’s taps handed to me for the long flash.

And at the shared finish, with no ring to flare, the ring re-lit.

Not all at once. Strand by strand, the way a name re-grows, at its own pace. One gold thread kindled at Maeva’s ribs, first, faint, the first spark of a spent light coming back. Then storm-grey at one of Yrsa’s scars. Then ember at Nahari’s ankle-script. Then fox-fire at the tip of a tail. Then forge-gold under Vyrissa’s bronze, unbanking at last. Then glass-blue frost at Sidonie’s nape. Then rose-warm at Ottilie’s chest, last, the newest strand and the last to come back. Seven colors kindling one at a time through seven women at the peak, the family’s light coming back the way everything in this house comes back, at its own pace, not restored all at once by a decree but re-grown strand by strand by the women themselves, and the room lit itself, slowly, in seven colors, over the seven plain lamps, and the ring was back.

And Yrsa, flat on the ruined table, followed the colors returning one at a time and updated the scoreline into a room that had just lit itself. “Outranked a godmother,” she said, wrecked and satisfied. “Out-sat a song. Held a stair terrace by terrace. Still took a porter.” She watched the last color, the rose, come up on the foundling queen’s chest. “The scoreline’s got children in it now. Fifty-three of them, sitting on their hands. That’s the best line the scoreline’s ever had. I’m keeping it.”



The shared senses came back at the edges the way feeling comes back into a cold hand, and each woman named her want for the coming season, and I stayed awake last to count the ninth aloud.

The pile settled at seven-strand depth with a foundling queen at its warm edge and a dragon around all of it, and the shared senses returned at the edges slowly, like feeling coming back into a hand that has been out in the cold too long, that pins-and-needles return, and each queen’s flicker came back and I named it once as it returned: Maeva’s satisfaction, warm metal. Yrsa’s edge, the faint ache of an incoming blade. Nahari’s foresight, the half-second ache. Suzu’s delight, sparks off flint. Vyrissa’s contentment, banked heat. Sidonie’s, a balanced column, a sum that balances. And Ottilie’s, last, bread proving, a warmth rising slow. All seven back, at the edges, and the family could feel itself again, and it was like a cold hand coming back to life, and it hurt a little, the way that always hurts, and it was the best hurt there is.

Maeva assigned the watch and was countermanded by seven, tradition, and each of them named, sleepily, her want for the coming season, which is how this family plans, in bed, where it plans truest.

“A summer with no campaign in it,” Maeva said. “I said it last year and I did not mean it, I was bored in eleven days. This year I intend to mean it. I intend to be bored, magnificently, for a whole summer, and I intend to be so good at boredom that people come from three duchies to watch me do nothing, and my living neighbors are coming at Lammas, and I will host them and it will be the least urgent thing I have ever done and I will love it.”

“The order’s second class,” Yrsa said. “And the first one’s names on the school wall, at the top, with Ilsabet, and Aldo, and the master who learned the loose grip on the fifth try. I’ve ordered the wood. I ordered it before we left, because I knew there’d be names, there’s always names, and I’d rather order the wood in hope and use it in grief than order it in grief and wait for it.”

“To hear the ember grow,” Nahari said. “The one in the north. I have not-seen enough things now; I have made a whole art of refusing to look; and I would like to not-hear the ember grow, to sit near it blind and deaf by choice and know it is growing by everything except looking, and be right about how big it gets without ever once seeing it.”

“To receive something in a sixth province,” Suzu said. “I’ve developed a taste. I received fifty-three things on a stair and a kerchief in a pantry and I want to know if it feels the same in a province I’ve never worked. I suspect it does. I intend to find out. Professionally.”

“North,” Vyrissa said, from the perimeter, banked. “There’s a beat in eight under my mountain. I want to be there when it’s a beat in seven. I stood in my nursery and held the killing heat for a day and a night and still could not save it. I will be beside this one when it reaches seven.”

“Every winter,” Sidonie said, one step in from the edge, crowned. “I said renegotiable, at Dun Barrow, when I did not yet know if I would want it. I am withdrawing the word. Every winter. It is no longer renegotiable. It is a fixed entry. I have counted, and it balances, and I am withdrawing renegotiable.”

“A hundred at the table,” Ottilie said, hoarse, from her warm corner, and the room went quiet for it. “I fed a hundred once, through a siege, cold, and buried thirty-three, and I’ve wanted, three hundred years, to feed a hundred again, warm, with none of them dying, all of them at a table, fed, and counted, and warm. I’ve done a version of it on a stair. I’d like to do the whole of it at a table. That’s the want I carried longest.”

And I stayed awake last, counting from the inside as the link came back, feeling for each of them at the edges: warm metal, an incoming blade, an ache of foresight, sparks off flint, banked heat, a balanced column, bread proving. Seven strands, and my own. And far to the north, under stone, a ninth, faint, one beat in eight, a pulse I had counted in secret for two years, a thing a keeper had told me a man counts in secret only when he is afraid to lose it and counts aloud when he has decided to keep it. And I decided to keep it. “Nine,” I said, aloud, once, to the dark, to the lamplit room and the family in it, counting the mountain out loud for the first time. “Seven of you, and me, and one in the north, one beat in eight. Nine.” And nobody objected, and Ottilie, from her warm corner, hoarse, said, “Nine. That’s a full table,” which is what she said on the eve of the road, and I let the count stand, and slept, in a lamplit room in a river-town, with the ring re-grown around me strand by strand, and a ninth heartbeat counted aloud in the north, and every child on that hill still holding its own door shut, and the light coming back at its own pace, which is the only pace anything in this house ever comes back at.


Chapter 20: The Fourth Lamp

A woman in an apron planted herself in front of Wend’s lead wagon on the second morning north and demanded the humming one.

Wend hauled the team short. Snow sprayed from the wheels. Three children had followed her into the road, all bundled to the eyes, and the smallest already had both hands folded in a lap that existed only because she had sat down in the drift.

“The tune from the Stair,” the woman said. “Teach us that before you go. We heard the children held a godmother with four notes. Ours should know them too.”

The etch had outrun us by relay, town to town, but this was the first proof of what the kingdom wanted from the household coming home. She had not asked for rescue, a queen, or my power. She wanted a kitchen song.

We stopped the wagons. Sela drew four notes and a rest on a scrap of slate while Wat settled the children into the drift beside their mother. By the time the team had stopped steaming, the three were humming: four notes and a rest, the kitchen song a dead cook had carried three hundred years and taught a household and a household had taught a town and a town had held a stair with, and now a kingdom in the snow wanted it, village by village, and the graduates taught it in every inn-yard we stopped in, hum, hold, boring, three words and a doctrine, and by the time we reached the march the humming one was loose in the province the way a good song gets loose, unowned, unsellable, everybody’s, which is the only kind of wall that holds when the loud woman is gone, and this time the loud woman was not gone, she was riding in the hamper-wagon, hoarse, feeding the two families from the ford the whole way home.

Sela reported that the drill’s short form had worn down again on the road: seven words became five, then three in a snowbound inn-yard where a tired graduate taught a tired village. Hum, hold, boring. The lesson belonged to everyone now. That was the report I had waited years to hear; no creditor can seize common knowledge from a single owner. And Wend argued the snow-road the whole way and was right about the drift past the second ford, which cost us the day he had predicted it would cost us, and he was so pleased to have been right about a drift that he forgave the drift for existing, which is the closest Wend comes to happiness.

Ottilie rode in the hamper-wagon the whole way, hoarse for a week, her voice a ruin she would not rest because there were people to feed, and she fed the two families from the ford the whole road home, the two who had turned at the crossing and come to Kestering and sat their children on the chalk line, and she fed Hedda and Kelm, and she fed the graduates, and at every inn-yard where the graduates taught the tune she sat in the wagon and watched a village learn the wall she had carried three hundred years, and she did not sing it herself, because she could not, her voice was gone, but she watched it taught, and her attention stayed on it, a woman who had died believing her loud voice saved children learning, on a road home, that the thing that saved them travels now without her voice at all, that it has become a wall a whole kingdom can keep whether or not any one loud woman is alive to keep it, which is the thing she had wanted her whole death without knowing she wanted it, to have kept a thing that outlasts the keeper, and she watched it outlast her, alive, hoarse, in a hamper-wagon, and did not say a word about it, because a keeper does not make a moment of a road paying back her work; she keeps it.

And the household warmed itself on the road the way it warms itself, in small durable ways.

At the second inn, the keeper had copied the four-note tune wrong. He had put the rest after the third note, which made the song lurch like a cart with one square wheel. Ottilie could barely speak, so she corrected him by tapping a floury spoon against the table: four taps, then silence. The innkeeper tried again. Every child in the common room corrected him before she had to.

At the third village, a blacksmith asked Colm for drawings of the Stair’s lamp-lines. Colm had no polished drawings, only his road-stained rig sheets, so the smith cleared a bench and copied them by hand while Colm explained which measurements were guesses and which had held through the night. He left with two new hinge ideas and a promise to send iron caps north before spring. No one called it payment. It was the next piece of work.

The ford families traveled inside the wagon ring. On the first night north, one of their smallest children woke reaching from habit. Kelm, asleep two blankets away, hummed without opening his eyes. The child’s hand settled back onto the quilt. Hedda saw it, tucked both children, and took the next watch herself.

By the fourth stop, the road knew us well enough that nobody asked to see a queen. They asked where to put the kettles, how many candles the graduates needed, and whether the humming lesson worked better before or after supper. Ottilie answered the last by holding up two fingers, then pointing at the pot. Both. A wall built hungry was a wall built badly. Petra told the dragon story to the two ford families’ children every night of the ride, and had to invent three new chapters because she had finished it at Kestering and children who have heard a story finished will not accept that it is over, and Vyrissa, riding as weather overhead, contributed one detail by way of a shouted correction from the sky that nobody had asked for, and Petra incorporated it, and the story grew a wing. Suzu ran a book on the arrival date and lost it on purpose to the youngest ford child, who had bet on the wrong day and won anyway because the fox decided a child should win her first wager, which is not accounting, which is theater, which is the best accounting. And Yrsa drilled the graduates in the snow at every stop, not because they needed it, but because a saint who has buried two of her order salts a road and drills the living, both, as the same grief pointed two directions, and I let her, and did not notice her doing it, which is the kindness.



The march had held. Tam met the column at the warden-post and delivered the wing’s report with a lamp-captain’s gravity, saving the largest line for last.

He was at the warden-post when the column came over the rise, a boy of twelve holding a house, and he delivered the report the way he delivers everything, plainly, in order, saving the largest for last. “Nothing opened,” he said. “Everything held. The census is two hundred and sixty-nine, three higher than when you left, and Brenna’s defending the new lights like scripture, and she wrote down why for all three. Orla checked her bolt every night and reports it held. Nell’s music box is still on the shelf, and there’s CHOSE TO WAIT beside it in three hands now, because two more of them added their names to the column while you were gone, which is a thing they did on their own, without being asked, which I logged.” He drew a breath. “And the shrine cup filled itself twice, which we logged, and we don’t know who’s doing it, and we decided not to find out, because some things you leave.” And then the line he had saved, flat, the largest, delivered last the way I deliver the largest things and the way he has learned to. “Nobody came with a basket. I’d have known. I hum now.”

“You hum now,” I said back to him, because it was the thing he had saved and it deserved answering, and Tam said, “I hum now. I started the night you left. I don’t know if I can open my door yet and I decided I don’t need to know, because we hold first, and holding first meant holding the house, and I held it, and a boy who can hold a house can wait on a door as long as he likes.” And he added a line to his slate while I watched, under HOLD FIRST. DOORS LATER. and HOLD THE HOUSE. He wrote HELD IT. Past tense. A boy of twelve logging that he had held a house through the longest night of the year, and I looked at the three lines on his slate, the doctrine and the order and the deed, and I did not make a moment of it, because he would not have wanted one, and I gripped his shoulder once, and that was the whole of it, a Warden and the boy who had held his house while he was away saving other people’s children, both of them counting, neither of them saying more than the count required.

And Merta stood in the doorway of the wing behind him, flint-plain, a widow who had held a house through the longest night of the year with a boy of twelve, and she allowed herself exactly one second of having been afraid, one second in which her face showed the whole of what it had cost to hold a house full of children against the possibility of a woman with a basket, and then she put it away, the way she puts everything away, and said, “There’s stew. You’ll all be cold. Come in,” and that was the whole of her welcome, which is the largest welcome she has, a widow telling a household of legends there is stew and to come in out of the cold.

Kelm came home to the wing, with his mother, the two of them riding north with the column and the ford families to winter at the march, Kelm to start the school proper in the spring, and Hedda in the kitchen. And the kitchen had three cooks now, Merta and Ottilie and Hedda, one law between them, nobody studies your child and everybody eats, and Bram surrendered the stew question in perpetuity, formally, at the bar, “the annex accepts the treaty, the pantry’s sovereign, the salt’s theirs, I concede the salt, I’ve conceded the salt to two cooks and now there’s three and a man knows when a border’s fallen,” and entered nothing, because you do not price a surrender.

And Hedda, her first evening in the march, made a bed. Not for her son; Kelm had a bed. She made a bed for a child who had not arrived yet, in the wing, the seventh bed, because she had watched Merta and Ottilie make beds before there were children to put in them and had understood, the way a frightened woman understands a thing by watching it done, that this is how the house does it, it makes the bed first, as an act of faith that a child is coming who will need it. And Merta watched her make a bed for a child who did not exist, a woman who had nearly lost her own son to a tin lamb making a bed for a stranger’s child not yet come, and Merta said nothing, which is the whole of the welcome, a widow watching another woman learn the house’s oldest faith and not interrupting it, because a lesson learned by doing stays kept.

The two families from the ford settled in the same way, in the west quarters near Jorin’s mother and sisters, and their children joined the wing’s morning drill without any of it being made a thing, and by the third day home there were more children sitting in front of a candle of a morning than there had been all autumn, and the wing that had been six was going to be more by spring, and Brenna re-counted the beds and made three more, in hope, and logged them, and the house grew the way the house grows, which is by making room before the room is needed and trusting the room to fill. And Ottilie stood in the doorway of a wing full of children sitting still in front of candles, hoarse still, and counted them, because she counts every room she enters, and I heard her say the number under her breath, the way she says it, and then say, to herself, a second number, larger, the one she is aiming at, a hundred, warm, at a table, and I did not remark on it, because a keeper counting toward a hundred she means one day to feed is a keeper doing the thing that is her whole life, and you do not interrupt a woman doing the thing that is her whole life; you make the room and let her fill it.



The fourth lamp went up at the warden-post, beaten from the slag of a season’s stolen futures, and it was lit not by the youngest keeper but by the whole wing, one hand each on the taper, for whoever is still on the road.

Brenna’s cohort had known the shape of the fourth lamp since the Stair’s etch came by relay, because a keeper’s children work out the shape of a thing from the shape of the deed that made it, and the shape was this: Vyrissa had poured fifty-three keepsakes and thirty to slag on Kestering’s plinth, and Colm had carried a lump of that grey slag home in a rag, and beaten it out on his bench into a plain tin lamp, cold now and honest, a lamp made from the metal of every warm lie a godmother had told a season’s children, cooled and hammered into a thing that holds an honest flame. And it went up at the warden-post, in the fourth bracket that had stood empty all winter with the line FOURTH BRACKET, SHAPE UNKNOWN in Brenna’s ledger, hung between Esra’s flame and Tibba’s clay spare and the march’s own, a fourth light at the door.

Ottilie stood at the back of the small crowd that gathered for the lighting, hoarse, with Aubin’s soot-blackened tally-tag tucked in her apron. Anselm had carried the cold tin lamp away from the Stair when he walked north. The tag was Ottilie’s smaller receipt, a boy of six kept the way she kept thirty-three names, and a grief you carry is not a thing you hang on a wall for a town to read. The fourth bracket got the honest tin lamp beaten from the slag instead, which is the difference between a grief kept and a deed shown, and a keeper knows the difference to the inch.

And they lit it, not the youngest keeper alone, the way the sister-lamp is lit, but the whole wing, one hand each on the taper, Tam and Orla and Nell and Ninet and Kelm and Jorin, all their hands on one taper, lighting a lamp made from a godmother’s slag, and Brenna named what it was for, because she keeps the census and the census names things. “The first three are the kept, and the earned, and the given,” she said. “Esra’s is the kept. The march’s is the earned. Tibba’s clay spare is the given. And the fourth is the waited-for, meant for whoever’s still on the road. The kept, the earned, the given, and the waited-for. Four lights at the door.” And the wing lit it, and it burned, a cold honest tin lamp made from warm lies, for whoever was still coming, and the shape of the fourth bracket was known at last, and it was: the waited-for.

Sidonie counted the four lamps that first evening home, out of pure reflex, with her own glass, and pronounced the census correct, and then stood a while looking at the fourth one, the honest tin lamp beaten from a godmother’s slag, and said the thing a clerk says when a thing will not fit a column. “I do not have a heading for it,” she said. “The census has KEPT, and it has EARNED, and it has GIVEN, all of which are things a lamp has been. WAITED-FOR is not a thing a lamp has been; it is a thing a lamp is for. It points forward, not back. It is the first entry in the whole census that is about a light that has not arrived.” And she wrote it down anyway, a new column, WAITED-FOR, one lamp in it, and said she disliked how much she liked having a column for the future, a woman who has counted the past her whole life discovering a heading for the thing that has not come, and filing it, and being unable to be embarrassed about the pleasure of it.

And Brenna’s cohort, having filled the fourth bracket, began at once to eye the wall for a fifth, the way children do, and did not build it, because Tam told them the rule, which he learned from me and I learned from a fox and a keeper and years of getting it wrong first. “You don’t build a bracket,” he said, “until you know the shape of the lamp. The fourth one stood empty a whole winter because we didn’t know its shape, and that was right, an empty bracket doing its job is a bracket waiting. A fifth one, built before we know the shape, is a guess, and you don’t guess at a thing this important, you wait for it to arrive and show you what it is. So we don’t build the fifth. We leave the wall. The wall’s allowed to wait too.” And the cohort left the wall, a fifth bracket unbuilt, waiting for a shape nobody knew yet, which is the truest uncertainty this house holds: nothing built before its proper time.



Vyrissa flew north for three nights, alone, on her own terms, and came home with one sentence the family stood still for, and explained nothing.

Over the four days after our return, the household settled the new families and lit the fourth lamp. Then Vyrissa went north the way she goes, at dawn, by wing, alone, because the thing under the mountain is hers to keep and a keeper does not take company to the grave she keeps unless she chooses to. She lay alongside the glow three nights, the glow that pulsed one beat in eight now, and she flew home before the pigeons noticed she had gone, which is a dragon’s idea of discretion, and she landed in the snow-yard at dusk and came to the hall fire, and the family, which knows to go quiet for her quietest voice, went quiet, and she said one sentence, flat, and it was the largest thing anyone said all winter and the smallest, both.

“It answered me,” she said. “Not the lamp. Me.” And she did not explain. And nobody asked, because you do not ask a dragon to explain that quiet voice, and because a voice answering a dragon under a mountain can wait for another season, and the discipline is to say it and let it lie, a glow that pulses one beat in eight and answered a dragon, not the clay lamp that has always leaned to it, but her, personally, and what that means is nothing anyone in that hall could have told you, and the not-telling was the point.

Kelm, who had come home to the wing and taken up his old theory again, decided the missing seventh cloud had been eaten and would grow back, which is the theory he has held since before I met him, that there is a seventh cloud somewhere that keeps getting eaten and keeps coming back, and he applied it to the mountain the way a child applies his one theory to everything, and nobody corrected him, because a ten-year-old’s theory that a thing keeps getting eaten and keeps coming back is as good an account of a glow that answered a dragon as any of us had, and better than most, and I filed it, and did not explain it either, because it is not time.



The letters came, the ones this family keeps on the shelf where it keeps the letters that matter, and they set the far edges of future seasons without sounding an alarm.

Berengar’s came first, one line, a king’s hand: The palace’s foundling quarter hums now. I don’t know who taught them. I suspect a princess. Set a chair for spring. And Sidonie, who was at the table when it was read, having ridden home with the column, read her brother’s suspicion of her and did not deny it, only said, “I sent one letter to the capital’s foundling quarter with the tune written out in my own hand, and a note that it was very boring and that boring was how you knew it was honest, and I signed it, and apparently a quarter of a city is humming, and I refuse to be embarrassed about it,” and she set a chair for spring, and it went on standing reserve beside the two that were already there.

Sidonie’s own letter came too, which was strange, because she was at the table and could have said the thing aloud, and she wrote it anyway, an itemized list of the things she had done that winter, every line a lamp-count, a survey of a season, and at the bottom, in her own clerk’s hand, two words and an initial: Counted. In. Signed, S. And she handed it to me and said, “I wrote it because there are things that only become true when they are written down and filed, and this is one of them, and I have spent my whole life filing other people’s true things, and I wanted, once, to file my own,” and I put it on the shelf, an entry a clerk had made in her own book, filed, in, at last.

A plain letter came from over the eastern border, from the village that had lost eleven children, in a young man’s careful hand, and I read it and did not know for certain whose hand it was and suspected, and the suspecting was enough: He came home, it said. He’s cold. He says that’s better. He doesn’t say much. He stands where the dark is, of an evening, out by the well, and the children who came back gilt at twelve came out one night and stood with him, and one of them cried, which none of them has done since they came back, and we don’t know what he’s doing but we’d like more of it. Send someone who knows the humming one. We’ll feed them. And I set it on the shelf, a village that had lost eleven children asking for the tune, a boy walked north into the cold and come home to a place that lost him and gone to stand where the dark is, of an evening, by a well, and gilt children coming out to stand with him, and one of them crying, which is the whole of what a freed thing can do for the ones still leashed, which is stand near them in the cold until something thaws. It was a door left open, the founder-engine’s next reach, a whole kingdom past the border with markets we had never seen and children we had never counted, a village that wanted the humming one and would feed whoever brought it, and that is a thing for spring and can wait, because it is asking and not screaming, and a request can be answered in its own time.

One page arrived in ledger-hand, signed and sent by daylight. The woman who once relied on unsigned pages and hooded couriers had acquired a new habit: The foundling quarter’s toys are all cold. I counted. Signed, O.C. And I set Odette’s page on the shelf with the rest, a woman who counts the honest lamp-count of a palace confirming that a season’s warm lies had all gone cold, signed, in daylight, and it was the quietest victory report of the winter and I kept it. There was a second line under it, dryer, that I read twice: The court cannot tax a tune. Its collectors found no seller, stall, price, or owner to assess, and I attended their empty-handed return and enjoyed it more than is proper for a woman of my temperament. Signed, O.C. And I laughed, which is a rare thing to do at a page in Odette’s hand, and set it on the shelf, a woman who spent years hooded and unsigned now sending dry jokes about baffled collectors in daylight, which is its own kind of thaw, and one I had not expected to be moved by and was.

And Vyrissa’s want and Berengar’s chair and the border village and Odette’s cold toys all went on the shelf together, the far edges of future seasons, and not one of them was a scream. They were all doors, left open, at rest: a quarter of a capital humming, a king setting a chair, a village asking for a tune, a season’s lies gone cold, a mountain answering a dragon, a boy walking north into the cold. A whole shelf of things that could wait, because they were asking and not demanding, and a house that has learned the difference between a thing that asks and a thing that screams is a house that can sleep the winter and answer the asking in the spring, which is what we did. The doors could wait for spring.



The last of it was an evening at the warden-post under four lamps, with a copper in a shrine cup and a count said aloud.

Helvane had ridden through on his way home from the king’s court and stopped a night, and delivered the capital’s mood in the weather-grade one-liner he reserves for these things: “They’re humming in the palace, Warden. The king’s own foundling quarter. A whole city learning a cook’s song and nobody able to say who taught it, and the court terrified of it and unable to say why, because how do you tax a tune, how do you own a wall that’s three words long and belongs to nobody. You’ve built the one thing a crown can’t confiscate and can’t sell, and I’ve told them so, and they’ve decided to be pleased about it, which is the most sensible thing that court has done since Kingslight.” And then, because he is Helvane, “Magnificent, and cheaper than a war, and I said I’d be dining on it by spring, and here I am, dining on it, a season early. I do enjoy being right about you people.” And he rode home the next morning, having invested early and attended the dividend, which is the whole of his relationship to this house, a shrewd man who backed a porter as a cheap bet and has spent years collecting.

The petition board held forty-three new requests that evening, and not one asked for rescue, a dragon, or a Warden’s power. They asked for the tune. Village after village, the humming one, teach us the humming one, and Osric ruled straight lines under all of them and assigned graduates like a general, and the whole board was a kingdom asking to be taught a wall it could keep itself, which was exactly the kind of request this house wanted to receive. And there was one, near the bottom, in a hand that held a pencil badly, from a ferry-town two provinces east, asking not for a tune but for a graduate to come and teach a grown man to hold a door, which I read twice and did not answer yet and set aside, because a grown man asking to learn to hold a door is a thing that can wait for spring and is welcome when it comes, and I filed it under the small pile of doors that could wait for spring.

Suzu wore a kerchief, a foundling queen’s kerchief, given not stolen, and had not taken it off since the pantry, and was drawing up, she informed me, an itemized philosophy of receiving, which she intended to present at length, and which had reached, she said, its fourth section. Two chairs stood on standing reserve at the great room’s table, a king’s and a duchy’s, and now a third for spring, because Maeva’s living neighbors had written that they would come at Lammas, and an empress who had spent four hundred years being a petitioner had a table with neighbors’ chairs at it, on reserve, waiting. The Anchor wing was at six again with Kelm home, and Hedda made a seventh bed for whoever was next.

And I went out to the road-shrine at the warden-post in the dusk, before supper, to pay my copper, the way I have paid a copper at a wayside shrine since I was a boy on a ferry-dock, because a thing under a road is still a debt, and I found the cup primed. There were three coppers already in it: a fox-polished one, bright, Suzu’s, paid before the Stair for luck and not taken back; a scale-glint one, four centuries out of date, Vyrissa’s, who pays for things in coin older than the kingdom; and a plain warm honest one, the march’s own. And a fourth, new, that stopped me: a child’s copper, thin, worn, warm from a small hand, honest, with a tin bird’s outline scratched into it by a wick-knife.

Kelm’s. A boy who keeps the evidence of every fire in a tin had scratched a tin bird into a copper and paid it into the shrine cup, a tin bird, the shape of the first gift a godmother had given a march child that winter, scratched into an honest copper and paid as a debt at a wayside shrine, a child taking the shape of the lie and paying it as a true thing, and I looked at it a long moment, and I did not take it, and I did not add to it, because you leave paid debts where they lie, and a boy’s copper with a tin bird scratched into it, paid honest into a shrine cup, is one of the cleanest paid debts I have seen, and I left it, and paid my own copper beside it, and there were five coppers in the cup then, the fox’s and the dragon’s and the march’s and the child’s and mine, four warmths and a lie made true, and I left them all where they lay.

I left the coppers where they lay and went in to supper counting. Seven bonded strands, my own heart, and the faint northern beat made nine.

“Nine,” I said aloud.

Ottilie answered from the pantry, hoarse. “Nine. That’s a full table. Sit down before the stew gets cold.”



And elsewhere, in a hall with no weather, the FUTURES page remained open beneath a pale hand.

The hanging lamps burned without draft or season, each flame carrying a legend’s name. On the table, the ledger held a column of ages rather than names: seven, nine, five, six, four. The living had begun crowning themselves, so the notes had been written earlier.

The pen moved down the column in the hand that never pressed too hard. One line struck through. One word entered beside it.

Seven. HELD.

Nine. HELD.

Five. HELD.

Six. HELD.

Four. HELD.

The page turned.

A single fresh line waited on the next sheet. It carried no name, no map, and no age. None existed yet.

UNBORN. NORTH.

The pale hand set the pen beside the little knife. The blade remained where it lay, its edge catching one narrow lamp-flame. Around the hall, every hanging light burned upright.

Both hands came to the ledger’s covers.

They closed it.
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