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Chapter 1: The Road Out

Three weeks after the Descent ended in official wreckage, I did two class repairs before breakfast, because the Annex had a waiting list now and I had a wagon to load, and a man does the work in front of him first.

The first was a second-year Tide-Reader whose channel had cracked from overuse, not sabotage, which was its own small mercy. The second was a farm boy from the eastern villages whose Force-Shield awoke too fast and threatened to tear its own root; I filed the growth back into alignment while Corin held the intake ledger open on his knee and read me the day’s names in the flat coastal drawl he used for official business.

“Fourteen waiting,” Corin said. “Was fifteen. One got scared off by the wagon and left. I marked him ‘pending courage.’”

“That’s not a real category.”

“It is now. Halverton approved it.” Corin turned the ledger so I could see. His handwriting had gotten better since I’d repaired his Tide-Reading last term; the man who’d once been made to put a fish back in the campus pond kept the Annex intake list the way some men keep a shrine. “Fourteen after you go. Holt takes the standing repairs, the object-menders take the stones, and anything past that waits for the road to send you back.”

“It won’t wait short,” I said.

“No,” Corin agreed. “It won’t.” He didn’t make a joke of it, which from Corin was a kind of respect, and then he ruined it by adding, “I brewed you a farewell ale. It’s in the crate marked DO NOT EAT UNLESS DYING. Agda’s idea. She said it fit the ale better than the food.”

The Forge Annex, on the morning we left it, was the busiest and least respected place at Valebright Academy, which was exactly how I’d always wanted it and exactly nothing like how I’d found it. The forge itself burned low and steady in the center of the main floor, the oath-metal inlays in the stone catching the light in their old buried pattern, the circle with its interior spokes radiating toward the corners, the anvil sitting over the center where every radial line converged. Two centuries of grime were gone from it now. The place smelled of hot metal and Brennan’s machine oil and the bread Agda smuggled down from the faculty tables, and it was the first place in my life the academy had filed me into that I would grieve to leave.

Brennan had embroidered the crest on everything.

I don’t know when he’d learned to embroider. I suspect he didn’t know either, going by the results, but the hammer-and-spring device, a smith’s hammer crossed over one of his clockwork coil-springs, now appeared on the wagon’s canvas, on six traveling cloaks, on the strap of my tool roll, on a handkerchief he’d pressed into Rosalie’s hands with great solemnity, and, I would later discover, on the inside waistband of his own trousers, “for luck, and because I had thread left.”

“It’s a guild crest,” Brennan said, when he caught me looking at the wagon canvas. He was up on the driver’s bench of the thing he’d been building for three weeks and calling, with total sincerity, the workshop-on-a-wagon: a reinforced cargo hauler with a fold-down bench, a rack of clamps, a spring-loaded tool wall, and a chimney vent for a portable brazier that Holt had personally forbidden him from lighting while moving. “We’re a guild now. Guilds have crests. Halverton says so.”

“Halverton drafted us a charter,” I said.

“Halverton drafted us a charter,” Brennan confirmed, and reached back into the wagon and produced it: three pages, sealed, ribboned, in the Ledger Keeper’s impeccable legal hand, the handwriting suitable for documents that would outlive the people who signed them. “It governs conduct, cargo, the disposition of found relics, the division of any bounty, and, I want to stress this, our comportment as representatives of the Forge Annex Expeditionary Company. She used the word comportment. I looked it up. It means we’re not allowed to embarrass her.”

“We’re going to embarrass her.”

“Enormously,” Brennan agreed, delighted. “She knows. She drafted a clause for it. Clause nine. ‘Anticipated embarrassment.’”

Halverton herself was at the Annex door with her satchel of official forms, not coming, and I felt the not-coming of her like a missing tooth already, the way I would feel the not-coming of all of them, Holt and Corin and Halverton and Agda, the people who’d made a punishment posting into something worth defending. She handed me the charter with both hands, the way she handed me everything, as though the object itself required dignity.

“Sign the last page,” she said. “You’re the principal. It has no legal standing off academy grounds, of course. It has no legal standing on academy grounds either, if we’re being precise, since the Forge Annex Expeditionary Company is not a recognized entity and I invented it on Tuesday.” She paused. “Sign it anyway.”

I signed it. It seemed important to her, and things that were important to Halverton had a way of turning out to be more important than they looked. She blotted the ink, rolled the pages, and slid them into a waterproof case, and only then did she let herself say the rest of it.

“I have organized filing cabinets my whole life,” she said, quietly, in the doorway of the Annex, with the wagon loading behind me and the towers gold in the early light above us. “Do you know that I can empty and re-sort an entire cabinet in under three minutes. It is my class. It is the whole of my class. And for two centuries there was no one at this academy who understood that a thing correctly filed is a thing preserved. You understood it. You filed Brennan under ‘specialized, not failed.’ You filed me under ‘brilliant.’” She squared the case in her hands. “So. I’ve filed you. Under ‘coming back.’ See that the entry stays accurate.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“Do better than your best,” Halverton said, and turned and went inside before either of us could make it worse.

Instructor Davan Holt came out while the wagon was still taking on weight, in the same plain instructor’s coat he’d worn every day I’d known him, with a rolled paper under one arm. He had already decided not to make a thing of a thing, and the carefulness showed in every step.

“Intake stays with Corin,” he said, without preamble, which was how Holt said everything. “Repairs I can hold, I’ll hold. The ones I can’t, I’ll write down honest and let them wait. I won’t pretend to do what I can’t do. You taught me that, in a manner of speaking. A Mender who says he can fix a person does more harm than one who says he can’t.” He unrolled the paper against the wagon’s side. It was the intake board, redrawn in his square hand, the fourteen names and the categories, and at the bottom, new, a line that read WHEN THE SMITH RETURNS. “I put that at the bottom so nobody thinks the list ends when you leave. It doesn’t end. It waits. There’s a difference, and this Annex is going to hold the difference until you’re back to close it.”

I looked at the board a while. Holt had run this place as a punishment posting for years before I came, a man filed into a dead-end because his repair class worked on objects and not on the careers of the well-connected, and he had kept it decent when decent cost him and bought him nothing.

“You could come,” I said, though I knew the answer.

“Somebody keeps the forge lit,” Holt said. “That’s not nothing. A place people can walk into and not be turned away, with a fire in it and a list that waits, that’s the whole of what your mother built in a forge-town, from what you’ve told me. You’re going to find the big one, the first one, the one they built the others to remember. Fine. Go find it.” He rolled the board back up and tucked it under his arm. “I’ll keep the small one lit so there’s somewhere to bring it back to.” He put out his hand, and I took it, forge-callus to forge-callus. “Don’t die being clever. You’ve got a bad habit of it. Die stubborn if you have to die, it suits you better.” Then he went back inside to keep the fire lit, and did not look back, because Holt had also decided in advance not to do that.



Agda’s provisioning arrived on a hand-cart pushed by two kitchen boys, and it was, in its way, the most thorough intelligence briefing the expedition received.

The head cook had labeled every crate by threat level. EAT FIRST sat on top, painted in her blunt direct hand. Beneath it, EAT IF PURSUED, which was smoked meat and hard cheese and things that traveled. Beneath that, a crate marked DO NOT EAT UNLESS DYING, ASK BRENNAN, which held Corin’s ale and a jar of something amber that Brennan later identified, after a long silence, as “either a preservative or a weapon, I genuinely can’t tell, I love it.”

Agda herself supervised the loading with a wooden spoon held like a marshal’s baton.

“Pool’s posted,” she told me, jerking the spoon toward the kitchen door, where a slate had gone up beside the day’s menu. “Return date. I’ve got you at the equinox. Corin took the over on winter, the pessimist. The object-menders are betting you don’t come back at all, but I’ve barred them from the pool for defeatism.” She looked me over, forge apron to boots, the last practicing Class Smith the kingdom had, filed once into her kitchen-adjacent dead-end and now leaving out the front. “You’ll come back,” she said, and it wasn’t a bet when she said it, it was an instruction. “You’ll come back, and you’ll be hungrier, and I’ll have kept the good bench free.”

“The good bench near the kitchens.”

“It was always the good bench,” Agda said. “People just didn’t know it. Kept the warmest.” She pressed a paper packet into my hand, still warm, and didn’t say what it was, and I didn’t open it, and we left it at that, because Agda showed love the way I did, by feeding it to you and pretending it was nothing.

There was one more send-off I hadn’t expected.

Odran Pell was standing at the edge of the courtyard as we brought the wagon around, in his gold-trimmed Duel Tower dress uniform that had less presence in it than it used to, since the day I’d saved his destabilizing class in front of the whole academy and the gold had turned out to be false and the whole edifice of him had learned it in public. He didn’t come closer. He didn’t speak, which for Odran was a feat of engineering. He just met my eye across the courtyard and gave me a single nod, small and stiff and costing him something visible, debt acknowledged in the only shape he’d ever manage aloud, and I gave it back, even, nothing more, because I didn’t need it to be more and neither did he.

Isolde watched the whole exchange with her arms crossed, and when Odran had turned and gone she said, dry as a blade, “That’s the most dignified I’ve ever seen him. He should get saved more often.”

“Once was expensive enough for both of us.”

She had a letter in her hand. She’d been holding it since dawn, turning it the way I turned my mother’s class stone, and now she unfolded it one last time and read it once more with her ice-blue eyes narrowed against the light, and then she folded it into a tight square and slid it under the strap of the blade harness across her back, where it sat over her spine like a second sheath.

“Kethan,” she said, before I could ask, the silver-blonde braid swinging as she turned to face me. “The Cinder-blade from Ravelin who held the dormitory level in the deep. He wrote to say the rematch stands. It won’t count for rank, since the Descent was never certified. He wants a fair one anyway.” Her jaw was set in the particular way that meant she was pleased and refused to show it. “He signed off with ‘when you’re finished saving the kingdom.’ As though it were a scheduling matter.”

“Is it a scheduling matter?”

“It’s a promise,” Isolde said, and touched the strap where the letter sat, once, the way she touched things that mattered. “I keep those. Anyone who has an opinion about it can raise it with me directly.” She looked around the courtyard, daring the whole academy to have an opinion, and the whole academy, wisely, kept its counsel.



We took the route briefing on the first mile, because that was when there was finally time for it, the towers falling behind us and the south road unspooling ahead through the last of Valebright’s cultivated hills.

The wagon rolled at the pace of the two draft horses Brennan had named after siege engines. I rode alongside on a plain gelding, my mother’s decoded journal in the saddlebag against my hip, and Thalia rode close on my other side with the registry notes she’d stolen from the places that still believed locks meant privacy.

“She named every leg,” I said, and touched the saddlebag. “The route layer’s complete now. First we cross into Sundermoor’s territory, the elemental academy’s lands, charge-farms and storm-cisterns. Then a grey country she marks as a dead zone, where class energy dies. Then something she calls the kept road, the old Smith waystation network, guarded. And at the far end of that, a phrase, four words, no explanation.” I’d read it enough times to have it by heart. “‘The lantern that doesn’t burn down.’ She never reached it. She writes, ‘I never knocked. I should have.’”

“The keeper,” I said. “The route to the First Forge has a keeper. My mother traced the rumor of her down the trade-roads and died before she could make the journey. We find the keeper, we find the road; we find the road, we find the Forge.” I glanced at Thalia. “There’s a problem, though, and it’s the reason for our first stop, and none of you are going to like it.”

“Say it,” Isolde called from the wagon’s front rail, where she’d taken the second watch position by reflex.

Thalia said it. “The journal names every leg of the route. But your mother’s detailed survey of the far marks, the exact waystation locations, the ward-keys that open them, the specific bearings past the dead zone, that was a separate document. A working survey, annotated in the field. And it was seized with the rest of her effects after her death, cataloged as academy property, and archived.” Her mouth tightened around the next part. “My records place it in Sundermoor’s provost vault. Behind Concord wards. Seized purge-era materials.”

I felt the circle absorb it, each in their own register, and Thalia kept her horse close on my other side, close enough that its shoulder nearly brushed mine.

“I’ve been building that intelligence since last term,” she said. “The vault’s real. The wards are real. And here’s the piece I don’t like: we were always going to have to pass through Sundermoor. Maeve’s whole wound traces there. Her traitor teaches there. And now the one document we can’t complete the route without is locked in the same building.” She let the shape of it settle. “It’s clean. Too clean. When a road forces you through one door, someone built the road.”

“Someone built the road two hundred years ago,” Octavia said. “Not for us.”

“Someone maintains it,” Thalia said, and left it there, filed under pending, which was where she left the things that frightened her.

Maeve had been quiet through all of it, which was so far outside her nature that everyone noticed, the live-wire riding tucked into the shade of the wagon’s canvas with her copper braid coming loose and her fingers sparking faintly against her knee, the class-charge tell that meant her body knew something her mouth hadn’t caught up to yet. When she finally spoke it was low, for her, and steady.

“Sundermoor,” she said. “My country. I keep forgetting it’s still there. I keep expecting it to have burned down out of shame.” She looked south, toward the ember-country she’d fled broken and would return to whole. “There’s a vault I want to open,” she said. “And there’s a man I want to look in the eye. I didn’t know both were in the same building. That’s” she searched for the word, and the octave in her voice climbed the way it did when she was covering a hurt with volume “that’s efficient, actually. That’s very efficient. I’ll thank the road later.”

“You’ll tell us the full story,” Rosalie said, gently, from beside her, and it wasn’t a question. Rosalie had a way of making room for a thing to be said. “When you’re ready. Not before. But the road’s long and we’re all in it, and you don’t carry that alone anymore.”

Maeve looked at her, at the healer’s warmth turned full on her like a hearth, and for a second the volume went out of her entirely.

“Yeah,” she said. “Okay. Later. There’s a lot of it.”



We stopped at midday where the cultivated land gave way to the first wild stretch, and it was there, with the wagon drawn up and Agda’s EAT FIRST crate open and Brennan halfway through a pastry he’d declared “load-bearing,” that Octavia caught up to us.

She hadn’t left with the dawn party. She’d had things to file, she’d said, and I’d thought she meant lesson plans, handing her class-theory course to whichever unlucky junior professor drew the short straw. I’d thought wrong. She came up the road on a hired hack with a packed trunk lashed behind the saddle and reading glasses pushed into her dark-gold hair, and the decision she’d made was large enough to change how she sat the saddle.

“You resigned,” I said, when she’d reined in beside us.

“I did not resign,” Octavia said, with precision. “Resignation implies leaving under a cloud, and I intend to leave under a banner. I filed for field research leave.” She let that hang, and then she let the irony of it come up in her own voice, because she’d stopped waiting for other people to say the hard things. “Field research leave. Do you know what killed your mother, Garrick. A field assignment. A rigged fatal posting to the northern borderlands, dressed as research, arranged through Caldran, signed off as academy business. Field research is the exact instrument they used.” Her hands were steady on the reins. Her diction was perfect. Both of those things cost her something and she paid it out loud. “I have spent ten years letting them choose which words frighten me. Sealed. Contained. Compliant. Field research. I’ve decided to stop.” She adjusted the glasses down onto her nose, the reset gesture, and looked at the wild country ahead of us like a lecture hall she meant to master. “If they want to make field research a death sentence, they can make it one for a woman who came back.”

Rosalie reached over and took her hand, and Isolde inclined her head the fraction that meant respect, and Brennan offered her the load-bearing pastry, which she accepted with grave courtesy and ate like a duchess, and the whole company was on the road at last: the circle, Maeve at its edge for now, the smith they had chosen, and the artificer who had somehow made the wagon feel like an armed annex.

It was over that meal, with the horses grazing and the towers a gold suggestion on the northern horizon, that Thalia read the circle the dispatch.

She’d brought it out of the Veil archive our last week, through a channel Caldran’s people had forgotten to purge, and she’d shown it to me on a rooftop before we left, but she read it to the full circle now, aloud, because the no-secrets rule was the spine of the whole company and it didn’t bend for comfort.

“Most of it’s ciphered past even my sight,” she said, holding the cold black strip flat on her knee. “Capital-grade. But the pieces that surfaced are enough to walk on.” She read them off, flat and clear. “‘Containment failed.’ ‘Examiner Orent to proceed ahead of removal asset as visible vector.’ ‘Subject Ward confirmed circle-bearing. Class Smith, fifth point incipient. Possible Revelation trajectory.’” She paused, and read the line that had stopped the stone in my hand three weeks ago on a cold roof. “‘Do not classify the subject. Do not examine the circle. Remove before arrival at First Forge. Remove circle if obstruction persists. Remove keeper if compromised.’”

The word sat in the middle of the wild country like a dropped tool.

Remove.

“Caelira sealed,” Thalia said, into the quiet. “She read a class, understood it, froze it, and called the freezing mercy. Even her cruelty was forensic. Whatever this is, it doesn’t classify. It doesn’t seal. It doesn’t examine. The order is one word.” She folded the strip. “There’s no name on it. Only a mark where a name should be. A circle with no points in it.” She looked at me. “We’re not being contained anymore. We’re being removed. And the thing they send to remove doesn’t offer tea.”

It was then that Rosalie asked to see the dispatch, and I passed it to her, and something happened that I hadn’t expected.

Rosalie was a Woundbloom Adept. Her seal-sense could read a sealing the way I read a crest, could tell a Concord frost from a family-thread, could distinguish, she’d told me on the road out of the deep last term, old dead Concord cold from fresh hungry live sealing, the way you can tell a candle from a cellar. She’d read Caelira’s frost off a wax seal at ten paces. She took the dispatch, and she turned it over, and she put her thumb to the broken wax where the sealing mark had been.

And her face went still in a register I hadn’t expected.

She wasn’t afraid. Rosalie afraid had a shape I knew; I’d seen it when Caelira walked into a courtyard. This was worse than afraid. This was a healer reaching for a pulse and finding a place where a pulse should be and touching, instead, nothing. Not a stopped heart. Not a cold one. An absence where the whole idea of a heart had never been allowed to happen.

“The wax is wrong,” she said, very quietly, and tucked her honey-brown hair behind her ear the way she did when she needed her hands to do something small and known. “Caelira’s seals are cold. This isn’t cold. Cold is a thing. This is.” She stopped. She pressed her thumb to the wax again, deliberately, the way you press on a bruise to be sure it’s real. “I don’t have a word for it. It’s like reading a page and finding the ink’s been removed and the paper too and the fact that there was ever a page. I keep expecting to feel something and there’s nowhere for the something to be.” She handed the dispatch back to me with more care than she handled most living patients. “Whatever sealed that,” she said, “I don’t think it sealed it. I think it took the part of the wax that could be read, and left the rest.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

Then Isolde, who dealt with dread by giving it a tactical shape, said, “So it’s ahead of us, and it doesn’t hide, and it can’t be read, and it’s going the same place we are.” She cracked her knuckles, one hand then the other, the sound flat in the open air. “Then we’re not the hunted. We’re the hunters’ quarry that happens to be walking the same road as the hunter. Which means, functionally,” and here the corner of her mouth moved, the warrior finding the one useful angle, “we’re following it.”

“We’re following it,” I agreed. “It’s going where we’re going. Every blank thing it does on the way is a track we can read even if the thing itself can’t be. We keep our eyes on the road. We keep the circle whole. And we don’t split, ever, and we don’t hide the danger, ever.” I looked around at them, at the company in the wild grass, the largest thing any of us had chosen. “Same rules as the deep. They kept us alive. They’ll keep us alive out here.”



We made another eight miles before the light started to go, and it was in the last of it, with Brennan looking for a defensible camp and Isolde ranging ahead on foot to scout it, that a rider overtook us from the north.

He was a courier, by his tack, riding a lathered horse hard toward the southern towns, and he’d have gone past us without slowing if Thalia hadn’t put her horse across the road in the particular measured way that made continuing forward more trouble than stopping. He pulled up, wary, and then saw the hammer-and-spring on the wagon canvas, and something in him unclenched, because word travels, and the word about the Forge Annex had gotten as far as the couriers.

“You’re the smith,” he said. “The one from the Descent. The mirror business.”

“I’m a smith,” I said, which was true and gave away less.

“Then you’ll want to know,” the courier said, “and you’ll get it from me faster than from the criers.” He wiped his face. “There was an incident. Village a day south of here, on your road, place called Millbrook-on-the-south-road. Overnight, two nights back. That’s why they put me in the saddle instead of sending it by post.” He shook his head, and I watched a working man try to describe a thing that had no slot to file it under, the same trouble I was going to have myself, tomorrow, on my knees on a taproom floor. “Nobody was hurt. That’s the first strange part. No fire, no raiders, no fever. Nothing taken. Purse-money still in the purses. Stock still in the pens.” He looked between us, and dropped his voice, though there was no one on the road to overhear. “But some of the people woke up wrong. Not sick. Not hexed. Just.” His hands moved, uselessly. “Less. Their families say they woke up less. They don’t have a better word than that and neither do I, and I’ve been carrying the message all day and I keep hoping the next person I say it to will have one.”

I felt the circle go still around me, the whole wagon and everyone in our company, in the failing light on the south road.

“Millbrook,” I said. “A day south.”

“A day south,” the courier said. “On your road.” He gathered his reins, eager to be gone, to be anywhere the thing he’d described wasn’t. “I’d go around, if I were you. Whatever it was.” He kicked his horse forward. “But you don’t look like the kind that goes around.”

He was down the road and gone into the dusk before I could tell him he was right.

I turned my mother’s class stone over in my fingers, the small worn oval, hers and mine, and I looked south down the darkening road toward a village where people had woken up less. The wake of the thing ahead of us had a name in it now, or the shape of one, and Millbrook would test Class Sight in a way no sabotage ever had.

“Camp,” I said, because the work in front of me first, always. “Isolde’s already found the ground. We eat, we sleep, we ride at first light.”

“South,” Rosalie said. It wasn’t a question either. Her hand had found the handkerchief with Brennan’s crooked embroidery on it, and she held it the way she held things she was going to need.

“South,” I said. “To Millbrook. And whatever woke up less.”


Chapter 2: The Blanks

Millbrook-on-the-south-road was a farming village of maybe three hundred souls, and it looked, when we rode in near midday, exactly like a place where nothing had happened. That was the first wrong thing about it. Smoke rose from the chimneys. A dog barked at the wagon and lost interest. The market square had stalls up and a woman selling early greens, and the village hummed along in the ordinary key of a working village, and then you looked at the faces, and some of the faces were playing the ordinary key with no music behind it.

They’d gathered seven of them in the meeting hall, because the families hadn’t known what else to do, and the village headwoman met us at the door with two days of responsibility carved into her face and no words left for the thing she was responsible for.

“You’re the smith,” she said. Word travels. “The healers in the district town wouldn’t come. Said there was nothing to heal. Said it wasn’t their kind of thing.” Her mouth worked. “I don’t know whose kind of thing it is. That’s the trouble. It isn’t anyone’s kind of thing. Come and look.”

I came and looked.

The meeting hall was a long low room with benches and a cold hearth, and seven people sat on the benches, and their families stood behind them the way you stand behind someone in a sickroom, close and useless. And the seven of them were the wrongest thing I have ever walked into, and I say that as a man who found his mother’s murder written in a duelist’s crest and read a professor’s decade of imprisonment off a sealed sternum.

They looked at us when we came in. That was almost the worst part. They tracked us, they were awake, they were there. An old man near the door said good day to me in a perfectly civil voice. A woman in her middle years was mending a shirt with steady hands, and mending it well. And a boy, nineteen or twenty, sat at the end of the bench with his hands folded in his lap and his eyes on the middle distance, and when his mother touched his shoulder he turned and smiled at her, and the smile was correct in every particular and empty in every particular, a smile drawn from memory by someone who no longer knew why smiles were for.

“Class Sight,” I said, low, to the circle, and let it come.

My grey-green eyes gained a faint gold when the Sight opened; Rosalie had told me it was beautiful and Thalia had told me it was a tell and both were right. It came, the gold light rising, and I looked at the old man near the door, at the place over his sternum where his crest should sit, where every living person carries the luminous structure of their class whether they can use it or not.

There was nothing there.

Precision was the only thing I brought to Millbrook that was worth anything. When I read a sabotaged crest, I see damage: cracks, rust, false gold, sealed branches, the surgical incisions of a registrar’s tool. When I read a healthy crest, I see clean structure, lines and spokes and light. When I’d read Octavia’s sealed Saint I’d seen a complex glowing thing held in a beautiful terrible cage.

Over the old man’s sternum I saw the front of his shirt.

Not a dark crest. Not a dim one. Not a crest behind a veil. There was no crest, and more than that, there was no place where a crest had been, no scar, no socket, no absence-in-the-shape-of-a-thing. The eye that reads crests simply found nothing to rest on and slid off him the way your hand slides off wet glass. I moved to the next, the woman with her mending, and it was the same. The next. The same. Seven times nothing, and each nothing was identical, and identical was the tool signature I couldn’t find, because a tool leaves a signature and this had left the opposite of one.

“Rosalie,” I said.

She was already moving. She crossed to the boy at the end of the bench, the youngest, because Rosalie’s first instinct is always toward the one who has the least, and she crouched in front of him and took his folded hands in her warm ones and her green eyes went soft and professional, the healer at her work. Her palms glowed faint green-gold as her seal-sense opened.

I watched her face.

I watched the seal-sense reach for him and find the same nothing my Sight had found, and I watched her do the thing a healer does when the reading comes back impossible, which is do it again, more carefully, because surely the instrument is wrong and not the world. She did it three times. On the third her hands came off his the way you take your hand off a stove, not fast, but final, and she sat back on her heels and pressed her glowing palm flat to her own chest as though checking that her own crest was still where she’d left it.

“Sealed is a locked room,” she said. Her voice was steady and it was costing her everything to keep it steady. “I’ve read a thousand seals. A seal is a locked room; the person’s still inside, I can feel them pacing, I can feel the door. Family-threads, Concord frost, the fifth-thread registrar work, they’re all locked rooms with someone in them.” She looked up at me and her eyes were wet and open. “This isn’t a locked room, Garrick. There’s no room. There’s no door. There’s no house. There was a house and now there’s a field where a house was, except the field doesn’t remember the house either.” She turned back to the boy, and the healer took over from the woman by main force. “Hello,” she said to him, warm, unguarded, deliberate. “I’m Rosalie. What’s your name?”

“Tomas,” the boy said, pleasantly. “Are you the healer? Mother said a smith was coming.”

“I’m the healer. Tomas, what was your class?”

And the boy said, in the same pleasant empty voice, with the same correct empty smile, “I don’t remember having one.” He considered it, the way you’d consider whether you’d left a window open. “Mother says I was a Mender. She says I could fix a cracked plate so you couldn’t find the crack.” He looked at his own folded hands with mild interest. “That sounds useful. I can’t picture it.” And then, worst of all, kindly, because there was enough of the boy left to be kind and nothing left to be kind with: “Don’t be sad. I’m not sad. I keep telling everyone. I don’t have anywhere to be sad from.”

Behind him his mother made a sound she’d clearly been making for two days and had learned to make quietly.



I worked the scene the way I work every scene, because it was the only thing I knew how to do and because doing it kept my hands from shaking.

I read all seven again, slowly, forensically, the way my mother taught me through her journal, the way I read Isolde’s sabotage and Maeve’s severing: tool signature, technique calibration, timing evidence, angle of entry, cross-reference. I built the prosecution. That is what I do. I do not diagnose damage; I identify the criminal. A healer fixes what happened. I find out who did it and prove it.

I found nothing to prosecute.

A registrar’s tool leaves surgical incisions at branch junctions, clean cuts you can date by how far they’ve healed, angled to tell you whether the cutter stood in front of the victim during a ritual or behind them during a trust exercise. Caelira’s frost leaves a three-layer structure you can read like tree rings. Every crime against a class leaves the class behind, damaged, as evidence, because you can’t cut a thing without the cut being on the thing.

You cannot read the angle of a cut on a limb that was not removed but un-happened.

The ways it defeated me described it better than any clean reading could. Tool signature: a registrar’s probe leaves a calibration trace, a resonance-fingerprint you can match against another victim to prove one hand did both, the way I’d matched Odran’s false gold to Isolde’s sabotage. There was no trace here, because there was no tool, because nothing had cut, a thing had simply been arrived at and ended. Timing: a wound heals, and the healing dates it, nine months or seven or six, I’d dated Isolde’s three sabotages by how far each had scarred over. An absence does not heal and does not scar and therefore has no age; the seven blanks of Millbrook were, forensically, ageless, un-happened all at the same impossible instant. Angle of entry: a cut made from the front means a ritual the subject took part in, from behind means it was done without their knowledge, and the angle tells you the relationship between criminal and victim. But you do not approach a thing you intend to delete from any angle at all; you do not cut it, you unmake the fact of it, and a fact has no front and no back. Every forensic tool my mother left me, every method I’d made myself terrifying with, assumed the crime left the class behind as evidence, and this crime took the evidence and the class and the crime itself, and left a kind boy who thanked me.

I knelt there over the boy Tomas with the gold light in my eyes and I reached for a tool signature and there was no tool because there had been no cutting; reached for timing and there was no timing because a scar heals over days and an absence has no age; reached for angle and there was no angle because you do not approach a thing you intend to delete, you simply arrive at it and it stops. I had spent months making myself terrifying to the Registry because I could find the hand that held the tool. I knelt in a village meeting hall and found no hand, no tool, and no wound, and that a man can be destroyed so completely that even the destruction leaves.

“I can’t read it,” I said, aloud, to the circle, because the no-secrets rule cuts every way including toward my own failure. “There’s nothing to read. No signature. No angle. No timing. I’ve got nothing.” My voice was flat. I made it flat on purpose. “This is a crime I’ve stood over with nothing to say about it.”

I felt the circle take that too. It landed differently from the dispatch. The dispatch had been a word on paper. This was me, on my knees, empty-handed, and they had built a great deal of their trust in the road ahead on the premise that I could always read the thing coming, and I had just told them I couldn’t.

Thalia crouched beside me and did what Thalia does, which is turn a horror into an entry.

“Witnesses,” she said. “If the crime doesn’t leave evidence, the criminal has to. Someone was here.” She rose and went to the headwoman, and I heard her working the room behind me, quiet and exact, the way she read a registry: who saw what, when, from where. She was thorough. She was also, by the sound of it, getting nowhere in a very specific and important way, and after a quarter hour she came back and knelt by me again and told me the shape of the nowhere.

“They all agree on one thing,” she said. “A man was here. That night. Several of them are certain of it, from the tavern, from the lane, from a window. A man came through Millbrook the night the seven went blank.” She paused. “Not one of them can describe him.”

“Hooded,” I said. “Cloaked.”

“No,” Thalia said. “That’s what I checked. Hooded I could work with; a hood is a choice and choices are evidence. I asked was he tall, was he short, old, young, armed, what color, what voice, and every one of them started to answer and then stopped, and the thing they said, over and over, in almost the same words, was, ‘I didn’t really look at him.’” She let that sit. “Seven witnesses. A man walks through their village and deletes their neighbors. And not one of them looked at him. Not because he hid.” Her dark eyes were flat and thoughtful and, under the thought, afraid. “He doesn’t suppress attention. That’s a craft; I’d find the edges of a craft. He simply doesn’t collect it. The eye slides off him the way your Sight slid off the boy. Whatever he is, attention treats him like it treats the blanks: as if there is nothing there to hold.”

I thought of the dispatch. The mark where a name should be. A circle with no points in it.

“The one who doesn’t classify,” I said.

“He doesn’t classify because classification needs something to catch on,” Thalia said. “Whatever he is, he moves through the world like a walking blank: not read, not sealed, not found, barely noticed, and almost impossible to grieve because no one can hold a name long enough to shape the grief. That’s the horror of it in one sentence, Garrick. I don’t know what was done to him, or what he did to become this. I only know the world files him under weather, and then he teaches it to file other people the same way.”



I tried to repair the boy anyway.

I knew I couldn’t before I started. The circle knew it too, and they let me try, and Rosalie in particular let me try longer than was wise, because she understood that I needed to prove the impossibility to my own hands before I’d believe it in my own head. My mother’s journal has a hundred procedures in it and not one of them begins with there is nothing to hold.

Repair works because there’s a structure to set, the way you set a bone. Unsealing works because there’s a thread to cut. Even hybridization needs two things to bridge. I reached into the place where Tomas’s Mender crest had been, with the forge-sense my mother left me and the gold Sight burning, and I reached for a lattice to set and there was no lattice, reached for a thread and there was no thread, reached for the boy’s own class energy to resonate with, the willing participation the forge cannot work without, and there was no energy and no willingness because there was nothing left to be willing, only a kind boy who did not have anywhere to want from.

I reached anyway. I held the reaching, the way you hold your breath, the way you press on a bruise to be sure. I pushed forge-sense into the nothing looking for one thread, one edge, one anything, and the effort of pushing against a true absence, of straining a sense against a place designed to give it nothing to catch, cost me the way extended Sight always costs me, worse, the pressure building behind my eyes and the tunnel closing in and then the warm copper of my own blood on my lip.

“Garrick.” Rosalie’s voice.

I pushed harder. There had to be an edge. Everything has an edge. You cannot delete a thing so completely that

“Garrick.” Her hands, both of them, on my face, turning me away from the boy, and her palms glowing gold and warm against my jaw and her thumb wiping the blood from my lip, and her green eyes very close and very level. “There’s nothing to hold. You’ve proven it. You’ve proven it three times now and your nose is bleeding and if you go a fourth you’ll do yourself an injury for a lesson you already learned.” Her voice dropped, healer to patient, the one register no one in the circle argued with. “Stop.”

I stopped.

The boy Tomas watched me wipe my own blood off my lip, and his empty correct face did the empty correct thing, and he said, kindly, in that voice, “Thank you for trying. Mother, the smith tried. That was kind of him.” He smiled the smile. “You should rest. You look tired. I’m never tired anymore. It’s the one nice thing.”

I have heard bad sounds. I have heard a woman I love scream through an electrical discharge and I have heard my own mother’s absence in the house after she died. Thank you for trying, said with genuine warmth by a boy thanking me for failing to give him back the capacity to care whether I had, was the worst sound in the village and possibly the worst sound of the road, and I carried it a long way south.



We did what we could, which was almost nothing and mattered anyway.

Rosalie moved among the seven and their families and did the thing she does that isn’t a class at all, sat with the mothers, told them plainly what she’d found and didn’t dress it up and didn’t offer a false hope, and told them true things instead: that the seven weren’t in pain, that they could work and eat and sleep, that the families should let them do the small tasks their hands remembered because hands remember longer than the rest, and that a smith was going south after the thing that did this, and that if there were ever an answer he would carry it back up this road himself. She left them the truth and a direction, which is more than the district healers had left them, which was a locked door and a shrug.

I convened the circle in the market square, in the ordinary afternoon light, with the woman still selling greens forty feet away.

“It’s his wake,” I said. “The ‘remove’ operative from the dispatch. This is what he leaves. Not bodies. Blanks. And he did it two nights ago, one day ahead of us, on our road, going south.” I looked around at them. “Everything the courier described, everything we found, it’s consistent with the wax Rosalie read off the dispatch. Same nothing. Same absence-that-isn’t-cold. It’s him.”

“Then we’re not being hunted,” Isolde said. She’d come to it herself on the road; she said it now for the circle, the tactical shape of the horror. “A hunter gets ahead of his quarry to lay an ambush, then waits. This thing gets ahead of us and keeps going. It’s not laying for us. It’s traveling.” Her ice-blue eyes narrowed south. “It’s going where we’re going, and it’s a day ahead, and it doesn’t hide, and its trail is a line of blanked villages any child could follow.” The corner of her mouth did the thing. “We’re not the hunted. We’re following him. We’ve been following him since Valebright and didn’t know the tracks were people.”

“That’s a grim way to put a good tactical fact,” Octavia said.

“It’s the only way I have,” Isolde said, unbothered.

Brennan, meanwhile, had been conducting an investigation of his own.

I became aware of it when I heard him addressing, in his interviewing voice, a grain-lift.

The village had one piece of mechanical infrastructure worth the name, a spring-and-counterweight grain-lift on the side of the mill, and Brennan had planted himself in front of it with his notebook out and was speaking to it as though it might, unlike the human witnesses, give him a straight answer.

“Now you,” he said to the grain-lift, “were here the whole time. And you’re untouched. Aren’t you. Look at you. Springs don’t lie.” He turned to me, entirely serious, red curls wild, freckled face bright because he’d found the one thing in a bad situation that still obeyed rules he understood. “Garrick. The rig’s fine. Every rig in this village is fine. The grain-lift, the well-pump, the mill-gears, all mechanical, all working, all completely unbothered. He blanked seven people and walked past every machine in town like it wasn’t there.” He held up his notebook, on which he had drawn a small triumphant spring. “Because to him it wasn’t. This confirms it. Mechanical things aren’t resonance, so they don’t register to him, so he can’t touch them, so he doesn’t even see them.” He patted the grain-lift like a good dog. “This machine is a better witness than any person in Millbrook. This machine and my rigs are the only things on this road he can’t unmake. I have rarely been so glad to be misregistered.”

It was, underneath the comedy, the most important tactical intelligence anyone gathered in Millbrook, and Brennan gathered it by interviewing agricultural equipment, and I told him so, and he wrote that in his notebook too.



Rosalie rode close to me the rest of that day.

She didn’t say much about it and didn’t need to. She simply put her horse alongside mine as we left Millbrook southbound, close enough that our knees nearly touched, her healer robes catching the afternoon light and pulling across her full chest when she turned to check the wagon, the freckles on her collarbone showing at the loosened throat of the robe, and she kept up a low warm stream of ordinary talk, the greens the woman had been selling, whether the road would give us a stream by dark, a story about a patient at the infirmary who’d sneezed during a delicate mend and healed his own thumb to his palm. It wasn’t chatter. Rosalie doesn’t chatter. It was warmth turned up deliberately loud, a healer running her hand along a cold thing to remind it it could be warm, and she was doing it to me on purpose, and we both knew it, and I let her, because the boy’s thank you was still in my ears and Rosalie’s voice was the exact frequency it needed drowning out at.

Once, when the road was straight and the others were ahead, she reached over without looking and put her hand over mine on the saddle horn, warm, her palm glowing faint and gold, and left it there for a mile, and said nothing at all, and it was the loudest thing said all day.

“I’m all right,” I told her, eventually.

“No, you’re not,” Rosalie said, comfortably. “You knelt over a boy you couldn’t fix until your nose bled. You’re not all right and you shouldn’t be, and pretending you are is the only thing you could do today that would actually worry me.” She squeezed my hand. “So don’t. Just ride next to me and be not all right where I can see you. That’s all I want. I’ll handle the rest tonight.”

I looked at her.

“That’s a promise,” she said, and tucked her hair behind her ear, and rode on.



We camped that night in a fold of the hills with the wagon drawn across the open side and Isolde’s watch-rotations posted and Brennan’s tripwire rigs strung around the perimeter, mechanical, silent, invisible to the one thing on the road worth being invisible to.

Maeve sat at the edge of the firelight with her knees drawn up and her copper braid loose over one shoulder, staring south into the dark where the road went, and she’d been quiet through the meal in the way that gathers, the way water gathers behind a thing before it goes over it, and when she finally spoke she spoke to the fire and let the rest of us listen in.

“If we’re going through Sundermoor anyway,” she said. “There’s a vault I want to open. And there’s a man I want to look in the eye.” She turned from the fire, and the flames put copper light in her amber eyes and along the heat-shimmer that had started to rise off her skin, the class-charge tell, her fingers sparking faint against her shin. “You’ve all heard pieces. Thalia’s traced the tool. Garrick read the scar off my crest last term. But you’ve never heard it from me, in my own words, and I think” she swallowed “I think I need to say it once, all of it, to the people I’m asking to walk into my country with me. So it’s not pieces anymore. So it’s mine, and then it’s ours.”

“We’re listening,” Rosalie said, warm and steady, and the whole circle went still to give her the room.

And Maeve told it.

She told us about being sixteen and the best raw talent Sundermoor had seen in a decade, a Cinder Channeler who could shape and store heat-charge, a class with real promise and a body that ran hot and eager to use it. She told us about Instructor-Primus Sarveth, the charge-discipline master, silver-templed and beloved and patient, the best teacher she’d ever had, the man who’d taken her aside and told her the fire was in her and that he would help her master it. She told us how much she’d trusted him. She said that part twice, how much she’d trusted him, because it was the part that still cut.

She told us about the day her release channel was severed. She hadn’t known it in the moment; you don’t feel a registrar-grade tool if it’s done right, and it was done right, done by someone with authority and access and her complete trust, done, she understood now, on the same Concord craft that had crippled Isolde and put the registrar thread in Rosalie’s seal and murdered a smith in the north. She told us about the two years after. The misfires. The scorched practice halls. The charge her class kept making with nowhere to send it, building under her skin with no valve, so that she lived in a low permanent overstimulated misery and everyone called it poor control and she started, God help her, to believe them. Undisciplined. Too much. She said too much like it was a slur, because for two years it had been one.

“And then I went to the Descent to prove I wasn’t broken,” she said, “and instead I met the one person at four academies who could look at me and see that I’d been cut, not that I was deficient. And he fixed the thing they cut.” She was crying now, and not hiding it, the way she’d learned from Rosalie not to hide it. “And you want to know the part that undid me? It wasn’t the fixing. It was the believing. Two years of being told I was the problem, and Garrick took one look and said someone did this to you, and I wanted that to be true so badly it scared me.”

She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, and the spark-plug came back up over the raw place, the volume returning like armor.

“So,” she said. “Sundermoor. My country. There’s a vault with the survey we need, and there’s a man in a nice office who’s going to greet me like a proud teacher, and I’m going to smile at him. And then, one way or another, before I leave, I’m going to look him in the eye and let him understand that I know.” She looked around the fire at all of us. “I’m not asking you to fight for me. I’m asking you to walk in with me. That’s all. Just don’t let me walk in alone.”

“You won’t walk in alone,” Isolde said, before anyone else could, the cold-proud warrior answering the hot-proud one, and there was a whole understanding between them in it. “You’ll walk in with a duelist at your shoulder and a smith at your back and a spy already inside the walls. You’ll walk in with the last thing that man expects, which is the girl he cut coming home whole.” She cracked her knuckles. “Let him greet you like a proud teacher. Let him. Every warm word he says in front of witnesses is a plank we’ll hang him with later. That’s how we do it. Not the burning. The proving. Trust me, Maeve. I’ve had the burning. The proving is better. The proving lasts.”

Maeve looked at her for a long moment across the fire.

“Yeah,” she said, quieter. “Okay. The proving.” And then, because she was Maeve, she added, “But I get to smile at him. That part’s non-negotiable. I’ve been practicing the smile for three weeks. It’s a really good smile.”

“It’s a terrifying smile,” Brennan confirmed. “I’ve seen it. I had to go lie down.”

The fire cracked.


Chapter 3: First Fire

The road settled into a rhythm faster than I expected, even a road with a hole in the world walking a day ahead of it.

By the second night south of Millbrook we had the shape of expedition life, and it held through the miles that followed, so I’ll set it down once. Isolde ran the watch rotations like a drilled company, three shifts, overlapping at the changes, herself always taking the coldest, arguing anyone out of relieving her early with a look. Maeve and Brennan claimed the fold-down bench under the wagon and turned it into a rig-shop, and the sound of the road at night became the low click and hiss of springs being wound and charge being banked, punctuated by Brennan saying “don’t touch that” and Maeve touching it. Octavia sat closest to the fire with my mother’s journal and her own annotations, cataloguing the marginalia leg by leg, the theorist doing what she’d waited a decade to do openly. And Thalia’s ravens came and went out of the dark, black birds on black errands, the counter-Concord network she was building on the move, so that our little wagon in the wild grass had better intelligence than most border garrisons.

I did the forge-work the days demanded and the reading the nights allowed, and I turned my mother’s class stone in my fingers, and I carried Millbrook, which is the part of the rhythm that doesn’t go in a template because it wasn’t rhythm. It was ballast.

The comedy we needed that night arrived at that second supper courtesy of Agda.

We opened the EAT FIRST crate expecting the sensible thing, the perishables that spoil first, and found it was pastries. All of it. Nothing but pastries, layered in wax paper, still improbably good three days out, and at the bottom a note in the head cook’s blunt hand: the rest is vegetables, you’ll live longer bitter.

“This is a provisioning failure,” Isolde announced, holding up a pastry as evidence. “‘Eat first’ should denote the items most vulnerable to spoilage, to be consumed in order of decay. Instead she has front-loaded the entire expedition’s morale into a single crate with no strategy for its depletion.” She took a bite, chewed, swallowed, and delivered her verdict as solemnly as if she were rating a state banquet. “It’s very good. That’s the problem. There’s no discipline in it. This is how companies starve; they eat the good crate first and face the bitter vegetables demoralized. A frontier cook would have rationed the joy.”

“A frontier cook,” said Rosalie, warmly, defending Agda in absentia the way she defended everyone who wasn’t in the room, “would know that people who are cold and frightened and a day behind a monster need the joy first, before the vegetables, because you can’t fight on bitterness alone. Agda’s not a bad quartermaster. She’s a good healer who happens to cook.” She took a pastry herself and bit into it with unselfconscious pleasure, and I watched the specific way Rosalie enjoyed food, which was the same way she enjoyed everything, fully, without apology, her eyes closing for a second at the sweetness.

“That’s sentiment, not logistics,” Isolde said.

“It’s both,” Rosalie said. “The best logistics usually are.”

“I maintain,” Isolde said, warming to it, the noble upbringing surfacing the way it did when she was actually relaxed, “that there is a correct order to a meal even in the field, and that this crate violates it, and that the northern houses understood the moral function of a properly sequenced table in a way that the southern provinces frankly never” and she reached, without breaking her critique, for her own portion, which had been sitting on the flat rock by her knee, and found the rock empty.

Maeve, across the fire, was eating it. She’d crossed the whole camp during the word “moral,” lifted Isolde’s pastry off the rock, and retreated, and she was now finishing it with her cheeks full and her amber eyes bright and entirely unrepentant.

Isolde stared at her.

“You were monologuing,” Maeve said, indistinctly, around the last of it. “About the moral function of tables. I performed a moral function. I redistributed the joy. Agda would be proud.”

There was a silence, and then Isolde, the war-leader, the Tempest Blade, the woman who had opened the throat of the Descent’s dormitory level, said, with immense dignity, “I will remember this,” and Maeve said, “You won’t do anything about it though,” and Isolde said, “No, but I’ll remember it,” and the whole circle laughed, and it was the first real laugh since Millbrook, and I felt the ballast shift, just a little, off my chest.



The next useful piece came out of the journal that night, the way most of the road’s useful pieces did.

“Here,” Octavia said, later, when the fire had burned down and most of the circle had turned in and it was the two of us and the sleepers and the low click of Brennan still winding a spring under the wagon because he claimed he thought better with his hands going. She turned the journal toward the firelight, her finger on a passage that had come clear under the secondary cipher, her reading glasses down on her nose. “The far road. Your mother wrote marginalia here, later than the main entry, a different ink. Look.” She read it in Elyse’s dry careful voice, the voice I heard in my head now whenever the cipher opened, mother to son across a decade. “‘If you reach the far marks, look for the lantern that doesn’t burn down. The keeper holds the road; the road does not answer strangers, only her. I traced her three times down the trade-roads and never once to her face. I skirted her bounds on the far-road survey and did not go in.’” Octavia’s finger moved to the last line, and her own voice went quiet reading it. “‘I never knocked. I should have. Tell whoever walks this after me: knock.’”

The fire ticked.

“She’s telling you to knock,” Octavia said. “It’s the only place in the whole journal where she gives you an instruction about how to behave rather than what to do. Every other note is procedure. This one’s manners. She skirted the keeper’s bounds and regretted it her whole life and she’s reaching across a decade to tell her son not to make the same mistake.” She closed the journal over her finger. “Whoever the keeper is, your mother thought she mattered enough to break her own habit of pure procedure and leave you a courtesy. I’d weight that. Elyse didn’t waste ink.”

“Knock,” I said.

“Knock,” Octavia agreed. “When we reach the lantern that doesn’t burn down, whatever that turns out to be, you knock. You don’t skirt it. You don’t scout it. You go to the door like a person and you knock, because your mother spent her death regretting that she didn’t.” She took her glasses off and folded them, which was how I knew the historian was done and the woman was speaking. “It’s a strange thing, isn’t it, to be given manners by the dead. She couldn’t tell me she’d corrected my framework. She couldn’t tell you she loved you, though it’s in every procedure if you know how to read it. But she could tell you: knock. So we’ll knock.”



I took the far side of the camp when Octavia turned in, past the wagon and the low fire and the sleeping shapes of the circle, out to where the last of Brennan’s tripwire rigs marked the edge of the safe ground, and I sat in the grass with my back to a rock and my mother’s class stone turning in my fingers and Millbrook still under my breastbone where it had lodged.

Thank you for trying. I don’t have anywhere to be sad from.

I’d read a hundred crimes and prosecuted them in my head and there was always, at the bottom of the reading, the cold satisfaction of knowing who and how, of building the case that would one day be spoken aloud, of the tool signature that made a healer into a criminal. It was the engine of me. See the wrong, name the hand, hold the accusation. And I’d knelt over a boy and found no hand to name, no case to build, no accusation to hold, only a kind emptiness thanking me for my trouble, and the engine had spun with nothing to grip and thrown its own belt, and I’d been carrying the seized-up quiet of it for two days.

I heard her before I saw her, the soft displacement of grass, and then Rosalie settled down beside me in the dark without asking, the way she did, her shoulder against mine, her warmth immediate and deliberate.

“You’ve been out here an hour,” she said.

“I’ve been thinking.”

“You’ve been clenching,” Rosalie said. She reached over in the dark and laid her palm flat on my chest, over the crest, and it warmed, the faint green-gold of her seal-sense rising, and I felt her read me, not the crest, me, the way only she could. “I can feel it. You’re not sealed, there’s nothing on you, but you’ve got yourself locked down tight as a fist. You’ve been trying to fix a boy who isn’t there since yesterday afternoon, in your head, over and over, and it won’t take, and you keep running the reading looking for the edge, and there’s no edge, and it’s grinding you down.” Her voice was warm and level and it left me no room to lie to her, which is the truest kind of care Rosalie gives. “You can’t fix Tomas. You proved it three times. But there’s a man out here in the grass at midnight running himself bloody over it, and he isn’t a blank, he’s just clenched, and that one I can fix.” Her hand slid up to my jaw, turned my face to hers in the dark. “Let me fix the man who’s here. Come to bed, Garrick. Come to the tent. Let me put you back together.”

I looked at her, at the shape of her in the starlight, honey-brown hair loose and catching the last fireglow, and the two days of ground-down quiet in me reached toward the warmth of her the way cold iron reaches toward a forge.

“Yes,” I said.



The tent was small and dark and lamplit when she lit the little travel-lamp, and Rosalie in lamplight is a thing the road hadn’t dulled at all.

She’d loosened her healer robes already, the cord belt undone, and she knelt across from me on the bedroll and undid the rest with a medic’s practical competence, sure hands moving over cloth and skin without shyness. But halfway through the efficiency turned into something else, the way it always did with Rosalie, the grace slowing further, becoming a thing offered rather than a thing done, and she drew the robe off her shoulders and let it fall to her waist, and the lamplight caught her.

The freckles first, scattered across her collarbone and the upper swell of her chest, the ones only the loosened robe ever showed. Then the shift beneath, thin and clinging, and beneath the thin shift her breasts pulled the fabric tight with their soft, heavy abundance, the dark of her nipples showing through where the shift had gone sheer with the warmth of her skin. She reached down and drew the shift over her head in one motion and the whole of her was freed into the lamplight, generous and soft and warm, the wide hips and the cinched waist and the full bust that had made me forget my own name the first time I’d seen it and had not stopped doing so since.

“There,” she said, low, warm, watching me watch her. “Better than clenching, isn’t it.”

“Come here,” I said, and reached for her, and she came, and the two days of ground quiet in me broke against her warmth and started, finally, to melt.

I put my mouth to her first, because that was where the melting started, and because worshipping Rosalie is the least complicated devotion I have. My hands cupped her warm breasts and lifted them, thumbs sinking into softness, and she made a sound low in her throat, the unguarded generous sound she never suppressed, and I put my mouth to one nipple and felt it harden against my tongue, felt her arch into me, her hands coming up into my hair.

“Yes,” she breathed, “that, keep, oh,” and the healer’s glow rose across her sternum where the Woundbloom crest sat between her breasts, gold and warm, and I felt it answer, the forge-bond spiking at the contact, her class energy and mine catching and looping, so that every place my mouth touched her sent warmth flooding back into me, the caretaker’s resonance turning my devotion into her pleasure and her pleasure into my own.

I moved to the other breast and she gasped and pressed it up into my mouth, holding herself for me with her own hands, offering, and I took what she offered, thumbed the wet nipple I’d left, felt her thighs press together, felt the glow spread down across her chest and paint the freckles gold.

“You feel it,” she said, unsteady now, her voice gone husky. “The bond. Every place you touch me you’re getting it back. That’s not a trick, that’s me, that’s how much I” she broke off on a moan as I bit gently at the underside of her breast, the warm sensitive place. “Lie back,” she said. “Let me. I’ve been wanting to do this since Millbrook. Let me take care of you.”

I lay back on the bedroll and she undressed me the rest of the way with the last of the medic’s efficiency, and then she settled herself over my hips and took me in her warm hand, and her green eyes had gone dark, the warmth in them concentrated to a point, and she looked down at my cock in her hand and then up at me and smiled, slow and certain, and lifted her own breasts in both hands and pressed them together around me.

I made a sound I didn’t plan.

The heat of her. No description ever prepared me for Rosalie’s soft heavy warmth, and the bond only amplified it: her breasts wrapped around my cock, yielding and cushioning and gripping all at once, and the healer’s glow warm through the skin so that the contact itself buzzed, resonance and flesh indistinguishable. She held herself around me and looked up, green eyes dark, honey hair falling forward, and she started to move, slow, her breasts sliding warm and soft over the length of me.

The view undid me as much as the sensation. From above I could see all of her offer, the way her full breasts spilled around her own gripping hands, the pink her fingers pressed into the soft flesh, the freckled slope of her chest gone gold with the glow rising out of her sternum, and my own cock appearing and vanishing between the warm valley of her as she worked it. She watched me watch, wanting her body to be the center of it, giving that want the way she gave everything, and the wanting made it hotter than any performance could have.

“Slow,” she murmured, when my hips lifted for more, and pressed me back down with a warm palm flat on my stomach. “There’s no hurry out here, smith. Nothing to fix tonight but you. Let me do it right.” She dipped her head and gathered a slow slide of saliva along the crest of me where it broke the valley, unhurried, messy, the way she did everything with her mouth, and the wet of it made the next drag of her breasts easier, slicker, and I felt the glow flare warmer where the fluid met the friction.

“Look at you,” she said, husky, watching my face, narrating the caretaking in the warm unguarded voice she saved for this. “There he is. All that clenching, and look, you can’t clench through this, can you. Your whole face just went. Good.” She dipped her head and licked the tip where it crested the warm valley of her breasts, once, wet, and I groaned, and she smiled around it. “That’s the man I came for. Not the one grinding himself down in the grass. This one. Present.” She squeezed her breasts tighter around me and moved faster, and the wet sound of her tongue and the slick heat of her flesh and the gold glow spreading between us filled the little tent. “Tell me it’s good. I want to hear it. I don’t perform, Garrick, and I don’t want you to either. Just tell me true.”

“It’s good,” I said, and it came out wrecked. “God, Rosalie, it’s, you’re” I lost the sentence in the feel of her, and reached down and got a hand in her hair, and she made a pleased sound at the grip. “You’re perfect. That’s true. That’s the truest thing I’ve got right now.”

“I know,” she said, warm and smug and generous all at once, and worked me through the soft heat of her breasts until I was close, until the two days of ground-down cold had gone entirely and there was nothing left in me but the warmth of her, and then she felt it in the bond, the way she always did, and she stopped.

“Not like this,” she said, breathless, releasing me, her breasts flushed and marked pink from her own grip. “I want you inside me for the rest. I want the glow to do the whole of you.” And she crawled up my body, warm and heavy and unashamed, and straddled my hips, and reached down and guided me to her, and she was soaked, wet and open and ready, and she sank down onto me in one slow generous motion with her head falling back and her mouth open on a moan she didn’t suppress.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, there. Yes.”

And she rode me.

The bust was the center of it, the way it always was, her breasts swaying and bouncing above me in the lamplight as she moved, and I filled my hands with them, and she covered my hands with hers and pressed them harder into her flesh, and the glow flooded up between us, gold, warm, the crest blooming bright between her breasts. She rode me slow and deep and sure, the wide generous roll of her hips taking me to the root each time, and she talked, husky and helpless and true, “that’s it, that’s it, feel me, I can feel you feeling me, the bond’s wide open, God, you’re all through me” and the wet slap of her body meeting mine and the low unguarded music of her never stopped.

I got a grip on her hips, forge-scarred hands on the generous soft flesh of her, and I took over, drove up into her, and she cried out and let me, her rhythm dissolving into mine.

For a while I just held her there, hands spanning the wide warm curve of her hips, guiding her down onto me at my pace instead of hers, watching her breasts bounce heavy with each stroke and her head fall back and her mouth open. Then I sat up under her, folding upright so her weight settled full into my lap, and got my mouth on her again, one breast then the other, and she wrapped her arms around my head and held me there against her chest and rode me like that, close, our bodies flush, the crest between us pouring gold straight into my sternum.

“That’s better,” she breathed into my hair, rocking on me, slow and deep. “That’s what I wanted. I want you close, I want you feeling all of me, not just” she gasped as I bit gently at the soft underside “not just watching, close, stay close.”

I stayed close as long as she wanted it. Then I wrapped an arm around her broad soft back and rolled us, and she went, warm and pliant, laughing low, and then I was above her with her thighs locked around my waist and her breasts spread heavy across her chest and the whole of her open beneath me in the gold light.

“There he is,” she gasped, as I drove into her, her green eyes dark and wet and adoring. “There’s the man taking over. Yes. Harder. I can take all of it, give me all of it, I want the whole of you, everything you’ve been carrying, give it to me.”

I gave it to her. I drove into her deep and hard and steady, the way she’d asked, the bond howling wide between us now, gold light flooding the tent, and she wrapped her legs tighter and pulled my head down to her chest and I felt her start to go, felt the clench of her around me, the internal spasm, her whole soft body arching up.

“That’s it,” she said, wrecked, “that’s it, I’m, Garrick, I’m coming, don’t stop, come with me, give me everything you’re carrying, I want to feel you” and she went, her pussy clenching hard around me in rolling waves, and the Woundbloom crest between her breasts pulsed gold, a warm wave of it, and the bond carried her climax straight back into me, her pleasure and mine indistinguishable, and I lost the rhythm and buried myself deep and came, hard, spurting into her in long pulses while she milked me through it with her clenching and her arms locked around my back.

And at the peak, at the exact moment the gold flooded out of her crest and swept up through the bond, her Woundbloom pulse rolled through me head to heel, warm and total, a healer’s wave with all her intent in it, and the seized-up knot Millbrook had left under my breastbone, the ground-down clench I’d been carrying for two days, the engine spinning on nothing, all of it simply unmade, smoothed out, the way you press a wrinkle out of warm cloth. The bond did for me, in one gold pulse, what the forge could not do for the boy: it found the clenched place and opened it, because there was something there to open.

I shuddered through the last of it against her, and she held me, her breasts warm under my cheek, her hand stroking the back of my neck, and she whispered against my ear, husky and satisfied and sure:

“There’s the man. All present.”



Afterward she made me eat a pastry.

She produced it from somewhere, one of Agda’s, and pressed it into my hand where I lay tangled with her in the lamplight, and watched me eat it with the same satisfaction she’d watched everything else, the healer confirming her patient would keep.

“You needed the sweet,” she said. “Joy first, then the vegetables. Agda’s right and Isolde’s wrong and I’ll die on it.”

I ate the pastry. The knot under my breastbone stayed gone. I lay in the warm dark with the road quiet outside and Rosalie’s leg thrown over mine, and for the first time since Millbrook I felt like a whole man rather than a seized engine, and I told her so, and she made a pleased low sound and tucked her hair behind her ear even though there was no one to see.

Then she went quiet, and I felt her gather herself for the true thing, the reason she’d come out to the grass at midnight, the thing the pastry and the tenderness had been clearing the ground for.

“I need to tell you something,” she said, “and I need you to hear it as your healer and not just as, you know, this.” She propped herself up on one elbow, her breasts warm against my side, her face serious in the lamplight. “The blanks scared me, Garrick. More than Caelira ever did. I want you to understand that, because I don’t scare like this, it’s not my nature, I meet the frightening thing and I understand it and then it’s smaller. Caelira frightened me and then I understood her craft and she got smaller. The frost, the three layers, the keying, I learned it, I can fight it now.” Her hand found the crest on my chest, the place her pulse had just unmade a knot in. “I put my thumb on that boy and there was nowhere for my understanding to go. There was no smaller to make it. A whole town of people who woke up less, and no room in any of them for me to reach, and I’m a healer, I’m the person who reaches, and he made a thing I can’t reach into.” She swallowed. “My class met something it had no answer to at all. Not a hard answer. No answer. And it terrified me, and I need you to know it, because we don’t hide things, and because of what I’m going to ask you next.”

“Ask me,” I said.

“Find an answer,” Rosalie said. Her green eyes held mine, dark and steady and unafraid now that she’d named the fear. “I don’t mean for me. I’m not asking you to make me feel better; I’ll make myself feel better, that’s my job. I mean it as your healer telling you what the patient needs, and the patient is the whole road, the whole kingdom, everyone that man is walking toward. You’re going to the one place that ever made a class that never existed. You’re becoming a thing your mother died reaching toward. And somewhere in what you’re becoming there has to be an answer to a blank, because if there isn’t, then there’s a man out there unmaking people one town at a time and nobody who can undo it, and I can’t, I checked, I checked three times.” Her hand pressed flat over the crest. “So find it. Not for Tomas, maybe. Maybe it’s too late for Tomas, and I’ll make my peace with that, and I’ll sit with his mother about it if it comes to that. Find it for the next Millbrook. There’s always a next Millbrook when it’s policy. Find it before they get there.”

I lay in the lamplight with her hand over my crest and the dormant true name banked at the center of it, the thing that would wake at the First Forge, and I understood what she was handing me: the emotional mandate of the whole road, given to me by the one person in the circle whose job was reaching and who had met the one thing she couldn’t reach.

“I’ll find it,” I said. “I don’t know how yet. I couldn’t read him. I couldn’t hold anything. But I’m walking to the place that made the impossible class, and if there’s an answer to a blank anywhere in the world, it’s at the end of my mother’s road, and I’ll find it, or I’ll die finding it, and either way I won’t stop at Millbrook.” I put my hand over hers, forge-scarred over healer-soft, on the crest between us. “That’s a promise. You know I keep those. Isolde’s not the only one.”

Rosalie looked at me for a long moment in the lamplight, the healer weighing whether the answer was true, and then she settled her head back onto my chest, her weight warm and total, satisfied.

“Good,” she said. “Then that’s the road.” She pulled the blanket up over both of us. “Now sleep. You’re all present and it took me an hour of work and I’m not having you undo it lying here thinking. Sleep, smith. There’s a country of lightning tomorrow and a man to smile at, and Maeve’s going to need all of us.”


Chapter 4: Ember Country

We knew we’d reached Sundermoor’s lands before we saw a single building, because the fields had started to glow.

We crossed the boundary on the fourth day, and the wild grass gave way to cultivated country of a kind none of us but Maeve had seen: charge-farms, field after field fenced not with wood or stone but with low humming glow-fences, lines of light strung on posts, and within them crops that fed on the harvested lightning the way ours fed on sun. Storm-cisterns squatted at the corners of the holdings, great copper drums that drank the charge out of the summer storms and held it, and farmhands moved among the rows with an idle competence that took me a full field to understand: one of them, resting at a fence-line, held a mug of tea in one hand and kept it steaming with a palm laid flat beside it, the heat coming off his skin without effort, a Sundermoor birthright so ordinary he did it while looking the other way.

“That’s home,” Maeve said.

She’d ridden up to the front as we crossed the line, and she was looking at the glowing fields with an expression I hadn’t seen on her, and her voice had a stranger’s careful distance in it, a woman narrating a country she’d been born in and cast out of and never expected to see again.

“Charge-farms,” she said, pointing, the tour-guide flatness covering something. “The cisterns drink the storms. The fences are cheap charge bled off the harvest, keeps the grazers out. That one keeping his tea warm, that’s nothing, that’s the first trick they teach you, every Sundermoor brat can warm a mug by six.” She spark-crackled at her own fingertips, unconsciously, the stress-tell rising off her all through the ride and she never once noticed. “You can’t drink the resonance-grain, though. It’s an export. Sets off your charge if you eat it, gives you the shakes, so we grow the good stuff and sell it and eat the plain.” Her mouth twisted. “Brennan’s going to be insufferable about the ale.”

“I’m going to be insufferable about the ale,” Brennan agreed happily from the wagon. “I’ve read about Sundermoor resonance-ale my whole life. Dark, malty, resonance-enhanced finish. And I’m the only one at this whole festival who can drink it, because I’m misregistered and my body doesn’t care. Do you understand what that means, Maeve. My allegedly useless class keeps finding new beverage-related advantages. I’m going to drink your country’s finest export in front of you and describe it in detail.”

“I hate it here already and it’s your fault,” Maeve told him, but the spark of it was fond.

The first true taste of what Sundermoor meant for Maeve, though, came at the territory checkpoint.

There was a border station where the charge-farms gave way to the Collegium’s own lands, a small official building with a bored officer and a stamp, and the officer was a heavyset functionary whose face had surrendered somewhere around the ten-thousandth set of travel papers, and he took our documents, and he got to Maeve’s, and he stopped.

I watched him read her name. I watched him read it again. I watched him look up at her, at the copper-haired girl he plainly recognized, and then back down at the papers, which did not say what he expected them to say. Because the papers Thalia had arranged, using the Collegium’s own post-Descent eagerness not to mishandle the Class Smith, described Maeve Sorrel not as an expelled failure but as an honored member of a visiting delegation, an accompanying dignitary of the Forge Annex Expeditionary Company, to be received with full courtesy.

The officer’s face went through several nations of feeling.

“You’re,” he started.

“Maeve Sorrel,” Maeve said, pleasantly, and I heard the three weeks of practice in the pleasantness. “Yes. You processed my other papers. Two years ago. The expulsion. You had the same stamp. I remember the stamp.” She smiled at him, and it was, Brennan had not exaggerated, a terrifying smile. “Go ahead. Same stamp. Honored guest this time. I’ll wait.”

The officer, visibly, spiritually, took up the stamp he had once used to process her disgrace, and used it to process her honor, and the small mechanical injustice of it, that the same instrument served both, seemed to age him. He handed the papers back without meeting her eyes. Maeve took them, and folded them, and rode through the checkpoint into the country that had broken her, sitting very straight, sparking faintly at the fingertips, and did not look back at the officer, which was its own kind of mercy, or its own kind of cruelty, I couldn’t tell which and neither, I think, could she.

The road to the Collegium ran another few miles through her past, and she narrated it the way you’d narrate a scar to a healer, flat and precise and not looking at it directly.

“That’s a charge-chapel,” she said, of a small domed building where a line of light ran up the spine of the roof. “You go there before your awakening and pray your class comes clean. Mine came clean. Came in hot and clean and everybody said, there’s a live one.” A crackle at her fingers. “That copse there, the burnt-looking one, that’s the misfire range. Where they send you when your control’s ‘poor.’ I spent two years on that range. Scorched it black. They’ll have replanted it by now, they always do, it’s a bad look to have a burnt copse where visitors can see it.” She was quiet a moment. “I used to think the burning was me. That I was the wrong thing. Nobody told me a cut channel scorches everything because it can’t do anything else. You’d think a charge-discipline master would know that. You’d think he’d have to know that, to cut it right in the first place.”

Rosalie brought her horse up close on Maeve’s other side, the way she’d done for me south of Millbrook, warmth turned up deliberate and loud, and didn’t say anything wise, just rode there, a hearth at the shoulder.

“It’s smaller than I remembered,” Maeve said, after a mile of that, and her voice cracked the octave and she let it. “That’s the stupid thing. I’ve been carrying it around for two years like it was the size of the sky. And it’s just a country. Fields and cisterns and a burnt copse and a man in a nice office. It’s just a place where a thing happened to me.” She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, brisk. “I’m going to walk into it whole and it’s going to have to be a normal size now. Good. Let it be small. I’ve got a wagon full of people and a proving to do.” She looked sideways at Rosalie. “Stop being warm at me, I’ll cry, and I want to arrive terrifying, not weepy.”

“You can be both,” Rosalie said comfortably. “It’s very effective. Ask Isolde.”

“I heard that,” Isolde called from the front, “and it’s true, do both,” and Maeve laughed despite herself, wet and sudden, and rode into the Collegium’s shadow doing both.



The Collegium received us formally, which told me everything about how far the word of the Descent had traveled.

Sundermoor’s campus was built of rust-and-ember stone, red and warm, everything faintly heated the way the whole territory was faintly heated, and where Valebright had five towers around a central star, Sundermoor had a single vast crucible-hall at its heart and its colleges spiraled out from it like sparks from a struck flint. They met us at the main gate with a reception line, the elemental-combat academy putting on its best face for the last Class Smith in the kingdom, because after the Descent ended in public wreckage no academy on earth wanted to be the one that mishandled me. There were faculty in ceremonial rust-and-gold, and a provost’s deputy with a prepared speech, and the whole apparatus of an institution being extremely careful.

I read the reception line by habit.

Habit did it before choice could; my eyes read crests now the way a carpenter notices joinery. The gold came up in my eyes at close range and I ran down the line of welcoming faculty and dignitaries and students-of-standing, reading crests the way you’d skim faces, and three of them stopped me.

Three students in the honor line, young, scholarship-badged by the plain cut of their sashes among the noble gold, and all three carried the same thing under their sternums: not a blank, thank God, not a blank, but a severing. A release channel cut clean with a registrar-grade tool, the exact calibration I’d read off Maeve’s crest last term, the exact signature, the same hand or the same craft, three more of them, standing in a welcome line, smiling, damaged, unaware or unable to say.

I kept my face still. I’ve had practice. But I found Rosalie’s eye down the line, and I found Thalia’s, and I let them read what I’d read off my stillness, because the stillness is my tell and my circle knows to watch it.

Three severings in a single welcome line. It confirmed, in one glance, the thing Thalia’s intelligence had already told us and the thing that made Sundermoor worse than a single traitor’s grudge: the crime here wasn’t a crime. It was a policy. Somebody at this academy severed promising scholarship students the way you’d prune a hedge, quietly, professionally, on Concord authority, to keep the talent pool from producing anyone who might grow into a threat. Maeve wasn’t unlucky. Maeve was routine. And routine had put three of its victims in the honor line to smile at us because they didn’t know they were exhibits.

I filed it, cold, the way I file the things I intend to answer, and I let the deputy provost finish his prepared speech.

And then Instructor-Primus Sarveth came down the line to greet Maeve, and I got to watch a monster do a thing monsters aren’t supposed to be able to do, which is love his victim genuinely.

Sarveth was in his fifties, silver at the temples, with a warm lined face and the kind of patient carriage that makes students feel chosen. He moved down the line to Maeve with both hands out and real feeling in his face, and there was no performance in it that I could catch, no cold calculation showing through, nothing but a beloved teacher meeting a student he’d thought lost.

“Maeve,” he said, and his voice caught, and the catch was real, or real enough that I couldn’t call it false. “My best student. Look at you. Restored.” He took her hands, and I watched Maeve let him, three weeks of practice holding her still. “They told me you were expelled, that your control had failed past teaching, and I fought it, I want you to know I fought it, and I lost.” His eyes were bright. “And now you come home whole, at the side of the Class Smith who did what I couldn’t. I always said the fire was in her. I said it to anyone who’d listen. The fire was always in her.” He squeezed her hands. “I’m so proud.”

I could not read Sarveth.

That was the terrible thing, standing there. At social distance, across a reception line, with the man’s crest guarded behind Concord training and my Sight unable to reach far without proximity and trust, I could not read Instructor-Primus Sarveth’s crest to save my life, and his face told me nothing, because his face was telling the truth. He was proud. He did love her. Maybe he had fought her expulsion. Maybe he believed he had. That possibility was worse than a clean lie. You cannot catch a lie in a man who has made himself believe it.

But I could read Maeve.

I had her crest by heart, the restored Emberheart-to-be, the hybrid bridge I’d woven and the release channel I’d rebuilt, and I watched it flare. The stress-heat surged in her, the charge spiking under her skin, the shimmer rising off her arms, and her fingers, in Sarveth’s warm hands, sparked, once, a snap of Cinder discharge she suppressed instantly. Her body knew. Two years of misfires had taught her body to read a room faster than her head could, and her body was screaming at the warm proud hands holding hers, and her head was holding a practiced smile, and the gap between them was the truest reading in the whole reception line.

“Thank you, Instructor-Primus,” Maeve said, and her voice was perfectly steady, and her fingertips sparked, and she smiled the terrifying smile, and Sarveth beamed at it and saw only pride. “It’s good to be home.”



We regrouped in the guest quarters that evening, and it was the first time the circle had a room to itself since Valebright, and I watched everyone put down the performance of the reception line one piece at a time, the way you set down armor.

Maeve got the door shut and put her back against it and slid down it to sit on the floor, and the terrifying smile came off her like a mask coming off, and underneath it she was shaking, faint, the stress-charge she’d held all through Sarveth’s warm proud hands finally allowed to move, and Rosalie was across the room and down on the floor beside her before I’d registered crossing to them myself, an arm around the smaller woman, and she didn’t say anything wise, she just let Maeve shake it off against her shoulder.

“He hugged me,” Maeve said, low, to the floor. “He took my hands and he was proud and it was real and I let him and I smiled and I wanted to burn his arms off at the shoulder and I smiled instead. I’ve never done anything that hard. Drilling in the yard’s easy. That was hard.”

“That cost you something fierce,” Isolde said, from where she stood by the window casing the courtyard out of habit, and she said it flat, a soldier’s respect, no softness in it and all of it under. “And you did it clean. Every warm word he said in front of that line is a plank now. You banked the fire and let him build his own scaffold. That’s not the unstable girl. That’s a tactician.” She turned from the window. “I couldn’t have done it at your age. I charged Odran the first chance I got and it cost me months. You held. Hold three more days and it’ll cost him everything.”

And I told them what I’d read in the welcome line, because I don’t hold intelligence from the circle, the three severed scholarship students with Maeve’s exact tool signature under their sternums, smiling, unaware, exhibits in a crime that was policy here, and I watched it land, and I watched the circle take it and turn it, each in their way, Thalia already filing, Octavia’s jaw setting, Rosalie’s warmth going quiet and fierce, and Maeve going very still on the floor.

“Three more,” Maeve said. “In the line. Smiling. Like I smiled.” She looked up. “So it’s not just me and it’s not just twelve in a ledger. It’s a whole line of us, standing there being proud of the man who cut us, because nobody ever told us we were cut.” Her fists sparked once and stilled. “Add them to the arena. When I compete, I’m not just proving me anymore. I’m proving them. Every one of them in that line, and the twelve in the book, and the town under the ash we haven’t even reached yet.” She got up off the floor, steadier now, the spark-plug flickering back over the raw place. “Okay. I’m okay. I needed the floor for a minute. I’m off the floor. Somebody feed me, I do my best hating on a full stomach.”



Thalia was gone within the hour.

She materialized at my elbow during the formal tea that followed, murmured “I’ll be sociable later, possibly never,” and evaporated toward the archive wing before I’d fully registered she was leaving, the Shadow Auditor vanishing into an institution’s paper the way she vanished into anything. She’d been the whole way south building the map; now she was walking it.

She found me that evening in the guest quarters, appearing out of the dim corridor the way she did, jaw-length black hair falling across one eye, and she leaned against the doorframe rather than coming in, near the exit even in a friendly building, and gave me the preliminary.

“The provost’s vault,” she said. “It’s real, and it’s where I placed it. Purge-era seized materials, cataloged, sealed. Your mother’s survey should be in there with whatever else the Concord swept up when it tidied away its dead Smiths.” Her dark eyes were flat and working. “The problem’s the wards. It’s not just Collegium locks, those I could sneeze through. There are Concord wards over the seized materials specifically. The same craft-family as Caelira’s manifest wards, the ones my sight used to slide off before your circle re-cut me. I can read them now. Reading them isn’t the same as beating them.” She pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll need the night to map it properly. Then we plan. But it’s doable, Garrick. It’s a run, not a wall. I’ve done runs.”

“You’ve done runs with a full circle.”

“I’ve done runs alone, when I was younger and dumber,” Thalia said. “This one I’ll do with exactly one large-handed smith to open the cabinet the wards protect, and one gadgeteer to kill the alarm, and no one else, because the others are all too warm to sneak.” The corner of her mouth moved. “Rosalie glows in the dark. Isolde announces herself entering a room like a herald. Maeve is a walking heat-source and also currently the most-watched person on this campus. Octavia’s magnificent, but she enters a room like a lecture everyone should have prepared for. You and me. That’s the crew for a vault.” She was already turning to go. “Give me the night. I’ll have the shape of it by morning.”

She went, and I let her, because Thalia at work was a thing you did not interrupt, and because she was right about the crew.



Maeve trained at dawn, and Isolde trained her, and I watched from the fence of the borrowed practice yard with a mug of tea I did not have to warm because a Sundermoor servant had done it for me, and it was one of the best hours of the road.

They’d asked for a yard, and the Collegium, still being careful, had given them a good one, and Isolde had Maeve running combat forms in the red dawn light. It was a strange and good pairing to watch, the cold-proud duelist and the hot-proud channeler, the tall silver-blonde precision of Isolde and the small copper-quick fire of Maeve, and Isolde drilled her the way she drilled everyone, which was without mercy and with total attention.

“Again,” Isolde said. “You’re venting when you should be banking. You feel the crowd, the eyes, the stress, and your instinct is to throw fire, because for two years your body’s answer to pressure was to misfire. Break the instinct. Pressure comes in, you bank it, you hold it, you spend it when you choose.” She circled Maeve, correcting a stance with the flat of her hand. “You’ve got control now. You built the muscle in the deep. But it’s new muscle and it forgets under pressure, and there’s no pressure like an arena full of the people who called you broken.”

“I know,” Maeve said, resetting the form, sweat and dawn-flush on her, the shimmer rising. “I keep thinking about it. Three thousand of them. Sarveth in the faculty box being proud at me. And I’m supposed to just, what, perform beautifully while the man who cut me watches.”

Isolde stopped circling.

“No,” she said, and it was the register she used for the things that mattered, low and precise. “That’s the mistake, and it’s the mistake I made for six months after my sabotage, so I’m going to save you the six months. You’re not performing for the crowd. You don’t fight the crowd. You’ll never win the crowd; the crowd wrote you off and the crowd will cheer whatever wins and tell itself it always believed. Forget the crowd.” She stepped in close, and put a finger against Maeve’s sternum, over the restored crest. “You fight the man. One man. You do the thing he cut you to prevent you from ever doing, in front of him, perfectly, so that he has to sit in his proud little box and watch his crime walk and shape fire and thrive. That’s who you fight. Him. The crowd finds out later who they should have been cheering. They always do, and it never matters, and you don’t do it for them.” She stepped back. “You do it for the man in the box. Now bank the charge and run the form again, and this time do it like he’s watching, because in three days he will be.”

Maeve looked at her, the fire-quick eyes gone still for a second the way they only went still when someone reached the raw place under the volume, and then she reset the form, and banked the charge, and ran it clean, and Isolde nodded the fraction of a nod that from her was a decoration, and I drank my pre-warmed tea and thought that whatever else the road cost, it had given these two women each other, and that was worth a great deal.



Octavia’s combat came over tea, and she won it with citations.

The Collegium’s senior theorist was a man named Provost-Scholar Dunmore, a specialist in elemental resonance who had apparently spent his career quietly certain that support-class theory, and by extension anyone who taught it, was a lesser branch of the discipline, and he made the error, at the formal academic reception the Collegium held for us, of condescending to Octavia.

I did not catch the opening of it. I caught the middle, when I drifted over with Brennan and found Octavia holding a teacup with perfect composure while Dunmore explained her own field to her.

“Of course,” Dunmore was saying, “the support-class theorists do valuable work, in their way, cataloging the lesser resonances, but the real frontier of the discipline has always been elemental. One simply can’t compare the theoretical richness.”

“Can’t one,” Octavia said.

And then Octavia used the full force of the mind she’d spent a decade being forbidden to use, measured every word, and took Dunmore apart with two citations.

The first was a monograph on compound resonance that Dunmore had apparently written and Octavia had apparently read, and she quoted a passage from it, from memory, and then quoted a second passage from later in the same work that contradicted the first, and she did it gently, as a matter of scholarly interest, and asked which position he currently held, because she’d want to cite him correctly. The second citation was worse. It was a foundational text on elemental theory, a pillar of Dunmore’s whole field, and Octavia noted, mildly, over her tea, that its central framework had been derived from earlier support-class resonance work that the elemental theorists had absorbed without attribution, and she named the earlier work, and its author, and the year, and observed that it was a common enough oversight, and that she only mentioned it because Dunmore clearly cared about doing the discipline justice.

Dunmore’s face did something complicated.

“I,” he said.

“It’s a wonderful field,” Octavia told him warmly, adjusting her glasses, and it was the warmth that finished him, because it was genuine. “Elemental theory. Truly. I’ve always thought support and elemental were closer cousins than either side likes to admit, and it’s a pleasure to meet someone who takes it as seriously as you clearly do. We should talk more before we leave.” And she turned to accept more tea, and Dunmore retreated to reconsider his life, and Brennan whispered to me, awed, “She used his own book against him and then invited him to be friends. That’s the most violent thing I’ve ever seen and nobody bled.”

Octavia caught the whisper, and caught my eye over the teacup, and for just a second the professor’s composure cracked into something younger and fiercer and pleased, a woman who had spent ten years choosing every word to be smaller and had just chosen two to be exactly the right size, and she watched me watching her enjoy it, and she did not stop enjoying it, and her voice, when she murmured to me, had dropped half a register.

“I’d forgotten how much I liked winning,” she said. “They took a great many things from me. I’m collecting them back. One citation at a time, apparently.” She sipped her tea. “It’s petty. I’m aware it’s petty.”

“It’s earned,” I said.

“It’s earned,” she agreed, and the half-register drop stayed in her voice, and she held my eye one beat longer than the reception called for, and then she composed herself, deliberately, and turned back to the room, the professor reassembled, the crack sealed, the tell filed for later.



The Emberrite was announced that evening.

It was Sundermoor’s seasonal exhibition festival, the deputy provost explained to us all at the formal dinner, a celebration of charge-craft held three days hence in the great arena, with demonstrations and competitions and the lighting of the central cistern, the year’s high social occasion for the elemental academy. And by long tradition, he added, warmly, clearly meaning it as a courtesy to Maeve, former students of standing were welcome to compete, should any of our delegation wish to demonstrate their arts before the Collegium.

The table went, very slightly, still.

I watched Maeve set down her cup. I watched her look up the length of the table to where Instructor-Primus Sarveth sat, silver and warm, and I watched her hold his eye, and I watched Sarveth smile at her, proud, expecting nothing, and I watched Maeve smile back, and this time the smile reached her eyes, and the eyes were not warm.

“I’m competing,” Maeve said.

It landed in the quiet of the dinner exactly as she meant it to. Sarveth’s face filled with pleasure, uncomprehending, delighted, my best student, restored, competing in her own arena, what a story. And down the table Isolde set her own cup down with a small precise click, and Thalia, who had reappeared for dinner, went still in the particular way that meant she was recalculating a timeline, and Rosalie’s hand found mine under the table, warm, and Octavia watched Sarveth’s proud oblivious face as if she were already cataloging the pieces he would break into.

“Wonderful,” said the deputy provost, hearing none of it. “I’ll have you entered. The whole Collegium will want to see it. The girl they said couldn’t control her fire, competing at the Emberrite, restored.” He raised his cup. “To second chances.”

“To second chances,” Maeve said, and drank, and sparked once at the fingertips, and under the table her free hand found mine and Rosalie’s both, the three of us linked in the dark below the proud oblivious table.


Chapter 5: The Ledger and the Blade

Thalia laid the proof out on the guest-quarters table like a dealer laying cards, and she took her time doing it, because she’d earned the pleasure and because Maeve deserved to see every card turned face up.

“Card one,” she said, and set down a slip of copied ledger-hand. “Elyse’s decoded operative list. Six Concord operatives embedded in academies across the kingdom. Two named outright. One of the two is dead. The other, your mother wrote, had ‘risen higher’ than she lived to see.” She set down the second slip beside it. “Card two. Sundermoor’s faculty registry, current. Instructor-Primus Sarveth. Master of charge-discipline. Thirty-one years at this Collegium. Risen, over those years, from a junior charge instructor to the single most senior teaching authority in the elemental academy. Risen higher.” She tapped the two slips together. “Names don’t match on their face; your mother had him under a cipher-name, and I only cracked it last night by cross-referencing the posting dates. But the cipher-name and Sarveth resolve to the same man. He’s the second operative. The one risen higher. She was tracking him before she died.”

Maeve stood very still by the window, arms crossed, sparking faintly, saying nothing, which for Maeve was a held breath.

“Card three,” Thalia said, and this was the one she’d hunted hardest for, and she set it down with the care she gave the things that mattered. “The tool requisition. Sundermoor keeps supply records; every academy does; nobody expects anyone to read them across nine years and cross-match calibrations, but I’m nobody’s expectation.” She smoothed the copied page flat. “A registrar-grade calibration tool, requisitioned through the charge-discipline office, the week before your class was severed. Signed out. Signed back in eight days later. And the authorization initial on both the sign-out and the return is the same.” She looked up at Maeve. “His. In his hand. I have the requisition, the calibration specification, and the date, and the date is your date, Maeve, and the calibration is the calibration Garrick read off your scar, and the initials are Sarveth’s. It’s not inference anymore. It’s a paper trail. He requisitioned the tool that cut you, the week he cut you, and signed for it himself.”

The room was quiet.

“Say the rest of it,” Maeve said, low. “The nine years.”

“The nine years I only have from the outside,” Thalia admitted. “Requisition dates. Tools out, tools in. A pattern of a promising scholarship student’s collapse following, within a fortnight, each requisition.” She hesitated, because this was the part she’d normally hold back and had decided not to. “I count twelve, Maeve. Over nine years. Twelve requisitions matching twelve promising scholarship collapses. Including yours. If there’s a full accounting, a private record of who and why and on whose order, it won’t be in the supply logs. It’ll be in his own hand, kept somewhere he controls, because men like Sarveth keep records; they think of it as diligence.” She met Maeve’s eye. “I think it’s in the vault. His private ledger, seized-materials-adjacent or filed with his own effects under Concord seal. I think if we open that vault we get your mother’s survey and Sarveth’s confession in the same drawer.”

Maeve came away from the window then, and she put both hands flat on the table over the three cards, and her fingers sparked against the wood, scorching faint marks into it, and when she spoke her voice had climbed the octave and she let it.

“I want to burn it out of him,” she said. “I want to walk into his warm proud office and put my hand on his chest the way he put a tool on mine and I want to make him feel it, all of it, the two years, the misfires, being called broken, believing them. I want him to know exactly what he did by feeling exactly what it cost.” Her hands shook. “Tell me why I shouldn’t. Tell me true, Garrick, because you’re the only one who can, you read the crime off my body, tell me why I shouldn’t just end him.”

I’d been waiting for this, and I gave her the true answer, because a false comfort would have insulted her.

“Because it’s the smaller win,” I said. “And you deserve the bigger one.” I came around the table to her. “Here’s the accounting, cold, the way Thalia does it. You have exactly one thing Sarveth can never take back, which is one arena, one afternoon, one moment where his choices become public. That’s the only weapon in this that’s truly yours. If you burn him in his office, you spend it on a private killing. No witnesses. No proof. Just a beloved silver-templed teacher dead and an expelled scholarship girl who came home and murdered him, and every soul in Sundermoor tells the same story they always told, that the fire was in her and it finally consumed someone, that she was unstable, that she was always too much.” I held her eye. “You’d hand them the ending they wrote for you two years ago. You’d become the unstable girl they always claimed, and Sarveth would be a martyr, and the twelve names in his ledger would stay buried, and the policy would go right on cutting the next child.”

“And the bigger win,” Maeve said, rough.

“The bigger win is you break him open in front of his own students,” I said. “You compete. You shape fire he cut you to prevent. You make your restored class walk and thrive in his arena, in front of three thousand people who called you broken and one man who knows why they were wrong. And you force him to choose, publicly, whether to let the proof of his crime demonstrate itself in front of the whole Collegium or to reach for you again where everyone can see him do it. Either way he damns himself. Either the crime demonstrates itself, or he demonstrates it. And when it’s done, you’re not the unstable girl. You’re the proof. You’re the thing his whole career was spent preventing, thriving in his face. That lasts, Maeve. A killing ends. Proof lasts. It follows him into every classroom for the rest of his life and it frees every name in that ledger.” I paused. “Isolde will tell you the same. She had the burning. She chose the proving. Ask her which one she’d take back.”

Maeve looked at the three cards under her scorched hands for a long moment.

“The proving,” she said, finally, quiet, the octave coming back down. “Fine. The proving.” And then the spark-plug came back up over the raw place, because that was how she survived it. “But I still get the smile. And I get to hold the tool at the end. And if he reaches for me in that arena I get to want to burn him even if I don’t, because wanting isn’t a crime, and after two years I’ve earned the wanting.” She straightened. “Deal. Tell me the plan. The whole plan. No pieces.”



The plan was two-pronged, and I laid it out to the full circle that night, no pieces, because the no-secrets rule was the spine of us.

“We don’t hang the road on the arena,” I said. “The arena is Maeve’s, and it’s justice, and it matters, but justice is unpredictable and the survey isn’t optional. So we take the survey first, before the Emberrite, by a route that doesn’t depend on anything going right in public.” I looked at Thalia. “Prong one. The vault. Thalia and I, night run, before the festival. We lift my mother’s survey and, if it’s there, Sarveth’s private ledger. Two objectives, one drawer if we’re lucky, and either way the route’s secured no matter what happens in the arena.”

“Prong two,” Thalia picked up, “is the Emberrite itself. Maeve competes. Her restored class is walking evidence, and the moment it’s on public display, Sarveth’s in a vise. If he does nothing, the crime he committed to prevent this exact thing demonstrates itself in front of three thousand witnesses. If he acts, if he reaches for her under some pretext to silence the evidence, he does it in the open, and we’re ready for it.” She glanced at Brennan. “Which is where the rigs come in.”

“Rigs come in,” Brennan confirmed, already sketching. “I seed the arena. Spring-pulse rigs under key seats, mechanical, silent, invisible to any resonance-craft, so if Sarveth pulls a calibration tool on Maeve, I kill its resonance mid-stroke and the thing’s dead in his hand in front of everybody. And the circle rehearses the shield, the five-layer drill, so if he reaches, Rosalie feels the cold coming, Thalia reads the tool’s shape, we throw the lattice over Maeve, Octavia’s Ward Break stands ready, my rig fires. Same drill that blunted Caelira. We’ve done it under fire. We can do it in a festival.” He looked up. “It’s tight, though. The arena’s public, the timing’s his, and we won’t know his move till he makes it. So we rehearse it until it’s reflex.”

“We rehearse it until it’s reflex,” Isolde agreed, the war-leader taking its tactical measure. “Starting tonight. Every configuration. Maeve, you’ll be exposed in the ring, so your part is single: compete, and when the cold comes, hold still and trust the shield. Don’t vent. Don’t fight. The worst thing you can do is give the crowd a picture of the unstable girl throwing fire. You bank, you hold, you let us cover you, and you let the man damn himself.” She cracked her knuckles. “Can you hold still while the man who cut you reaches for you again?”

Maeve’s jaw worked.

“No,” she said, honestly. “But I’ll do it anyway. That’s different from can. I’ve been doing things I can’t do for two years.” She looked at Isolde. “Drill me until it’s reflex. Because you’re right, I can’t, so make my body able to even if my head can’t.”

“Now you’re a soldier,” Isolde said, and there was pride in it. “We start after supper.”



Supper, that night, was at a charge-farm tavern outside the Collegium walls, because Maeve wanted one meal not surrounded by the institution, and because the circle needed to be people for an hour before it drilled, and it gave us the road’s next comedy, which Maeve suffered nobly.

The tavern served Sundermoor’s famous resonance-ale, and Maeve, along with every other class-user in the room, could not drink a drop of it, because the resonance-grain set off the charge and gave you the shakes. And Brennan could.

He ordered it with reverence. He held the dark malty pour up to the tavern-light and described its color. He drank, and closed his eyes, and described the finish, the resonance-enhanced finish he’d read about his whole life, “it’s like the ale keeps going after you’ve swallowed it, there’s a hum, it hums, Maeve, your country makes ale that hums,” and Maeve, nursing a plain cider that did not hum, watched him with an expression of pure betrayed longing.

“I grew up smelling that being brewed,” she said, mournfully. “For nineteen years. And the one person at this table who can drink it is the Artificer from a landlocked forge-town who’d never seen a storm-cistern until last week.”

“The universe is fair in its way,” Brennan said, taking another reverent sip. “You got fire. I got the ability to drink your national export. We each have our gifts.”

“I could set you slightly on fire,” Maeve offered.

“You could,” Brennan agreed serenely, “but then who’d describe the ale to you,” and Maeve had no answer to that, and drank her humless cider in defeat, and it was, for an hour, exactly the medicine the circle needed before the drilling.

The tavern gave us something else, too: the pattern.

The tavern-keeper had a daughter, ten or so, whose class had awoken early and wrong, a small warmth-class that misfired the way early classes do, and the family had been told there was nothing to do but wait and hope she grew into it, and Rosalie, who cannot sit in a room with a misfiring child and eat her supper, asked to see her.

The girl came out shy from behind the bar, plainly told a hundred times not to bother the guests with her broken class, and Rosalie did the thing she does, made herself small and warm and patient until the frightened thing came to her on its own, and she sat the girl on the bench and took her small hands and asked about the misfires the way you’d ask about a favorite toy and not a defect. And the girl warmed to her the way everyone warms to Rosalie, and told her, tumbling, how the warmth came when she didn’t want it and wouldn’t come when she did, how she’d scorched her mother’s good tablecloth and couldn’t light a candle to save her life, how one of the older boys called her Sputter.

“Sputter,” Rosalie said, warmly, her palms glowing green-gold now as she read the child over the taproom table. “Well, Sputter, here’s a secret the district healers couldn’t be bothered to look for. There’s nothing wrong with you at all.” She found it, the small twist in the young channel, the ordinary developmental kink any competent healer could have settled and none had bothered to, and she smoothed it the way you’d work a knot out of a child’s hair, talking the whole time so the girl wouldn’t fear the glow. “There’s the knot. Now try the candle. Just want it, small, and let it come.”

And the child held her fingertip to the wick and screwed up her face, and the warmth came clean and small and steady, and it caught, and the girl looked at the little flame she’d made on purpose, the first thing she’d ever lit that she meant to, and burst into astonished tears, and then her mother was crying, and the tavern-keeper came out from behind the bar wiping his hands and his eyes both, and would not take a coin from us for the whole meal, not one, and told the story to the next man through the door before we’d finished eating.

“That’s how it moves,” Thalia observed, later, watching the tavern-keeper tell the story to a neighbor at the bar, the story already growing in the telling. “Not through decrees. Through this. You fix one child in a tavern and by morning the whole charge-farm district knows a smith and a healer came through who mend what the healers say can’t be mended. Hope moves faster than any raven I run.” She turned her cup in her fingers. “The Annex model. It’s not staying at the Annex. It’s walking the road with us and seeding itself in every town we stop in, whether we mean it to or not.” She looked at me. “You should know that’s happening. It’s a strength and it’s a target. The Concord’s burn list, if it ever comes, won’t just be forge sites. It’ll be the towns that started hoping.”

I filed that, cold. She was right, and the risk had a shape even before we knew its name.



Watching a war-leader run a five-person crest-defense over and over past exhaustion was nothing like the clean thing it became when it worked and everything like a smith fitting a joint: badly, then less badly, then, on the fortieth try, right.

Isolde built it in layers the way the deep had taught us. “Feel,” she said, and pointed at Rosalie. “See,” and pointed at Thalia. “Shield, unseal, disrupt.” She’d chalked the five words on the courtyard flags. “Maeve stands there and does nothing, which is the hardest job, so we practice the easy jobs until the hard job has something to trust. Positions.”

We took positions. Maeve stood on the chalked ring in the center with her arms crossed and her fingers sparking and her whole body radiating the effort of holding still.

“Cold,” Isolde called, and Rosalie shut her eyes.

“Cold from the,” Rosalie started, and her palms flared green-gold, and she pointed, “there, north seat, low, a reaching cold, it’s the tool-shape,” and Thalia’s sight cracked open a half-beat behind her, “seal-form, calibration hook, it wants the release channel, weak point is the return-stroke,” and Isolde’s hand chopped down and the four of us threw the woven lattice over Maeve, circle-warmth folding into a dome, and Octavia’s Ward Break stood ready at the dome’s seam, and Brennan, off to the side, clicked a spring-rig’s dry trigger and said “pulse,” and the whole thing held for a count of two and then came apart because I’d been a half-second slow feeding the lattice.

“Again,” Isolde said, without heat. “Garrick’s late. Garrick, you’re reading the tool instead of feeding the shield. Thalia reads the tool. You feed. Trust her sight and put your weight in the lattice.”

“He can’t not read the tool,” Thalia observed, dry. “It’s his entire personality.”

“Then his entire personality is going to get Maeve cut,” Isolde said, and it was fair, and it landed, and the next time the cold came I fed the lattice and let Thalia read the tool and did not reach for the calibration my hands itched to name, and the dome held for a count of six, which was long enough.

“Better,” Isolde said. “Again.”

We ran it until the words stopped being words and became reflex, until Rosalie could call the cold’s direction in her sleep and Thalia’s sight beat her by a hair and my hands fed the lattice without my head arguing, and Maeve stood in the center through all of it and held still and held still and held still, and on the last run, when the dome snapped up clean and fast around her, she let out a breath and said, small, “I felt it. The cold coming. My whole body wanted to throw fire and the shield went up before I could, and I didn’t have to. Someone else had it.” She looked at us over the edge of the lattice, the spark-plug gone quiet. “Two years of my body screaming that it’s on its own. And it’s not. Huh.” She wiped her face. “Okay. Run it again. I want to feel that again.”

“Now she asks for the drill,” Brennan marveled, pocketing his rig. “Isolde, you’ve broken her. She’s one of you now. There are two of you. God help Sundermoor.”

“There have always been two of us,” Isolde said. “She just found out.” And she called the cold one more time, and Rosalie shut her eyes, and the drill ran clean, and I understood watching it that we would be ready for whatever Sarveth reached for in that arena, not because the plan was clever, but because five people had stood in a courtyard past midnight fitting the same joint until it held.



Octavia prepared me for the Concord wards, and it became, without either of us quite deciding it, a tease.

We took the guest quarters’ study for it, late, after the drilling, because opening a Concord-warded cabinet without setting off the resonance alarm would take more than Brennan’s rig killing the alarm at the right second; it would take me speaking my forge-sense in a controlled way, and controlled forge-sense meant resonance articulation, the vocal craft Octavia had spent a decade teaching under a censored name, the syllables that shape class energy the way hands shape forge-work.

“The probe and the focus,” she said, settling across the small table from me, glasses down, my mother’s notes on articulation open between us. “You have them from last term. But you learned them for scanning. Ward-work needs finer control, longer holds, and a specific pairing your mother notes here.” She tapped the page. “Say the probe for me.”

I said it, the open vowel, tongue touching palate, the syllable my mother had taught through her cipher and Octavia had refined.

“Again,” Octavia said. “Slower. And watch my mouth; the shape has to be exact or the resonance smears.” She said it herself, slow, and I watched her mouth make the shape, the precise deliberate movement of lips and tongue and breath, the professor’s diction that was, I understood watching it, an instrument as much as any hammer. “The tongue further back for this pairing. Here.” She said it again, and her voice had dropped, half a register, the way it did, and I don’t think she noticed the first time, and I said it back, and she corrected the shape of my mouth with her own careful demonstration, and we went back and forth like that, syllable and syllable, mouth and mouth, and somewhere in it the study got quieter and closer.

“Better,” she said, on the fifth pass, and her voice was definitely lower now, and this time she noticed, I watched her notice, watched the awareness cross her face that she was leaning into the small table watching my mouth make shapes she’d taught it, that her own breath had gone careful in a way that had nothing to do with articulation, that the lesson had become something else somewhere around the third pass. Her eyes had gone to my mouth and stayed there, the resonance-articulation habit and the oral fixation the same reflex, and she caught herself.

And she did not stop.

Old Octavia, academy Octavia, would have adjusted her glasses and composed herself and put the professor’s distance back in place. This Octavia, the one who’d filed field research leave and taken Dunmore apart for the pleasure of it, held my eye for a beat, and let the lower register stay in her voice, and said, “Again. Watch my mouth. Get it exact,” and made the shape again, slow and deliberate and fully aware now that she was being watched making it, and the awareness didn’t fluster her, it fed her.

“You’re enjoying this,” I said.

“I’m enjoying being good at something they told me to be quiet about,” Octavia said, precise, lower, her eyes on my mouth. “Ten years I taught this craft with the volume turned down, apologizing for the depth of it, making it smaller so no one would ask why a theory professor knew rite-craft. And now I’m teaching it to the one man in the kingdom who needs the full depth of it, for a purpose that matters, and no one’s going to make me apologize for it.” She made the shape again. “So yes. I’m enjoying it. Say it back. Exactly. Look at my mouth and get it exactly right, Garrick, we don’t have room for smearing when there’s a Concord ward on the line.”

I looked at her mouth and got it exactly right, and she said “there,” low and satisfied, and neither of us pretended the satisfaction was only about the ward, and neither of us moved to make it into more, because there was a vault to run in two days and an arena in three, and some things the road makes you bank and spend when you choose. But she held my eye when the lesson ended, one beat too long, the professor’s control repurposed rather than shattered, and she gathered the notes with steady hands and said, “You’ll open the cabinet clean. Your articulation’s ready,” and left me in the study with the lower register still hanging in the air, filed, both of us knew, for later.



The night for the vault chose itself: the eve of the Emberrite, when the whole Collegium’s attention would be pouring toward the festival grounds and away from the provost’s tower, and the guard rotations would be thinned to staff the arena setup.

Thalia found me at my door as the guest quarters went dark, dressed for it, the fitted Veil black she’d never quite stopped wearing, her stockings at the ankle, buckling the last of her knives into places a school uniform should not have allowed, jaw-length hair pinned back off her face for work.

“Tomorrow night,” she said. “While they’re hanging bunting. You bring the forge-sense and the articulation; I bring the sight and the springs Brennan armed. We’re in and out before the festival lanterns are lit.” She checked a blade, sheathed it, checked another. “You and me. Just us.” The corner of her mouth moved, the dry edge she wore like armor. “The others are too warm to sneak. Rosalie glows, Isolde heralds, Maeve smokes, and Octavia carries a scholarly presence that defeats the point of sneaking. It’s a job for two people who’ve made careers out of being underestimated in the dark.” She looked at me, dark eyes steady, and under the armor there was the thing she only let me see, the trust she gave to exactly one person on earth. “I’ve run vaults alone. I’m glad I’m running this one with you. Don’t make me regret the sentiment. Be at the postern at the second bell.”

“I’ll be there.”

“I know you will,” Thalia said, and vanished back into the dim corridor the way she’d come.


Chapter 6: The Vault Run

The provost’s tower was dark and the festival grounds were bright, and that was the whole plan in one glance: every lantern in Sundermoor was being hung a quarter-mile away, and the guards had gone with the lanterns.

Thalia and I came up the tower’s blind side at the second bell, moving the way she moved and I’d learned to move alongside her, in the shadow-margins where the eye doesn’t travel, and she read the building’s locks off the dark with her Auditor sight, the faint silver glow held low behind her eyes.

“Collegium locks on the outer doors,” she breathed. “Ordinary. Concord wards start at the seized-materials level, three floors up. I can see them from here, layered like frost on a window, except they’re keyed to detect resonance-craft, so the moment you open your forge-sense inside their range, they’ll feel it and scream, unless.” She looked at me. “Unless Brennan’s rig kills the resonance alarm for its four seconds, and you do the whole of your work inside those four seconds, clean, no smearing, first try.”

“Octavia drilled me. I’ll get it in four.”

“You’ll get it in four,” Thalia agreed, “because if you get it in five, the tower lights up and we improvise, and I hate improvising, it’s untidy.” She was already working the outer lock, her precise hands quick in the dark, and it gave with a soft click that she savored the way some people savor a chord. “After you, smith. Quietly. You breathe like a forge-bellows when you’re focused and I need you to not do that on the stairs.”

We went up.

The inner tower was all dark stone and the residue of a day’s official business, and Thalia navigated it by memory and sight both, having mapped it the night before, and she brought us to the seized-materials level, and there I felt Sundermoor’s Concord wards up close, not with sight but with the forge-sense: a pressure at the edge of my crest, cold and attentive, the same craft-family as Caelira’s frost, watching the air for exactly the thing I was about to do.

“There,” Thalia whispered, and pointed with her chin at the vault door, a heavy oath-metal-and-iron affair with a warded cabinet visible beyond it through the grille. “The cabinet inside is where the purge-era materials sit. The vault door itself is Collegium make, I’ll have it. The wards are on the cabinet. Your part’s the cabinet.” She crouched at the vault door with her tools. “I open this. Then Brennan’s rig, which I armed with my own hands so I know it’s true, kills the resonance alarm for four seconds when I trigger it. In those four seconds your forge-sense opens the cabinet, which won’t scream because the alarm’s dead, and you take what’s ours and nothing else, and then the four seconds are up and we’re standing in front of an open cabinet with no alarm and full hands.” She glanced up. “Simple. The kind of simple that goes wrong if anyone breathes like a bellows. Ready?”

“Ready.”

The vault door gave to her tools with a sequence of clicks so soft I felt them more than heard them, and it swung, and the warded cabinet stood revealed, and the cold pressure of the Concord ward pressed harder against my crest, and Thalia held up the fist-sized brass rig, Brennan’s spring-loaded counter-craft, and looked at me, and said, “On my mark. Open it clean. Mark.”

She triggered the rig.

I felt the alarm die. It’s a strange sensation, a resonance-craft going silent, like a sound you didn’t know you were hearing stopping; the cold attentive pressure of the ward simply switched off, blinded for its four seconds by a mechanical pulse it had no way to perceive. And I opened my forge-sense into the gap and put it to the warded cabinet’s lock, which was keyed, I understood instantly, to a Class Smith’s crest and nothing else, one of the old locks, a lock that assumed only a Smith would ever have reason and ability both, and my crest answered it, and the cabinet recognized me the way the deep doors had recognized Thalia, and it opened.

“Two seconds,” Thalia breathed. “Take it. Fast.”

I took it.

My mother’s survey was there. I knew it the instant my hand touched it, before I’d read a word, the way you know a familiar hand in the dark: a bound field-survey in worn leather, and when I turned back the cover in the dark my throat closed, because there was her hand, her cipher, her clear careful field-annotations, the working document she’d carried into the frontier and never come home from, seized and filed and left in the dark for a decade in a tower three provinces from where they’d killed her. I put it inside my jacket, against my chest, and my hand did not want to let go of it, and I made it let go.

Beside the survey, a second bound volume, smaller, plainer, and I knew what it was before Thalia’s indrawn breath confirmed it: a private ledger, personal, kept in a careful diligent hand. I took it too.

“Time,” Thalia said, and I closed the cabinet, and the four seconds ended, and the cold ward-pressure came back up against my crest, and found the cabinet closed and nothing amiss, and settled, blind and satisfied, having missed the whole of it. We stood in the dark vault with full hands and a dead alarm behind us, and Thalia let out a slow breath, and said, “Clean. God, I love a clean one. Now the hard part, which is leaving without being seen, which people always forget is the hard part,” and she was right, because that was when we heard the boots on the stair.



A night-warden, doing a round the rotation shouldn’t have had staffed, coming up the tower stair at exactly the wrong moment.

Thalia had us out of the vault and the door shut and the two of us folded into a stone alcove off the corridor in the space of a breath, no thought in it, pure trained reflex, and there wasn’t room in the alcove for two people at a polite distance so there was no polite distance. She pressed back into me, her back to my chest, both of us flat to the cold stone, and I felt the whole lean length of her against me, the narrow waist under my forearm where I’d braced her still, the surprising full curve of her hips and ass pressed back into me, and I felt her breathing go slow and controlled and deliberate, measuring her own breath against my jaw, professional, calm, the spy at her work.

I also felt, because I’m a man and she was pressed against me from shoulder to knee, a great deal that had nothing to do with the job, and I felt her feel me feel it, and I felt the corner of her mouth move against my jaw in the dark, though she made no sound, because the warden’s boots were twenty feet away and closing.

The warden came down the corridor. His lantern-light swung across the mouth of the alcove and Thalia went utterly still against me, and I went still with her, my mother’s survey against my chest and Thalia’s pulse steady under my forearm, and the light swung past, and the boots went on to the vault door, and paused, and my whole body prepared for it to go wrong, and then the warden tried the vault door, found it locked, as it was, Thalia had relocked it, of course she had, and grunted, and moved on, and the boots receded down the stair, and were gone.

We stayed in the alcove three breaths longer than we had to.

“Clean,” Thalia breathed at last, and there was something in it that wasn’t only relief, and she turned in the small space, in my arms, so that she was facing me now, her back to the stone, her dark eyes finding mine in the near-dark, the adrenaline coming off her like heat off a Sundermoor field. “In and out and never seen, with the survey and the ledger both, and a warden who’ll swear the vault was never touched.” Her hands came up and flattened against my chest, over the survey, over the crest. “I’ve run vaults for years. That’s one of the cleanest runs I’ve had. And I ran it with you.” The dry armor was gone from her voice for a second, and what was under it was rarer than any punchline. “Let’s get to the safehouse. I have a great deal of adrenaline and, unusually, no urge whatsoever to file anything.”



The safehouse was in the artisan quarter, a room Thalia had arranged the way she arranged everything, with an exit she’d checked and a lamp already low, and we came into it out of the dark with the survey and the ledger and the whole run behind us, and Thalia locked the door with the small satisfied click she gave every lock, and then she leaned back against it and looked at me, and the look was a whole proposal.

“So,” she said. “The job’s done. The survey’s yours; you’ll want to read it, but not tonight, tonight your throat closes when you touch it and you need a night before you read your dead mother’s field notes, I’ve watched you, I know the tell.” She was peeling off the outer buckles of her gear as she spoke, deliberate, the fitted Veil black loosening. “The ledger’s evidence; I’ll process it in the morning. Which leaves tonight.” Her dark eyes were half-lidded, amused, in control the way she was always in control, but warm under it, the way she was warm for exactly one person. “And I find, after a clean run like that, that I’m not in a hurry. Which is rare enough that I intend to spend it.”

She’d changed since the night her last locked door opened. The door between us was open now, and she knew it, and it had made her something she’d never been in the early days: playful. The woman who controlled what opened and when had stopped guarding the door and started enjoying owning the key.

“I’ve hidden something on my person,” she said, and her mouth curved. “The vault’s key-mold. The wax impression I took of the cabinet lock, in case we ever want back in. It’s somewhere on me. You have as long as it takes to find it.” She spread her arms slightly, an invitation and a challenge both, leaning back against the locked door. “Every layer you have to take off me to look is a layer you get to take off me. Those are the terms. I set the terms.” The dry edge came back, warm now. “You’ve watched me control what opens long enough. Consider tonight a demonstration of what I open when I choose. Come and find it, smith.”

I crossed the room and took the challenge, because she’d set it up for me to take, and we both knew it, and pretending otherwise would have wasted it.

The search was the foreplay, and she’d built it that way. I found the first hidden thing at her wrist, not the key-mold, a slim knife she surrendered with a smile, and the finding of it earned the jacket, which I peeled off her shoulders slow, and she let me, watching my hands, her narrow waist coming clear under the fitted underlayer. I found the second thing at her ankle, above the stocking, another blade, and it earned the boots, and I took them off her one at a time, and left the stockings, because she’d said the stockings stay and I honor the terms of the woman who sets them. The trousers came next, peeled down over the surprise of her, the full round curve of hips and ass that contradicted her whole slim sharp upper body, the shape that caught the eye every time she bent to a file drawer, and I took my time with that, my hands worshipping the heavy curve of her as I bared it, and she made a low sound and pushed back into my hands.

“You like that,” she observed, breathless, precise even now. “You always have. The contrast. Everyone’s eye does it, but you’re the only one I let touch it.”

“You set the terms,” I said, and turned her by the hip to face me, and backed her the two steps to the wall until her bare shoulders met the cool plaster, and put my mouth to the line of her throat, slow and deliberate, the way she’d made me peel every buckle. “But I get to enjoy the search. Those are my terms inside yours.” She went still against the wall, dark eyes half-lidded, the woman who ran every negotiation in her life finding out she liked losing one. I searched her the way she’d made me, one hand mapping the narrow waist and the flare below it while my mouth worked her throat, and she let her head tip back against the plaster and let out a breath that had no dryness left in it at all.

“That’s not,” she started, and didn’t finish, because I’d found the pulse under her jaw and set my teeth to it lightly, and Thalia’s precise sentences were the second thing off her tonight, after the jacket.

Then she turned in my hands, let me draw the underlayer up over her head, the slim upper body and the small breasts bared, and then, last, she turned her back to me and drew her own hair aside, and let me see the seam.

It ran down her spine, the false class seam the Concord had cut into her without her consent years ago, that she’d let no one read for so long, that I’d repaired the night she fully bonded. It was a faint silver trace now, healed, a fine line where a wound had been, and it was not glowing false anymore because there was nothing false left in it, only the trace of the crime and the trace of its mending, and she let me look at it, and touch it, running one finger down the silver line, and she shivered, the whole length of her, at being seen at the place she’d been most guarded.

“There’s your last layer,” she said, low, not turning around. “Everything I armor. You’ve found it all. The key-mold’s” she reached up and drew a slim wax disc from where she’d tucked it into the pins of her own hair, and dropped it on the bedside table with a click “was here the whole time. You were never going to find it. The search was the point.” She turned to face me then, bare but for the stockings, dark eyes steady. “The point was making you take everything off me to look, and watching you want it more with every layer, and then.” Her mouth curved. “Then letting you take over the ending. I engineered the whole game so you’d end up in charge of it. I’ll deny it if you ever repeat it. Now stop being polite. I didn’t run the cleanest vault of my career to be handled gently.”

So I stopped being polite.

I took her to the bed and put her where I wanted her, face down, hips up, and she went, appetite replacing the last of the game’s solemnity, arranging herself with the deliberate grace she gave everything, presenting the part of her body she armored under tailored black every day of her life. I took my time with it. I worshipped the parts of her she hid, the full heavy curve of her ass filling my hands in a way the rest of her never promised, and I bent and put my mouth to it, to the base of her spine over the silver seam, lower, and she made a sound she’d bitten back in the alcove and hadn’t bothered to bite back now, a low broken thing that had no precision in it at all.

“You don’t,” she started, and lost it, and started again, “you don’t have to worship it, it’s just” and lost that too, because I’d found with my mouth the exact place that unmade her sentences, and Thalia Corvain rendered speechless is a rarer prize than any survey, and I intended to earn it thoroughly.

There was oil on the bedside table, because Thalia prepares for everything, and I used it slowly, the way the matured lane wanted it, my fingers working her open, one and then more, while she rocked back into my hand and tried to keep hold of the pace and the words both. “Yes, there, more, I set the pace, don’t rush,” she told me, precise even in this, “I spent years not letting anyone near this door and I’m going to enjoy opening it slow,” and I let her set the pace, and I worked her with my fingers and my mouth at the small of her back until the precision started to fray at the edges, until “slow” came out less like an instruction and more like a thing she was trying to convince herself she still wanted, her hips pushing back harder than her words admitted, the control the last thing to go and going now.

“Now,” she said, at last, breathless, the control finally spending itself into want. “Now, and harder than you think I want it, because I want it harder than I look like I do,” and she laughed, low, at her own admission, the solemnity of the guarded years dissolving into pure appetite, and I gave it to her.

I took her from behind, slow at the first push, and I held there, letting her adjust, feeling her open around me by degrees, feeling every small involuntary clench and release as her body learned the stretch of me, and I did not rush it, because the whole of the trust was in the not-rushing, the door she’d let no one near given the patience it had earned. She breathed through it, precise even now, “yes, there, slow, let me, oh,” and then when she’d taken all of me she went still for a heartbeat, and I felt the exact moment appetite overtook adjustment, felt her hips start to work back against me on their own, and she gasped and dropped her head and pushed back to take more, greedy now, the woman who withheld everything taking all of it. I gripped the heavy curve of her hips, my thumbs digging into the soft swell of her ass, and I drove into her in slow deep strokes, building the pace with her, and she made sounds the old guarded Thalia would have bitten back, low and broken and delighted, and laughed again, ragged, “harder, God, yes, this is what the door was for, I didn’t open it to be careful.”

I gave her harder. I gathered her hair in one fist, the way I’d learned she liked, jaw-length black wound around my knuckles, and used it to arch her back, and she moaned and clenched around me, and I felt the resonance of her Auditor crest flickering with her arousal the way the bond made all their crests flicker for me. I brought my free hand down flat across the heavy curve of her ass, once, a sharp crack in the quiet room, and she gasped and clenched harder and pushed back for more instead of away, so I did it again, and she laughed, wrecked, “there, God, yes, who knew, who knew you had that in you, quiet forge-town smith,” and I leaned over her back and put my mouth to her ear and told her exactly what I had in me.

“I’ve got as much as you’ll take,” I said, low, into her ear, “and you’ll take all of it, because you didn’t open this door to be careful, you told me so, so stop testing whether I mean it.” I drove into her tight and deep on the word, and she made a sound like her own name being deleted from a record. “This is mine now. You gave me the key. Say it.”

“It’s yours,” she gasped, past control now, past solemnity, all appetite, “it’s yours, the door’s yours, I don’t give keys, I gave you this one, now use it, harder, I want to feel it tomorrow when I’m filing the report,” and I used it, and she pushed back to meet every stroke, until she gasped, “flip me, I want to see you, I want to finish looking at you,” her choice, her terms even now, and I pulled out and turned her and laid her back and took her again facing me, her legs hooked over my arms, her dark eyes open and locked on mine.

“There,” she breathed, “there, don’t stop, I’m close, I’ve been close since the alcove, don’t you dare stop,” and I didn’t, I drove into her while she watched me do it, and her control broke, finally, fully, the last armor gone, and she came, clenching hard around me, her whole body going rigid and then shuddering, and as she came her Auditor sight flared, involuntary, the silver light spilling up behind her eyes, and I felt her read me, felt her sight sweep my crest at the exact moment her climax took her, and she gasped it out, unable not to report even mid-orgasm, the trust and the tradecraft indivisible:

“There’s room, oh God, there’s room on you for two more, two dormant points, waiting, right there,” and she laughed and sobbed through the climax at once, undone by the pleasure and by the intel both, “I can’t not report, even now, even like this,” and the helpless honesty of it, the spy who couldn’t stop being a spy even coming apart under me, undid the last of my own control, and I drove deep and came, hard, spilling into her while she clenched around me and watched me do it with her sight still flaring and her dark eyes wet and open and entirely unguarded in the playful way she’d grown into.

I held there, deep, through the aftershocks, her legs still hooked over my arms, her hand coming up to flatten against my chest, over the crest she’d just read, over the two dormant points she’d just named.

“Operation satisfactory,” she managed, wrecked, and it startled a laugh out of both of us, and she pulled me down against her, her hand still flat over my sternum, proprietary, claiming, the woman who trusted one person on earth keeping her hand exactly where she wanted it.



She filed it in the morning. Of course she did.

I woke to the scratch of her pen, and found her at the safehouse table in one of my shirts and her stockings, the key-mold and the ledger squared in front of her, writing her report in the precise economical hand she used for the things that mattered, and she’d already written, at the top, in the record no one would ever see but her, operation satisfactory, and under it, when I read it over her shoulder later, personal note: stayed the night. She saw me see it and did not scratch it out, which from Thalia was a declaration carved in stone.

But she hadn’t slept much, and she showed me why before the sun was fully up.

“The ledger,” she said, and turned it toward me, open. “Sarveth’s. I read it. All twelve.” Her jaw was tight. “Twelve promising scholarship students, over nine years, each one severed with the tool he requisitioned. Each entry initialed in his hand. And each one, Garrick, sourced upward, to a capital cipher, an authorization code, and I recognize the cipher.” She tapped it. “It’s the same craft-family as Caelira’s manifest wards. The Concord’s own. Every one of Sarveth’s twelve was done on capital order, coded, filed, routine. It’s not a man with a grudge. It’s a man executing a policy, keeping careful books because he thinks of it as diligence. Twelve children, nine years, one order-code repeated over and over. Policy. Not cruelty. The machine’s the same everywhere; only the local hand changes.” She closed it. “Maeve’s in there. Entry nine. Her name, his initial, the code. I didn’t show her yet. She should see it, but she should see it when she’s ready, not over breakfast.”

“There’s more,” I said, reading her. “You didn’t sleep over twelve entries you expected to find.”

“No,” Thalia said, and this was the thing that had kept her up, and she said it slow. “The vault’s index. The catalog of what’s stored and who’s accessed it. Standard registry practice; every vault keeps one. I read it while you were pocketing the survey.” She looked at me. “There’s a second withdrawal logged against your mother’s survey. Not us. Before us. A copy taken, eight days ago.” She let that sit. “And the authorization field for that withdrawal is blank. Not forged. Not ciphered. Blank. The vault’s index recorded that the survey was copied and taken, eight days ago, and it does not record who did it, because it doesn’t remember.” Her dark eyes were flat. “Nothing opens a Concord ward without a name. The whole point of the craft is that it screams unless it knows you. A ward can’t be opened anonymously; it’s not built to allow it. Except.” She stopped. “Except by something that has no name for the ward to check. Something the ward reaches for a name to verify and finds nothing, and so it can’t refuse, because you can’t refuse a nothing, there’s nothing to refuse.”

The safehouse was very quiet.

“He was here,” I said. “Eight days ago. He walked into a Concord vault and the ward let him because there was nothing for it to check, and he copied my mother’s survey, and walked out, and the vault forgot him the way Millbrook forgot to look at him.”

“He has the route,” Thalia said. “The same survey we just risked the run for. He’s had it eight days. He’s ahead of us with the map.” She squared the ledger and the key-mold and slid them into her bag. “I sent a raven the moment I read the index. To the network. Asking for any prior instance, anywhere, ever, of a Concord ward opening for an unnamed accessor. If it’s happened before, someone filed it, because someone always files everything, that’s the one thing I can rely on in this whole rotten craft.” She stood. “The answer came back an hour ago. That’s the other reason I didn’t sleep.”

She handed me the raven-strip.

It was old testimony, forty years old, sealed, dredged out of a records-vault by whatever contact of Thalia’s kept the far files, and most of it was administrative, but the substance was one incident, four decades gone: a vault, in a different province, that had opened for a man the wards could not name, and disgorged materials no one could afterward account for, and the incident had been investigated and sealed and buried. And in the margin, in a dead archivist’s hand, a single annotation, the archivist reaching across forty years to leave a note for whoever came looking, the way my mother left notes, the way people who file things leave breadcrumbs for the ones who’ll finally read them:

the one who doesn’t classify.

“Forty years ago,” Thalia said quietly. “The same phrase from the dispatch. The same craft. He’s not new, Garrick. He’s not a fresh weapon the Concord built for you. He’s forty years old at least, and he’s done this before, and someone died confused enough to write a note about it, and then everyone forgot, because that’s what he does, he makes the world forget to look.” She took the strip back and filed it. “We have the survey. We have the ledger. We have Maeve’s justice in an arena tomorrow. And we have a man who’s been unmaking people for forty years, eight days ahead of us on the road, holding the same map, walking toward the one door only you can open.” She looked at me. “Operation satisfactory. And the enemy is worse than we thought, and older, and ahead.”

I put my hand inside my jacket, over my mother’s survey, over the crest, over the two dormant points Thalia had named at the peak of the clean run.

“Then we win the arena,” I said. “And then we catch a forty-year-old shadow on the road. One thing at a time. The work in front of us first.”

“The work in front of us first,” Thalia agreed, and locked the safehouse door behind us with a small satisfied click.


Chapter 7: Emberrite

Sundermoor lit its year on the night of the Emberrite, and I will say this for the elemental academy: they knew how to put fire in the air.

The great arena filled at dusk, three thousand and more, faculty in the high boxes and students in the tiers and charge-farm families come in from the glowing fields, and the festival opened with the demonstrations, charge-craft as pageant. Channelers threw shaped lightning across the sand in patterns; a team of senior students walked a controlled flame-wall the length of the arena and bowed it into a ring; and at the center, on its tall copper stem, the great cistern waited to be lit, the year’s charge poured into it at the festival’s height in a column of light the whole territory would see. It was beautiful. I made myself see the beauty of it, because the girl I’d come with had grown up believing this was the finest thing her country made, before her country decided she was too much of it.

We seeded the arena the way we’d rehearsed.

Brennan had gone in early with the setup crews, unremarkable in a borrowed work-tabard, and planted three spring-pulse rigs under three specific seats, mechanical, silent, dead to any resonance-craft, positioned to blanket the competitors’ end of the sand. Rosalie sat in the lower tier where she could sweep the air with her seal-sense, watching for cold, for the reach of a tool, her warm face turned pleasant and ordinary over a healer’s total attention. Isolde stood at the competitors’ gate as Maeve’s second, in her white-and-steel with the blade harness across her back and Kethan’s letter folded under the strap, and she looked, standing there, like exactly what she was, a war-leader guarding one of her own. And Thalia sat high, near the faculty boxes, with Sarveth’s ledger inside her jacket like a drawn and sheathed weapon, waiting to be unsheathed along the benches at the moment I called it.

Octavia was beside me, and I was low, near the sand, where a smith would want to be to read a crest at need. And I found, scanning the crowd out of habit, the three severed scholarship students from the welcome line, sitting together in the students’ tier, come to watch the Emberrite like everyone else, unaware they were exhibits in a crime that was about to demonstrate itself, and I promised them, silently, that before I left this territory I’d find them and tell them the truth and offer them the mending, and that promise steadied me for what was coming.

“He’s in the faculty box,” Octavia murmured, not looking. “Center. Silver hair. He’s watching the competitors’ gate. He’s watching Maeve.” Her voice was flat with the effort of not showing what she felt about the man. “He looks so proud, Garrick. I’ve been watching him for an hour. It never slips. He’s going to watch his best student compete and he’s going to be genuinely, wholly proud, right up until the moment he decides he has to reach for her, and then he’s going to be proud again the instant after. I can’t get past that. There’s no monster face under it. The pride is the monster face.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why we don’t try to make him confess a feeling. We make him make a choice. Choices are on the record. Feelings aren’t.” I found Maeve at the gate, small and copper-bright beside Isolde’s tall steel, sparking faintly, wound tight. “There she is. Whatever happens, we cover her. That’s the one job. Everything else is bonus.”

The competition called the exhibition entrants, and Maeve Sorrel walked out onto the sand of the arena that had watched her fail, and the crowd’s murmur changed, the way a crowd’s murmur changes when it recognizes a story.



She was magnificent, and I don’t use the word lightly, and neither would Isolde, who used it later and meant it.

The exhibition format let each entrant demonstrate their craft in a set piece, and Maeve had planned hers with Brennan’s help and Isolde’s drilling and three weeks of cold intent, and she walked to the center of the sand under the unlit cistern with the whole Collegium watching the girl they’d written off, and she began.

She started with Vent, the release her class had been dammed against for two years, the thing Sarveth had cut her precisely to prevent, and she vented it not as a blast but as glyphwork. Burning shapes of controlled flame drew themselves on the air, arcs of light that hung and held and read, if you knew the old charge-script, as words. She wrote across the arena in fire, controlled to the finger’s breadth, the exact opposite of the misfiring undisciplined girl the record claimed, and the crowd, which had come expecting either a redemption or a disaster and would have cheered either, went quiet with the precision of it, because precision was the last thing anyone at Sundermoor expected from Maeve Sorrel, and precision was the whole rebuttal.

I watched it as a smith watches forge-work, which is to say I watched the control more than the fire. Every glyph she hung in the air was a demonstration of the exact thing they’d severed her to prevent: charge generated, shaped, held, released on her own timing to the fraction of a heartbeat, no misfire, no overflow, no scorch. Two years they’d called her too much, undisciplined, a danger to the practice halls, and she stood on the sand of the arena that had watched her fail and wrote clean burning letters on the air with the steadiness of a scribe, and I heard the murmur change in the tiers around us, heard the specific sound a crowd makes when a story it thought it knew turns out to be a lie, and I found Isolde at the competitors’ gate and saw her nod once, the fierce small decoration of a nod, because this was the proving, and the proving was working.

And beside me Octavia said, very low, watching the faculty box, “he’s realizing. Look at him. Every letter she writes is a sentence in his own trial and he’s only now understanding he’s in the dock.” I looked, and Sarveth’s proud face had a new thing under the pride, the first cold arithmetic showing through, and I filed it, and turned back to Maeve, because the best part was still coming.

And then she did the thing that brought them off the benches.

The festival’s high moment was the cistern-lighting, the year’s charge poured up the copper stem in a column, and by long tradition it was done by senior faculty, controlled, ceremonial. Maeve, by arrangement with the festival marshals that Thalia had quietly greased, took the lighting herself, and she took it not by pouring charge in but by Banking it. She stood at the foot of the cistern as the year’s charge surged up the stem, a surge that would have overloaded and killed the old Maeve, the girl with no valve and no control, and she opened her Deep Bank and drank it, absorbed the whole festival surge into her restored hybrid capacity, held it, all of it, a charge that should have destroyed her, and stood there holding the year of Sundermoor’s lightning inside her small frame with the heat-shimmer blazing off her skin and her copper hair lifting in her own field, and then, on her own count, released it up the cistern in a single perfect controlled column of light that lit the whole arena and threw the festival’s flame a hundred feet into the night sky.

The crowd came up off the benches.

Three thousand people, the ones who’d called her broken, up on their feet roaring, because a crowd cheers whatever wins and tells itself it always believed, exactly as Isolde had promised, and Maeve stood at the foot of the blazing cistern in the light she’d made and did not look at the crowd at all. She looked up at the faculty box. She looked at the man with the silver hair. And she smiled the terrifying smile, three weeks in the making, and the smile said the thing the fire-script had spelled and the banked surge had proven: you cut me to stop this, and here it is, and here I am, and there is nothing you can do about it in front of all these people.

I watched Sarveth understand.

I watched, from down by the sand, the exact moment the pride on his face met the proof on the sand and the two could not both be true, and I watched the beloved teacher do the arithmetic a Concord operative does, which is: this cannot be allowed to stand as evidence. And I watched him rise from the faculty box, warm and grave, and lift his hand for the marshals’ attention, and I felt Octavia go rigid beside me, and I said, low, into the resonance-thread we’d rehearsed, one word:

“Now.”



Sarveth invoked exhibition safety protocol.

He did it beautifully. That was the horror of it and the whole trap at once. He stood in the faculty box with three thousand people watching and his voice carried warm and concerned across the arena, and he said that what they had all just witnessed was extraordinary, truly, a triumph, and that precisely because it was extraordinary, because the young woman had absorbed and released a full festival surge, safety demanded a re-examination of her charge-discipline before she left the sand, a precaution, nothing more, for her own protection and the crowd’s, and that as charge-discipline master it fell to him, regrettably, to perform it, and he came down from the box onto the sand with a small case in his hand and the whole arena murmuring approval at his diligence.

And in the case was the tool.

I couldn’t see it yet, but Rosalie could feel it, and I heard her called warning come down the rehearsed thread, sharp and certain, “cold, he’s carrying cold, it’s a tool, it’s the same cold as her scar,” and the drill went off the way drills go off when you’ve made them reflex.

Sarveth crossed the sand to Maeve, warm, grave, his hand going to the case, and Maeve held still. That cost her more than any flame she banked that night, and she did it. Every instinct in her, two years of a body trained to answer a threat with fire, screamed to vent, to burn, to run, and Isolde had drilled the screaming down into obedience, and Maeve held still and let the man who’d cut her walk up to her with a tool in his hand in front of three thousand people, because holding still was the trap.

The shield snapped over her.

Rosalie’s warning, Thalia’s read of the tool’s shape flashing down the thread, and the bonded circle threw the lattice, the circle shield woven fast and thrown over Maeve from four points in the crowd, and I felt it settle over her, the woven warmth, invisible to the arena but total, and Octavia’s Ward Break stood ready in her throat, and Brennan’s hand was on the rig-trigger.

Sarveth opened the case, and drew the tool, the registrar-grade calibration instrument, the crystalline probe, and raised it toward Maeve’s sternum with the same warm patient hand that had cut her two years ago, and said, gently, for the crowd, “hold still, my dear, this won’t take a moment,” and reached for her crest.

Brennan fired the rig.

The mechanical pulse killed the tool’s resonance mid-stroke. It died in Sarveth’s hand, the crystalline probe going dark and inert an inch from Maeve’s chest, its calibrated craft snuffed by a spring-loaded pulse it had no way to perceive, and Sarveth looked at the dead tool in his hand with the first genuine confusion I’d seen on him all night, the warm proud mask finally cracking, and he stood in the center of the arena with a dead calibration tool held up naked in his hand before three thousand of his own people, and the whole edifice of him began, very quietly, to come apart.

And I stood up, and I read the crime aloud, the way I’d read Isolde’s in a duel tower months ago, the public forge echoed at the scale of a territory.



I let the Sight come, the gold rising in my eyes, and I read Maeve’s crest across the sand, the restored crest with the old severing scar still legible in it, and then I read the tool dead in Sarveth’s hand, and I spoke the forensics loud and clear and precise, into the arena’s sudden silence, in the language that doesn’t belong to a support-class freshman and never has.

“That’s a registrar-grade calibration probe,” I said, and my voice carried, low and even and certain, the forge-town plainness that lands harder for saying nothing before it. “Crystalline core, resonance calibration. And the calibration on it is specific. Tools like this are tuned to a single subject’s resonance frequency, because a general tool leaves a mess and a tuned one leaves a clean cut. This one’s tuned. And I can read what it’s tuned to, because I can read the scar it left, and the scar is on that woman’s crest, right there, where he’s holding the tool an inch from making a second one.” I pointed. “The severing on Maeve Sorrel’s release channel. Two years old. I’ve read it a dozen times. Clean cut, single session, angle from the front, which means it was done during a trust exercise, by someone she’d let stand close, by someone she trusted with her chest bared.” I let that land. “The calibration signature on that tool matches the calibration signature of that scar. The same tool. Or its twin, tuned the same way, by the same hand. He is standing in this arena holding the instrument that cut her, tuned to cut her again, and he raised it to her chest in front of all of you and called it safety.”

The arena had gone utterly silent, three thousand people, and Sarveth stood in the center of it with the dead tool in his hand.

“And there’s a record,” I said, and this was Thalia’s cue, and she rose in the high tier and started passing the ledger down the faculty benches, hand to hand, the copied pages spreading along the rows of Sundermoor’s teachers, and I narrated it as it went. “His own ledger. Kept in his own hand. Twelve names, over nine years. Twelve promising scholarship students at this Collegium, severed with a tool like that one, each entry initialed by him, each order sourced to a capital authorization code. Not a grudge. Not a lapse. A practice. Nine years of it. Maeve Sorrel is entry nine.” The ledger moved down the benches, and I watched face after face of Sundermoor faculty read it and go pale, watched the beloved teacher’s colleagues meet the twelve names in his own careful hand, and there is no defense a warm voice can mount against a man’s own diligent bookkeeping. “You called her undisciplined. You called her too much. Twelve times you called a child too much and then you cut the part of them that was too much, on capital order, for pay or for policy or for the pleasure of pruning, and you kept careful books about it because you thought of it as diligence.”

Sarveth looked up from the dead tool at last.

And the mask came the rest of the way off, and what was under it was not a monster, which was worse, it was a man who had believed himself righteous for thirty years and was watching the belief fail in public.



“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” Sarveth said.

His voice still carried, still warm, but the warmth had a crack in it now, and three thousand people leaned in to hear the crack. “You think this is cruelty. It isn’t cruelty. It never was cruelty.” He looked around the arena, at his students, at his colleagues holding his ledger, pleading now, genuinely pleading, a man explaining a necessity to people who had stopped believing in it. “Do you know what happens to a talent that grows unchecked? Do you know what the world does to a class-user too powerful to fit the order? I saved these children. I cut them down to a size they could survive at. Maeve Sorrel with her fire unchecked would have burned out or been used up or been noticed by things far worse than me, and I made her small enough to live, and every one of the twelve, I made them small enough to live.” His hand shook around the dead tool. “It’s necessity. It’s mercy dressed as diligence because diligence is the only mercy the order allows. You call it a crime because you’ve never had to make the choice.”

“Whose necessity,” I said. “You said capital order. Say the rest of it. Who told you to make children small.”

And Sarveth, cornered, ruined, his career already ash and his colleagues already turned, did the thing cornered operatives do, which is try to make their handler share the fall, and he named it to the arena, and gave us the most important intelligence of the whole territory.

“The Concord,” he said, and the word dropped into three thousand people who had heard rumor from the Descent and now heard one of their own teachers name it under arena lights. “The order comes from the capital. From the ones who keep the fixed stars fixed. I’m a hand, I’ve always been a hand, I do the local work because someone local has to, but the order comes from above, and if you want to be frightened of something, be frightened of that, not of me.” His eyes found mine across the sand, and there was something in them now that was almost, God help me, relief, the relief of a man finally allowed to warn someone. “And there’s a worse hand than mine on this road, smith. You should know it, since you’re bound the same direction. He was here. Eight days ago. He walked into the provost vault the wards should have stopped and they didn’t stop him, and he took the copy of the survey your dead mother drew, and he asked after all of you, by name, in a voice I still can’t describe, and I told him what I knew, because you don’t refuse that one, there’s nothing in him to refuse.” He was fully unraveled now, and fully honest, which are sometimes the same thing. “I cut children to keep them small. He doesn’t cut. He removes. He walks ahead of you on that road unmaking the way itself, and he’s waiting for you at a door only your kind opens, and if you knew what walks ahead of you, you would thank me for the small mercy of only ever making children smaller.” He lowered the dead tool. “I’m the kind thing on this road. That’s the joke of it. I’m the mercy.”

The arena did not know what to do with any of it, but I did, and Thalia did, high in the tier, going very still: confirmation, from a Concord hand’s own mouth, before three thousand witnesses, that the removal asset was eight days ahead with the survey, that he’d asked after us by name, and that even a man who’d severed twelve children thought him worse.



Then came Maeve’s crown, and it was better than anything I could have scripted, because she scripted it herself.

Sarveth stood ruined in the center of the arena, and Maeve stood across from him, and between them lay the dead tool where he’d finally let it fall, and the whole Collegium waited, three thousand people, the students, the faculty holding the ledger, the families from the glowing fields, all of them waiting to see what the girl they’d called too much would do with the man who’d made her small, and every soul in that arena, I think, expected fire. Expected the unstable girl to finally, justifiably, burn. It would have been the ending they’d written for her two years ago. It would have proven them right.

Maeve looked at the dead tool. She looked at Sarveth. And I watched the heat-shimmer rise off her, the charge surging up, the whole festival’s worth of banked lightning she still held, and I watched three thousand people brace for the burning.

And she banked it.

She took the surging charge, the fury, the two years, the necessity dressed as mercy, all of it, and she banked it, held it, the most controlled act of her entire life performed in front of the exact audience that had denied she was capable of control, and she did not vent a single spark. She bent, instead, and picked up the dead tool from the sand, the instrument that had cut her at eighteen, and she held it, and she turned, and she crossed the sand to me, and she put it in my hand.

“Unmake it,” she said, quietly, just for me, though the whole arena watched her say something she wouldn’t let them hear. “At the forge. Whenever we reach one. I want it to stop existing more than I want him to.” Her amber eyes were bright and wet and absolutely steady. “Him I’ll let live ruined. That lasts longer. But this thing” she pressed the dead tool into my palm and closed my fingers over it “this thing I want gone from the world. Melt it down. Take the calibration out of existence so it can never be tuned to anyone else’s frequency ever again. That’s the only fire I want tonight. Yours. At a forge. Slow.” She stepped back. “The rest of it I’m banking. I’ve held a festival’s charge all night. I can hold this too.”

And she turned, and she walked out of the arena, through the competitors’ gate, past Isolde who fell into step at her shoulder without a word, and three thousand people rose and roared for her, the crowd cheering the winner and telling itself it always believed, and Maeve Sorrel walked out through her own school’s roar without looking back at a single one of them, banking the whole of it, and it was the most powerful thing I saw in the whole territory, more than the fire-script, more than the banked festival surge: the girl they’d called too much, holding all of it, spending none of it, choosing what lasted.



Brennan retrieved his rigs while the arena rioted politely around him.

I want it recorded, because it was the comedy the night needed and because it was, underneath, the same lesson as everything else: while three thousand people surged and roared and faculty argued and Sarveth stood ruined and marshals tried to establish order that no longer existed, Brennan Gale moved calmly through the churning tiers to the three specific seats under which he’d planted his rigs, and recovered them one by one, the spring-loaded devices that had killed a Concord tool in a Concord operative’s hand. He looked like a tradesman finishing a job while the building burned around him.

“Excuse me,” I heard him say, to a knot of shouting students blocking a seat. “Sorry. Evidence. That’s evidence, actually, the whole thing you just watched, and this” he retrieved the rig from under the seat “is the evidence that made the evidence work, so if I could just” he wound something, checked a spring “there. Excuse me. That spring is load-bearing. Please don’t step on the load-bearing spring.” And he tucked the three rigs into his tabard and made his way out through the roaring crowd, unbothered, having once again been the single most tactically decisive person in the room by means of springs, and having once again gone entirely unnoticed doing it, which was the whole story of Brennan and the whole reason the enemy on the road ahead couldn’t read his work.

I met the circle at the competitors’ gate, the dead tool cold in my hand, Maeve’s charge banked and Maeve herself finally, once through the gate and out of the crowd’s sight, letting Isolde hold her for a moment, just a moment, the spark-plug spending one breath of the two years before she straightened and put the armor back up.

“He named the Concord,” Thalia said, low, coming up with the ledger secured. “To three thousand people. That’s a fire that doesn’t bank. By morning the word’s in every charge-farm on the territory. And he confirmed the road, the removal asset, eight days, the survey, asking after us by name.” Her jaw was tight. “We got everything. The survey, the ledger, the justice, the confirmation. A cleaner territory than I expected, and it ends with a Concord operative telling three thousand people to be more afraid of what’s ahead of us than of the man who cut twelve children.”

“Then we did the work here,” I said, and closed my hand around the dead tool, the thing Maeve wanted gone from the world, the thing I’d unmake at the next forge as slowly as she wanted. “The survey’s ours. Maeve’s justice is taken, and taken cold, in public, the way that lasts. Sarveth’s spent.” I looked at Maeve, small and copper and finally, faintly, at peace, the fire held and unspent. “But not tonight. Tonight Maeve won her arena. Tonight we let her have it.”

“Tonight I have it,” Maeve agreed, quiet, and then the spark-plug flickered back up, because that was how she carried the unbearable things. “And tomorrow I get pastry-crate privileges as a war hero, I’ve decided, don’t argue, I banked a festival, I’ve earned the whole EAT FIRST crate,” and Isolde said “absolutely not,” and Maeve said “you ate my supper on day two, you owe me a crate,” and the circle laughed, walking out of the ember arena into the warm red night.


Chapter 8: What the Fire Chooses

We took an inn on the territory’s southern edge, a charge-farm coaching inn with a wide taproom and a walled yard, and by the second morning it had become, without any of us declaring it, a clinic.

They came by ones and twos. The severing had happened in an arena in front of three thousand people; the ledger had gone hand to hand down the faculty benches; and by the time the sun was up the whole territory knew that a smith and a healer who mended what the healers said couldn’t be mended were sitting in an inn a day south, and that a list existed, twelve names, and that some of the twelve were still at the Collegium not knowing they were on it. So they came to find out. A hedge-mage whose channel had gone quiet at nineteen and never come back. A young charge-farmer who’d been told his misfires were laziness. The three from the welcome line, together, having read the ledger, having found their own names in a beloved teacher’s diligent hand, come to ask the one question I could finally answer for them: was it me, or was it done to me.

I set up on the taproom floor and worked, and the circle worked around me, and none of it was for pay.

I read each of them, forensic, the way I read everything. Some were severings, the same tool signature, the same crime, and those I could mend, and I mended them, filing the cut channels back into alignment, setting the bone of a stolen future, and I told each of them, before I mended it, the truth in the language that makes it a crime instead of a flaw: it was done to you, by this tool, at this angle, on this date, by this hand, on this order. Was it me or was it done to me. It was done to you. Every time. And I watched the answer land on person after person the way it had landed on Maeve in the deep, the terrible relief of it, two years or five years or nine years of being the problem, undone in one sentence: someone did this to you.

The worst-cut was a woman near thirty who’d been severed a decade past, entry two in the ledger, the wound old and healed-over crooked, and mending her took me the length of a morning and cost me a nosebleed and left my hands shaking, and Rosalie sat me down and fed me and wouldn’t let me start the next until I’d eaten, running the triage of the whole clinic with the calm authority she ran everything, taking names, sorting the mendable from the ones who needed rest first, sending word to the ones still at the Collegium.

“This is the Annex,” Rosalie said to me, quiet, over the food she was making me eat, watching the taproom full of people who’d come to be told the truth about their own crests. “This is exactly the Annex. A room full of people the institution filed away as failures, and one man who can prove they were sabotaged, not deficient.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, watching it. “It’s not staying at Valebright. It’s not even a building anymore. It’s wherever you set up on a floor and start reading crests. We’re carrying it with us. Every town.” She met my eye. “Thalia’s right that it’s a target. But look at them, Garrick. Look what it is when it’s working. I’m not going to be sorry it’s spreading. I’m going to make sure it survives spreading.”

The three from the welcome line came together, the way they’d stood together in the honor line unaware, and they had the ledger’s copied pages between them, and the eldest, a young man with a charge-farmer’s burnt-knuckled hands, laid it on the taproom table open to the page with their three names on it and said, “We need to know. All three of us. We’ve been arguing about it for two days. Half of us think we failed and half of us think we were done, and we can’t stand not knowing which, so.” He couldn’t finish. “So tell us. Which was it.”

I read them one at a time, in front of each other, because that was what they’d asked for, and I said it the way I said it to everyone, in the language that makes it a crime. Severing. Registrar-grade tool. This angle, this date, this hand. Done to you. Done to you. Done to you. Three times, three young people who’d carried the crime as their own failure, and I watched the burnt-knuckled one put his face in his hands and not make a sound, and I watched the youngest, a girl of maybe eighteen, start to laugh, the wrong laugh, the one that turns straight into weeping, and Rosalie was there before it turned, arms around her, and the girl said into Rosalie’s shoulder, “I quit. I quit six months ago. I told everyone I quit because I was no good, and I wasn’t no good, someone cut it, someone” and Rosalie held her and said yes, someone did, and it wasn’t you, and it was never you.

I mended the two whose channels I could reach that morning. The third, the burnt-knuckled one, I couldn’t finish before my hands went, and he wouldn’t hear an apology; he just gripped my forearm with those farmer’s hands and said, “You told me the truth. Nobody’s told me the truth in five years. Finish it whenever you can. I’ve waited five years, I can wait for your nose to stop bleeding,” and Brennan, passing with a tray of the food Rosalie kept ordering into me, said, entirely serious, “That’s the Annex motto, honestly. ‘Finish it whenever you can, we’ve waited five years.’ Halverton should put it on the charter. I’ll write her.” And he probably did.

“Thalia’s right that it’s a target,” Rosalie said again, quietly, watching the girl who’d quit six months ago light a candle-flame off her own restored fingers and stare at it like a resurrection. “And I don’t care. Look at that. I’ll make sure it survives spreading if I have to plant it in every town on the road myself.”



Maeve got her letter that afternoon, and it was, to Sundermoor’s credit, a genuinely generous one.

A rider brought it from the Collegium under formal seal, and it was everything a broken institution could offer to make amends: full reinstatement, all honors restored, back-standing granted, and, at the bottom, the thing that must have cost the Collegium the most to offer, a named instructorship. The Maeve Sorrel who’d been expelled as too undisciplined to teach herself was invited to return and teach charge-discipline, the very post Sarveth had held, the crown of the elemental academy, hers if she wanted it. It was real. It was generous. It was the entire dream she’d carried at sixteen, handed back to her whole, by the country that had broken her, in ink and seal.

She read it twice.

I watched her read it twice, sitting on the inn stairs in the afternoon light, her copper hair loose, the letter in her sparking hands, and I watched her read the whole dream of her sixteen-year-old self offered back, and I did not say a word, and neither did any of us, because it was hers to decide and we’d learned that the loudest support you can give Maeve is silence when she’s deciding something real.

Then she stood, and folded the letter, and walked out to the walled yard, and the circle followed at a distance to see what the fire would choose.

She held the letter up in the yard, in the red afternoon light, and she opened her palm under it and let a thread of shaped flame take it, controlled to the edge, and she burned the reinstatement, the honors, the named instructorship, the whole dream of her sixteen-year-old self, to ash, deliberately, watching it go. And as the ash fell she wrote one word above it in hanging flame, shaped in the air with the control they’d said she’d never have, and then she let that go too before all of us could be certain we’d read it.

“That said ‘no,’” Brennan reported, authoritatively.

“That was considerably longer than ‘no,’” Isolde maintained. “There were at least three words and one of them is not repeatable in front of Agda.”

“It said what it needed to say,” Maeve said, and turned from the ash, and her face was clear, clearer than I’d seen it, the decision made and her shoulders easier than they had been all week. “They offered me refuge. The whole dream back, safe, honored, home.” She came up the yard toward us, toward me, toward the circle. “And I don’t want refuge. I figured that out reading it the second time. Refuge is going back to being safe inside the thing that broke me, being grateful they fixed the door they slammed on my hand. I don’t want to be grateful to Sundermoor. I don’t want to be safe inside it.” She stopped in front of us, chin up. “I want a home. Which is different. Refuge is where you hide. Home is what you choose. And I choose this.” She looked around at all of us, at the inn full of people we’d mended for free, at the circle. “I choose the road and the circle and the work. Not because I’m running from Sundermoor. Because this is better than the dream they gave back to me. This is bigger than an instructorship. I set the frontier on fire, remember? On purpose, with aim, repeatedly. You can’t do that from a teaching post.” The spark-plug grin. “So. No. Considerably longer than no. But no.”



She opened the bond conversation herself, that night, on the inn stairs, and it was hers to open, and I’d been waiting for her to reach it in her own time.

The inn had quieted, the clinic’s last patients bedded down or sent home, the circle scattered to their rooms, and Maeve found me on the stairs with two cups of the humless cider she could actually drink, and handed me one, and sat, and was quiet for a while, which from Maeve was a whole preamble.

“You believed me before you’d seen the proof,” she said, finally, to her cider. “In the deep. Before Thalia traced the tool, before you had the ledger, before any of it. You took one look at my crest and said someone did this to you, and you didn’t need it proven first. You just believed me.” She turned the cup in her hands, the way she’d caught the habit from watching me turn the class stone. “And then you didn’t fix me and take a bow. You armed me. You gave me the arena and you let it be my arena, my justice, my banking, my choice at the end. You could have burned Sarveth yourself, you were angrier than you let on, I saw it. You let it be mine instead.” She looked up at me. “Do you know what that’s worth to someone who spent two years being told she couldn’t be trusted with her own fire? You trusted me with all of it. In front of three thousand people. You bet the justice on me holding still and then holding the fire and then choosing.”

“You held it,” I said. “All of it. You could have burned him and no one would have blamed you and you banked a festival’s charge instead. I didn’t give you the control, Maeve. I just made room for the control you already built.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why.” She set the cider down. “I felt them, you know. At the altar in the deep, when you did the combat hybridization, Isolde’s storm and my cinder braided together, I felt the others through you for a second. All of them. The whole circle, through the bond, warm, like a house with all the lamps lit that I was standing outside of in the cold looking in.” Her amber eyes were steady on mine. “I’ve been standing outside that house since the deep. Partial-bonded. Close enough to feel the warmth through the window. And I’m done standing outside.” She took my hand. “I know what the full bond means. I’ve watched it in the others. I want in. All the way in. Not refuge. Home. The whole house, all the lamps.” She stood, and pulled me up with her, and the spark-crackle ran up her arm and into mine, and her voice dropped out of the brash register into the rare quiet one. “Come to my room. I want to choose this the way I chose everything today. On purpose. With aim.”



Her room was small and lamplit and smelled of woodsmoke and the herb she used in her hair, and she let go of my hand at the door and turned to face me, and this time she undressed herself, the girl who’d always moved like a spark choosing the shape of the flame, and she did it slow and deliberate, chin up, her eyes on mine.

“Two years of misfires,” she said, working the fastenings of her jacket, brash mouth narrating over the nerves the way she always covered a feeling with words. “Two years of my body doing the opposite of what I told it, going off when I wanted it quiet, quiet when I wanted it to work, and everybody telling me I had no aim.” The jacket dropped. The thin underlayer clung to her, and her nipples were already hard through it, the copper freckles scattered across her collarbone, the heat-shimmer starting to rise off her skin. “And you’re the only thing that’s ever made it feel like aim. You read my threshold like a map. You know where every one of my edges is.” She drew the underlayer over her head, small perky breasts freed, freckles across her chest, and stood in the lamplight petite and copper and flushed, chin up. “So I’m going to keep narrating, because it’s how I stay brave, right up until you take the narration away from me, which you always” she caught her breath as I crossed to her “which you always do.”

“I’m taking it,” I said, and I took her chin, and kissed her, and took the narration away, and she made a sound into it, relieved, and melted, and the brash mouth went quiet against mine.

I laid her back on the bed and she was already trembling, the oversensitivity that two years of dammed charge had built into her, her whole small frame reactive to the lightest touch, and I remembered her lane, the thing that made her Maeve and no one else: her body had spent two years holding a charge with no valve, and now the valve was open and she ran hair-trigger, and the way to undo her utterly wasn’t surprise, it was control, her own control, turned into the instrument.

“You banked a festival today,” I said against her throat, and felt her shiver. “Held the whole year’s charge and spent none of it until you chose. You’ve got that control now. So we’re going to use it.” I moved down her body, mouth on her small hard nipples, on the flush climbing her chest, and she arched and gasped. “I’m going to touch you until you’re right at the edge. And then you’re going to bank it. Hold it. Like the arena. Don’t vent.” I settled between her thighs. “And when I tell you, you Vent. Not before. You spend it on my word.”

“That’s” she was already gasping, already shimmering, “that’s cruel, that’s actually cruel, I run hair-trigger, I can’t” and then my mouth was on her and she cried out and the words dissolved.

She was soaked already, two years of oversensitivity and one open valve, and the lightest sustained touch of my tongue had her climbing fast, too fast. I took my time anyway, because I could read her the way I read a crest, could feel every threshold in her lighting up under my mouth, and I mapped them one by one. I found the spot that made her hips buck and stayed off it. I found the spot that made her thighs clamp around my head and worked the edges of it. I built her the way you build heat in a forge, slow and deliberate and merciless, and she babbled the whole way up, the brash mouth running for cover, “oh, oh that’s, no, don’t, you’re going to make me, I can’t hold it if you, oh God, Garrick, I’m going to, I’m already,” her hands fisting in the sheets and then in my hair, her copper heat-shimmer rising off her skin in waves I could feel warm against my face.

Her whole small frame was reactive in a way only Maeve was, two years of dammed charge under skin that answered breath, and the closer she climbed the more the babble frayed into pure sound, and the copper glow started pulsing off the Cinder crest between her small breasts, brighter with every second, the charge and the pleasure surging up together with nowhere to go. I felt her hit the edge, felt her whole body gather to go over, and I held her right at the edge and said, “Bank it,” and watched her do the most extraordinary thing.

She banked it. Trembling, gasping, sobbing almost, her whole body screaming to go over, she held the release the way she’d held the festival’s surge, banked her own climax on my word, and the effort of it, the obedience of her own body to her own control turned to my command, wrecked her faster than any surprise ever could. She held, and held, shaking, “I can’t, I can’t hold it, please,” and I kept my mouth on her, relentless, gentle, and said, “You can. You held a festival. Hold this. Hold it for me,” and she held, weeping with the effort, the charge building to impossible pressure, and then I said the word.

“Vent.”

She gushed.

She came apart in a full-body release, squirting, soaking, the dammed charge and the dammed pleasure venting at once, and it was as much as her lane promised and I did not sanitize it and neither did she, her thighs drenched, the sheets soaked, her whole small frame convulsing, and the Cinder crest over her sternum flared copper-gold with the venting, because for Maeve orgasm was literally her class venting safely, and she wailed, mortified and abandoned at once, “oh God, oh God, I soaked the, I always, it’s too much, I’m too” and I lifted my head and cut her off.

“It’s not too much,” I said, gripping her thighs, holding her open, watching her come down shaking. “It’s exactly right. Every drop of it. Two years they told you too much and they were wrong, this is aim, this is you working right, and I want all of it, so don’t you dare be sorry.” Her amber eyes went huge and helpless and wet. “Again,” I said. “Bank, and vent on my word. We’re not done. You wanted all the way in. This is all the way in.”

“Again,” she breathed, wrecked, and there was no armor left in it, only want. “Yes. Again.”

This time I brought her up with my mouth and two fingers both, curling into her while I worked her clit with my tongue, and she was even more reactive now, the first release having primed her instead of spending her, the way her lane ran, each vent making the next come faster. She climbed in half the time, thrashing, the babble gone straight to begging, “please, please, I can’t, don’t make me hold it this time, I can’t,” and I lifted my head just enough to say “you can, you held a festival, hold this one for me,” and she sobbed and held it, right at the edge, my fingers still moving in her, her thighs shaking around my head, the copper glow off her crest lighting the little room. I made her hold it a long moment, watching her come undone with the effort, the obedience of her own overcharged body to my word wrecking her more thoroughly than any touch, and then I said “vent,” and she gushed again, soaking my hand and the sheets, a second full release chasing the first, and she wailed and laughed and cried all at once, “it’s too much, I’m too much, I can’t stop,” and I told her again it was exactly right, all of it, every drop, and I meant it more each time I said it.

Then I brought her up again, and this time I entered her, sliding into her tight soaked heat while she was still trembling from the second, and she keened and wrapped her legs around me, feet hooked behind my knees, pulling me deep, and I fucked her slow and deep and relentless while she gasped and babbled, the brash mouth dissolved into helpless noise, “there, right there, oh, don’t stop, Garrick, Garrick,” my name replacing the babble the way the outline of her promised, and I felt the charge surge in her again and said “bank,” and she banked it, sobbing, holding her own climax on my word with me buried inside her, and the clench of her holding it around my cock nearly undid me, and I held on, and worked her to the impossible edge again, and said “vent,” and she gushed around me, squirting, soaking us both, her crest blazing copper-gold, and I felt the bond spike wide.

I rolled us and put her under me and pushed her knees back toward her shoulders, opening her wide, her small frame folded under mine, and drove into her deeper than the other positions had let me, and she keened, high and helpless, her hands scrabbling at my back and then fisting in the sheets and then reaching for me again like she couldn’t decide where to hold on, her whole body one live overcharged nerve after two peaks already, so reactive now that every stroke pulled another gush out of her, soaking us both, the copper glow pulsing brighter off her crest each time. She was past words entirely, past the brash mouth, just my name and helpless sound, and I bent and caught one of those sounds in a kiss and swallowed it and felt her sob into my mouth, and I felt myself climbing toward my own edge and I felt her climbing with me, both of us at the top of it together, and this time I didn’t tell her to bank.

“This one we spend together,” I said. “All the way in. Come with me. Now, Maeve. Vent.”

And she vented, and I came, and the full bond formed at the peak.

I felt it happen from my side too, the fifth point on my crest waking with a burn like a hammer-mark settling, the copper-gold of her class syncing with mine, our crests flaring together in the dark. And I felt the circle receive her. That was the part no description had prepared me for either, and I’d felt every bond form before hers: the moment the new point kindled, the whole lattice reorganized around it, and I felt the others through it even asleep in their rooms down the inn’s hall, Rosalie’s warmth and Isolde’s charged edge and Thalia’s precision and Octavia’s deep steady flame, all of them shifting to make room for the copper heat of her, the geometry of the circle widening around her fifth point, and Maeve dropped into the center of it like a coal into a banked fire and every one of us felt the whole thing flare brighter for her being in it.

And through the new-forged bond I felt her feel it, felt the moment the whole circle arrived in her, the way she’d described it, a dark house lighting every lamp at once, all of them, the warmth of the whole bonded circle flooding into her through me. She’d been standing outside that house in the cold since the deep and now she was inside it, and she burst into tears mid-orgasm, gushing and sobbing and clenching around me while I spilled deep into her, and then she laughed, through the tears, at herself for crying, “I’m crying, I’m actually crying while I, oh my God, I’m home, the lamps are all on, I’m inside the house,” and she laughed and wept and came apart under me all at once, and it was so perfectly Maeve that I couldn’t have mistaken it for anyone else, all of it too much, all of it exactly right.

I held her through the aftershocks, both of us soaked and shaking, her crest glowing copper-gold against my chest where the new fifth point burned, and something in the crest structure of both of us settled and refined, the way it does at a milestone, and I read it as it landed.

Class: Cinder Channeler (Restored Hybrid) → Emberheart Channeler | New: Fire-Script (shaped burning glyphs), Deep Bank (triple stored capacity) | Note: bond-refined; control now scales with the circle’s proximity.

“You’re glowing,” I told her, when she’d stopped shaking, when she was tucked against my chest, wrecked and warm and hiccuping with the tail-end of laughter.

“So are you,” she said, and pressed her palm to the fifth point on my crest, the one she’d just woken, proprietary and delighted. “Five points. I felt it wake. I’m the fifth.” She grinned up at me, exhausted, radiant, freckles and flush and copper hair stuck to her skin. “I’m all the way in. The whole house. All the lamps.” Her eyes were already drooping. “I claim the circle,” she mumbled, half asleep already, the way she crashed after venting, “and the pastry crate privileges, war hero, don’t argue, I banked a festival and I bonded a smith in one week, I’ve earned the whole EAT FIRST crate, I’m going to eat it in front of Isolde, I’m going to” and she was asleep, mid-sentence, her small hand fisted in my shirt, her crest glowing copper-gold in the dark, home at last, all the lamps lit.



Dawn, and the road ran south to the edge of green.

We came out of the ember country by mid-morning, the fifth point waking on my crest, Maeve riding at the front where the arena hero belonged and eating, in fact, from the EAT FIRST crate with total impunity while Isolde watched her and silently filed a grievance for later. And ahead of us the land changed.

It changed the way a scar changes skin. The glowing fields of Sundermoor ran out, and the wild grass ran out, and ahead the country simply went grey, a line across the world where the green stopped, ash-pale scrub reaching away south to a flat horizon with no color in it, no glow, no life you could name at a glance, and a stillness over the country that reached us before the edge did, a wrongness that made the horses balk and made the shimmer die off Maeve’s skin a hundred yards before we reached the line.

We drew up at the boundary of it.

“The maps just say ‘waste,’” Isolde said, reading the land the way she read everything, a threat with a shape. “I checked, before we left Valebright. Every map the academy library holds. This whole stretch, several days across by the survey. The word they use is ‘waste.’ Nothing else. No towns marked, no roads, no reason. Just ‘waste,’ and then the maps pick up green again on the far side, and nobody explains the grey in between.”

Octavia had ridden up beside her, and she was looking out at the colorless country with the still attention of a historian meeting a thing that didn’t fit her histories, and my mother’s survey was open across her saddle, Elyse’s field-hand marking the crossing, and she read the grey land for a long moment before she answered.

“The maps,” she said, quietly, “are being polite.” She looked out at the waste, at the place where class energy died and my mother’s route ran straight through the heart of it. “I don’t know what this is yet. But I know a euphemism when I read one, and ‘waste’ is a euphemism, and your mother’s survey has a note here in her own hand that the library maps don’t.” She turned the survey so I could see the marginalia, Elyse’s dry careful cipher, and read it aloud. “‘The grey drinks the class. Cross with steel and stores. Do not trust anything you cannot touch.’” Octavia closed the survey. “She crossed it. Whatever this is, your mother’s route goes through it, and she crossed it and lived to write the note, and then, nine days later by another entry, they sent her north to die.” She looked at me. “The maps are being polite about something. And I have a cold feeling we’re about to find out what, on our own crests, with the powers off.”

I looked at the line where the green stopped, and I turned my mother’s class stone in my fingers, and beyond the grey, days south, ran the kept road and the lantern that doesn’t burn down, and somewhere in the grey between here and there a shadow eight days ahead of us walked untouched through a country that drank the class out of everyone else.

“Then we go in the way she said,” I said. “Steel and stores. Trust nothing we can’t touch.” I looked at the circle, at Brennan’s rigs and Isolde’s blade and Maeve’s banked charge, at the mechanical and the stored, the only things the grey couldn’t drink. “Assume the powers go off at that line. Because they will.”

And we rode into the fraying edge of the grey.


Chapter 9: The Edge of Grey

The grey did not begin all at once. That was the first lie of it.

I had expected a line, a fence, a wall of dead air I could stand on one side of. What I got instead was a fraying. The living country south of Sundermoor didn’t stop so much as thin, the wild grass going sparse and then ash-pale, the birdsong dropping out of the air a call at a time until there was a silence over the land that had a texture, a pressure, a weight against the ears like descending into a cellar. We rode into that fraying for the better part of the morning, the color leaching out of the world by degrees, and we did not fully cross into the dead ground because there was, at the threshold, a station.

It sat on the last patch of living scrub, a squat stone way-house with a slate roof and a walled yard and a working well, the kind of place the old trade-routes had left behind when there were still trade-routes. Somebody kept it. There was smoke from the chimney and a horse-line in the yard and a border officer’s faded seal weathered over the door, and I understood without being told that this was where the kingdom ended in any way that mattered, that past this point no map bothered and no writ ran and the last living well before three days of nothing sat in that walled yard.

And in front of the station, on the last green ground, stood a black lacquered capital coach with the fixed-star sigil worked small into its door, and beside the coach, waiting, hands folded, stood Lady Caelira Orent.

Isolde’s hand went to her hilt before I could speak. I saw Thalia’s shift, the almost-nothing adjustment that put a blade inside her sleeve within reach, saw Maeve’s fingers spark once and go still with visible effort. The whole circle tensed like a drawn string, the road hardening into readiness in the space of a breath.

Caelira did not move at all. That was her craft, and it never failed her. She stood with the frost-white hair scraped back into its severe knot and the slate-and-silver regalia immaculate after what must have been a hard road, and she watched us draw up with pale flat eyes that catalogued each of us in turn, and she let the silence sit, because she was better at silence than anyone but me and she knew it.

“You’re a long way from your ledgers,” I said, finally.

“I am precisely where my ledgers require me to be,” Caelira said. Her voice was low, courteous, controlled, the voice that never rose and was worse for it. “I am the Concord’s liaison to the current operation. I am here in that capacity, to observe the subject’s compliance with reclassification, and to render such assistance as the operation requires.” Her gaze moved over the circle again. “You may lower the weapons. If I meant harm I would not announce myself standing in front of a coach. I am not the thing you should be pointing steel at. Nothing you can point steel at is the thing you should be worried about.”

“Everyone hold,” I said, and the circle held, though nobody sheathed anything. I swung down from the saddle and walked to within a courteous distance of her, close enough to read her if the Sight would carry, and I let it come, the gold rising, and I looked at her crest.

I read the same thing I’d read of her at Valebright last term and in the deep: the Examiner’s architecture, cold and deliberate and complete, and behind it, older, the surgical self-sealed scar where she had cut down her own ambition to survive her own order’s ladder. Nothing had changed. She was exactly what she’d made herself. She let me read her, which told me something too, and I let the Sight go before it cost me and stepped back.

“Say the real thing,” I said. “The liaison speech is for the coachman. Say what you drove three days to say.”



Thalia dismounted then and walked up beside me, and she was carrying two things: the intercepted dispatch we’d read to the whole circle before leaving Valebright, the one that reclassified me from contain to remove, and a second folded packet I hadn’t seen before, older, its wax the wrong color.

She didn’t say anything. That was the play, and she’d told me the shape of it a week out from the edge, the way she laid out every play, cards face-down until the exact moment. She simply held out the first document, and then the second, and let Caelira take them, and stepped back, and waited.

Caelira read the dispatch first, the one naming the removal. Nothing moved in her face. She had almost certainly written part of it.

Then she opened the second packet, and read it, and I watched, because Thalia had told me to watch. It was a Concord precedent file. Thalia’s ravens had pulled it out of a records-hole two academies deep: the standing protocol for the retirement of a liaison operative once an operation of this classification concluded. How the Concord tidied up its own after a job of the “remove” grade. Who was kept, and who was spent, and how, and the historical pattern of which category a liaison of Caelira’s exact standing and exact recent record of independent judgment fell into.

The pattern was not favorable to Caelira. Thalia had chosen the file for precisely that reason. She was not making an argument. She was leaving arithmetic on the table where the audited party would have to sit with it in her own head, and there is no defense against your own arithmetic done in your own hand.

Caelira read it. Her face did not move.

But she spent three seconds too long on the second page. I clocked it, the way I clock everything now, the way my mother taught me to count without seeming to count: a woman who read as fast as Caelira, reading a single page of standing protocol she half-knew already, does not hold on the second page for three full seconds unless the second page is telling her something about herself she had suspected and never let herself confirm. Three seconds. Then she folded the packet closed with the same exact care she folded everything, and handed both documents back to Thalia, and said nothing about either.

“You’ve read your own file,” Thalia said, mildly, taking them. “I thought you might not have had access. Liaisons rarely do. It’s filed under a classification they don’t give liaisons.” She tucked the papers away. “I’m not asking you for anything. I’m a scribe. I file things. I filed you.” She let a small pause do the work. “Under ‘pending.’”

Caelira looked at her for a long moment. The two of them, the auditor and the audited, and I would not have wanted to be the one Thalia had decided to be patient with.

“You are very good,” Caelira said, at last, and it was not a compliment so much as an entry into a ledger of her own. “You would have been very good for us.” She turned from Thalia to me, and the courtesy came back down over her like a visor. “I will give you something, smith. For accuracy. Not for affection; understand the difference, because I will not repeat myself and I will not be misquoted. I am giving you an accurate thing because an inaccurate war is a waste, and I do not waste.”

“Go on,” I said.



“You have been treating him as an examiner who does a worse job,” Caelira said. “A sealer with a heavier hand. You have been wrong since the first blank you found, and being wrong will kill some of you. So.” She folded her hands again. “Excisors are not found. There is no aptitude for it, no crest that awakens toward it. They are made. When an Examiner fails, when one is broken by the work or by a conscience or by simple age and can no longer seal cleanly, the Concord does not retire them the way it retires liaisons.” Her eyes flicked, very briefly, to the precedent file in Thalia’s jacket, and away. “It has a use for them. There is an inner rite. It is old, older than the Consortium’s current name, older than most of what the Concord itself still understands about its own craft. The rite unmakes them. Not their memory, not their body. Their class, and their name, together, in the same cut. What comes out the other side of that rite is a hand with no crest and no self, that removes classes the way it was itself removed, because it is the only thing left that it knows how to be.”

The station’s chimney smoke was the only thing moving. Behind me I heard Rosalie make a small sound, the healer meeting a wound with no floor to it.

“He is himself a blank,” Caelira went on. “That is why your Sight slides off him, and your healer feels nothing, and your auditor reads no seam. There is no crest to grip because he cut his own out as the last stroke of his own making. It is the most complete work the craft can do, and it is done to its own.” A pause, and here, for the only time, something crossed her face that was not composure, and was gone before I could name it. “I knew him. Before. He was an Examiner under my supervision for eleven years. He was thorough. He catalogued for me; he had one of the cleanest hands for tool-signature reconstruction under my supervision, better than mine, better than yours.” Her flat eyes held mine. “Then he failed, in a way I will not describe, and they made him, and I signed the transfer that sent him to be made, because that was the correct procedure and I do the correct procedure. He came back a hand. He does not remember being an Examiner. He does not remember cataloguing for me. He does not remember his name.”

“What was it,” I said. “His name.”

And Caelira, who had answered everything else with surgical precision, went still in a different way, the way a person goes still reaching for a thing that should be where they left it and finding the shelf bare.

“I do not know,” she said, and I believed her, and it was the first time I had ever heard Lady Caelira Orent admit she did not know a fact. “I have tried to recall it, since I understood he was assigned this road. It is a professional discomfort. I supervised the man for eleven years and I signed his making and I cannot find his name in my own memory, and I keep the most complete records in the Concord’s service. It is not filed. It was taken with the rest.” She recovered the courtesy, drew it back over the crack. “The rite takes the name last, and takes it from everyone. That is the point of it. A thing with no name cannot be called back. Remember that.”

I filed it. Every word of it. The name taken last, taken from everyone, and a thing with no name cannot be called back. It was the most important sentence she’d said.



We provisioned at the edge station through the afternoon, because whatever else Caelira was, she was correct about one thing: an inaccurate crossing would kill some of us, and the crossing was going to be hard enough accurate.

Maeve went to work first, and the work was the most important thing any of us did all day. The station had a storm-cistern, a small one, the last charged thing before three days of dead ground, and Maeve stood at the foot of it and opened her Deep Bank, the triple capacity her full-bond refinement had given her, and she drank it. All of it. The whole cistern, drawn up into her small frame and held, the heat-shimmer rising off her skin and her copper hair lifting, exactly as she’d banked the festival surge in the arena, except this she was not going to spend on a show. This she was going to ration across four days of a country that would drink every other kind of power out of us.

“Stored charge survives the grey,” she said, when she’d taken it all, breathing carefully, holding it. “I tested it in Sundermoor with a hand-charge, walked it toward the line. Active resonance dies at the boundary. Banked charge is just potential; it doesn’t resonate until I vent it, so the grey has nothing to drink. It survives.” She looked grim under the shimmer, which was not a look Maeve wore easily. “But venting in there costs triple. I felt it modeling it. Whatever I spend, the grey takes three times as much out of the reserve. So this is a siege, and I’m the well, and nobody drinks without asking.” The spark-plug flickered up, briefly, under the grimness. “I’ve decided I’m the quartermaster. I have always wanted to be the tyrant of something. Line up.”

Brennan worked beside her, charging and daisy-chaining every rig he had, because his rigs were the one power the grey couldn’t touch. Springs don’t resonate. A spring under tension is just steel that wants to move, and no dead country and no hollow man could drink the want out of steel. He laid them out across a station bench, the spring-pulse rigs and the six clockwork counter-seal housings, and he wound and set and checked each one with the mild fixed attention he gave everything mechanical, and he strung his amplifier line between two of them and tested a daisy-chain and nodded to himself.

“These are the only thing that works in there,” he said, not looking up, winding a spring. “Which is either the most important sentence anyone’s said all week or the most terrifying, I haven’t decided. The Failed Artificer’s toys are the whole armory.” He set the rig down. “I’d like it noted that a man once told me my class was vestigial, and I’d like to find that man and walk him into the grey and hand him a spring and say, here, be useful with your real class, I’ll wait.”

Maeve sat on the bench beside him, banking off the last of the station’s cistern in careful sips now that she was near the top, and envy sharpened every look she gave his hands. At the boundary line, she was about to lose her whole self and he would keep every spring. “You get to keep everything,” she said. “Four days of grey and you don’t lose a single thing. You’re going to walk across a country that turns off my fire and Isolde’s storm and Garrick’s whole entire soul and you’re going to be exactly the same insufferable spring-winder you are right now.”

“I am,” Brennan agreed, deeply content. “This may be the best week of my life. Since I got to the Annex, I’ve been the least impressive person in every room, and now we’re walking into the one country in the world where I’m the apex predator.” He held up a wound rig, admiring it. “In the grey, I’m a god. A minor god. A god of springs. You may all address me as such for the duration of the crossing.”

“I will set you very slightly on fire,” Maeve said, “the instant we’re across.”

“And I’ll enjoy it,” Brennan said, “because it’ll mean we made it across, and also because after four days of being a god I’ll need taking down a peg, and you’re the traditional instrument. It’s a good arrangement. I’m keeping it.”

“Bank your smugness, god of springs,” Isolde said, without looking up from her blade. “It doesn’t survive the boundary either.”

Octavia mapped the crossing over the survey, my mother’s hand under her fingers, and she found the thing that turned a discrepancy into a fact.



“The library maps say three days across,” Octavia said, tracing Elyse’s cipher-marks along the grey. “Every map at Valebright. Three days. Isolde checked them all.” She looked up, and her historian’s face had the particular still fury it got when she caught the record lying. “Your mother’s survey, read properly, marks the crossing at four. She paced it herself; there’s a stride-count in the margin, she counted her own steps across the full span, and it’s four days at a loaded pace with two dead waystations, water at the second if the founders’ well still holds.” She sat back. “The maps shortened it. By a full day. You do not accidentally lose a day off a survey. Someone in the Registry, drawing the official maps, made the grey a day smaller than it is, and I would like to know why, and I have a cold feeling the why is the same why as the word ‘waste.’”

“Assume every fact about this place is a lie until your mother’s hand corrects it,” I said. “Four days. Two waystations. One well. What else does she say.”

“‘Cross with steel and stores. Do not trust anything you cannot touch.’” Octavia read it again, quietly. “And a second note, further in, that I couldn’t parse before and can now.” She turned the page. “‘The grey drinks the class and lets the flesh live. That is the whole horror of the place, and it is not the horror the maps hide. Ask why the animals are fat.’” She looked at me. “I don’t know what that means. But your mother did not write idle marginalia. Somewhere in there is a thing about the animals being fat that she wanted the next Smith to notice, and we are the next Smith, and I intend to notice it.”

I filed that too. The animals are fat.

Isolde stood over the whole preparation like a general over a map-table, and she re-planned our doctrine from the ground up, because the doctrine we’d carried since Valebright assumed powers, and we were about to have none.

“New rules,” she said, and the circle gathered, because when Isolde used that voice you gathered. “Starting at that line, assume the powers go off. All of them. No storm, no bloom, no seam-sight, no Sight, no ward-break, no glow. We fight and we survive on exactly what we were before any of us awakened a class.” She looked around the circle, hard and clear. “So I want everyone to think honestly about who they were at sixteen, before the crest, with nothing but their own two hands and their own head, because that person is who’s crossing the grey. Some of us were terrifying at sixteen.” A flicker, dry. “I was terrifying at sixteen. Thalia was terrifying at sixteen in a quieter way. Maeve’s banked charge is our one exception and we ration it like she says. Rosalie, you keep everyone alive on skill, not gift, and I’ve watched you do it and you’re better at it than the gift ever let on. Garrick reads people, not crests, and he’s been doing that longer than the Sight’s been awake.” She turned last to Brennan. “Brennan, you’ll be fine. Your whole class was springs the entire time. The grey changes nothing for you. You’re the only one of us who crosses that line at full strength, and I want you to sit with how funny that is, because it’s the funniest thing that’s happened all term.”

“I’m sitting with it,” Brennan said gravely. “It’s very funny. I’m the strongest person in the party. I’ve never been the strongest person in any party. I’d like a moment.”

“You may have a moment,” Isolde allowed. “Have it while you walk.”



Octavia found me apart from the others as the light went long, standing at the last of the living scrub with the grey stretching away colorless to the south, and she stood beside me and did not say anything for a while, which from Octavia meant she was choosing words, and Octavia choosing words was worth waiting for.

“I’ve been whole for a season,” she said, at last. “A little more. Ten years sealed, and one season of feeling my own class breathe again, the Saint’s warmth back in me even at partial tier, and I have gotten used to it faster than is wise.” She held her hands out in front of her, level, the way a person checks for a tremor, and there was one, fine and constant, at odds with everything else about her composure. “And now I am going to walk voluntarily into a country that turns it off. Four days. I will feel it go at that line, the thing they cut out of me and I only just got a piece of back, I will feel it go dark again by choice, and I am afraid of it, Garrick, in a specific way I have not been able to make my hands stop reporting.”

I looked at her hands. Then I took them, both of them, in mine, forge-scarred and steady, and held them until the tremor stilled against my palms.

“The Sight goes dark for me too,” I said. “The thing I am is a thing that sees. For four days I won’t. So I’ll be walking in there with you, both of us with the one thing we are turned off.” I held her hands. “The difference is you already lived ten years like that and you’re still the sharpest person I know. You didn’t need the Saint to win an academic knife-fight with two citations. The grey can turn off the class. It can’t turn off Octavia Crest, and Octavia Crest is the part I’d bet the crossing on.”

She let out a breath, and the tremor was gone, though I’d only steadied the hands and left everything else alone, because her diction was perfect even afraid, every word placed, and I’d learned that the diction was hers to keep and the hands were mine to hold, and you did not confuse the two.

“You steadied the hands and left the mouth alone,” she observed, dry, reading me reading her. “You always do. I have never decided whether that is respect or laziness.”

“Respect,” I said. “The mouth is a thing of terror and scholarship. I’m not going to fix what isn’t broken.”

Her amber eyes moved to my mouth, one beat, the old reflex, the resonance-articulation habit and the thing under it both, and then back up, and she stepped back with her composure fully restored and her hands steady and something warmer than composure banked behind the glasses.

“Four days,” she said. “When we’re out the other side and I have my warmth back, remind me of this conversation. I intend to be extremely articulate about it.” And she turned back toward the station, and left me the last word by taking it herself, which was its own kind of gift.



Caelira left before we did. She had said her accurate thing and provisioned nothing and thanked no one, and as her coachman brought the black coach around she paused at its door and looked back at the whole of us, arrayed at the edge of the grey with our steel and our stores and our one rationed well of light.

“He will not meet you in the waste,” she said. “Understand that; plan on it. He does not spend effort where you are already weak. There is no advantage to him in fighting you in a country that has done half his work already, and he does not take advantages he does not need; that is the most frightening thing about him and I will not soften it. He will meet you at the door your road forces you to open.” She let that sit. “Cross the grey. Reach the plateau. And when you are standing at a gate that answers only your kind, remember that you are the reason he came, and the key he cannot forge, and that he has been very patient, because patience is all that is left in a thing with no self to hurry it.”

She stepped up into the coach. Then, quieter, to me alone, leaning half out of the door so the others couldn’t hear:

“When you read my crest just now, you saw the same thing you saw at Valebright. Where I sealed my own ambitions to survive the ladder. You saw it’s still alive under the seal; I watched you see it, you have a tell.” Her flat eyes held mine, and for one second there was something almost human in them, and then there wasn’t. “When this is over, if you are alive, I will want to know precisely what you saw. The architecture of it. Whether the seal is mine to open or only mine to keep. That is my price for today’s accuracy. It is unpaid. I do not forget unpaid accounts, smith, and neither, I think, do you.”

The coach door shut. The black lacquer coach turned north, back toward the living country and the capital beyond it, and Lady Caelira Orent left us at the edge of the grey with an unpaid account neither of us had asked for.

I watched the coach until it was small. Then I turned to the circle, and to the grey, and to the four days.

“We go in the way she said,” I told them. “Steel and stores. Nothing we can’t touch.” I looked at Maeve, at the banked well of her. “And nobody drinks without asking the quartermaster.”

“Nobody drinks without asking the quartermaster,” Maeve confirmed, grimly delighted.



We crossed at the last light, so we’d have a night’s dark to learn the grey by before we had to move in it.

I felt it go one sense at a time, and I will not forget the order as long as I live.

Isolde was first, because her class lived on her skin. She was walking point, three strides ahead, and I watched the lightning scars along her left arm, the pale raised lines that had glowed blue-white with every strong feeling since I’d first repaired them, and I watched them go ordinary. Just scars. Just skin. The blue-white banked and dimmed and died, and Isolde’s stride hitched, one half-step, the grey making her stumble at the boundary, and then she squared her shoulders and kept walking, a duelist with no storm, exactly the woman she’d told us all to be.

Rosalie was next. She made a small involuntary sound, and I looked back and she had her hands turned up in front of her, the healer’s palms that carried the green-gold warmth, and the warmth was gone out of them. “Oh,” she said, quietly, staring at her own empty hands. “Oh, it’s, that’s a strange thing. It’s like reaching for a tooth that’s just come out. I keep reaching for the seal-sense and there’s a hole where it lived.” She closed her hands. Opened them. “It’s very quiet. I’ve never been this quiet. I don’t like it, and I’m going to be fine, and both are true.”

Thalia’s Seam Sight went flat between one step and the next, the constant faint read of alterations and wards that ran under everything she looked at simply switching off, and she said nothing at all, only tilted her head the way she did when a lock she’d expected to open didn’t, and filed the loss, and kept moving with one hand near a knife because a knife still worked.

Maeve’s shimmer was already gone, banked away into her reserve, and Octavia I did not look at, because I had steadied her hands at the edge and the kindest thing I could do at the boundary was let her lose the Saint’s warmth in privacy, without me watching her face do it.

And then the Sight.

I reached for it out of pure habit, the way you flex a hand, the gold that had risen behind my eyes at every crest I’d read since my first day polishing stones, and it didn’t come. Not dimmed. Not slowed. Absent. I reached again, harder, the way you press a bruise to see if it’s real, and there was nothing there to reach, no gold, no rising, no crests laid out luminous in the dark. The grey had a color, and the color was the color of my own blindness, and I stood in the ash-pale dusk with the one thing I was turned off, and understood, in my own body, what my mother’s note meant and what these four days were going to cost.

Silence, where a sense used to be.

“Everyone,” Isolde said, from up ahead, not turning, her voice carrying flat and certain across the grey. “Powers are off. Confirmed on all points. We’re exactly who we were at sixteen from here.” A beat. “Brennan?”

“Still the strongest person in the party,” Brennan reported. “It’s still funny. Marginally less funny now that it’s dark.”

“Marginally less funny is the best we’re going to do for four days,” Isolde said. “Ration it like the charge.” And she walked on into the grey, and we followed her, blind and quiet and stripped down to steel and stores and each other, into the country the maps were polite about.


Chapter 10: The Waste

The first thing the grey took, after the powers, was our sense of the weather.

We learned it the hard way on the morning of day one, when a squall came down on us out of a flat colorless sky with no warning any of us could feel. In living country you feel weather coming; there’s a pressure-change, a shift in the light, a smell to the air, and even a man with no class reads it in his own skin the way animals do. In the grey there was nothing. The land had been made to forget how to tell you things. The squall arrived like an ambush, a hard grey rain that came sideways and cold and soaked us through before we’d even seen the cloud, and it was gone in twenty minutes and left us wet and rattled and newly aware that this country would not warn us about anything.

“Note it,” Isolde said, wringing out her braid, grim. “We navigate by the survey and dead reckoning and we watch the sky like it’s an enemy, because it is one, or at least it’s on the enemy’s payroll.” She squinted south. “No feeling the storm coming. No reading the land. We’re sailors with no instruments in fog. So we go slow, and we go careful, and nobody wanders out of sight of the wagon, because in this fog we won’t feel each other coming either.”

We went slow, and we went careful, and I learned the grey by the way it made everyone quieter.

Rosalie felt it worst in the small hours and the small ways. She rode close to me most of that first day, and I caught her, more than once, turning her palms up to look at them, the healer’s reflex reaching for a warmth that wasn’t there anymore.

“It’s the strangest grief,” she said, low, so the others wouldn’t hear her call it grief. “I’ve had the seal-sense since Caelira’s cold taught me what to feel for. It’s how I feel the world; there’s a whole layer of everything, the state of a person, whether a thing is whole or hurt, and it’s just gone, and I keep reaching for it. It’s a missing tooth I keep checking with my tongue.” She managed a small crooked smile. “I’m learning how much of me I’d built on it in these months. I can still take a pulse. I can still set a bone and read a fever and hear a lie in someone’s breathing. I just have to do it the slow way, with my eyes and my hands, the way the physician’s daughter learned before the gift ever woke.” She flexed her empty hands, and closed them, and put them away. “I’m going to be very good at the slow way by the time we’re through. I don’t have a choice, and I don’t like it, and I’m going to be magnificent at it out of spite.”

She was, too. That is what mattered about Rosalie in the grey: with her whole gift turned off, she kept every one of us alive on skill alone, and she did it so well that after the second day we stopped noticing it wasn’t the gift, which is the highest thing you can say about a healer.



The stalker-pack hit us at dusk on day one, and it taught us what the grey cost and what we were worth without our crests, both at once.

They came out of the ash-scrub low and fast, six of them, grey-furred long-limbed things built like starved wolves that had learned to be quieter than wolves, and I understood in the first second that they were zone-born, adapted to the dead country the way the fat animals in my mother’s note were adapted, and I understood in the second second that we had no powers to meet them with. No storm to scatter them, no bloom to blight them, no Sight to read their pattern. Just what we’d brought in with our own two hands.

It turned out to be enough, because of who we were at sixteen.

Isolde met the first one before I’d finished drawing breath. She had the sword out and she was moving, and there was no lightning in it, no Storm Strike, no Lightning Step, just steel and footwork and a body built for exactly this, and I watched her fight the way she’d fought before the storm was ever cut into her, before Odran’s money broke her class, the pure duelist underneath, and it was Kethan-honed and it was lethal and it did not need one spark of anything to be the most dangerous thing on that darkening ground. She took the first beast through the throat on the turn, pivoted off the strike, and had the blade set for the second before the first hit the dirt.

One came at me low and from the side, and I did the thing a forge-town man does, which is not fence with it. I got a hand on the wagon’s stave-hook where it hung and swung it two-handed the way I’d swung a hammer since I was nine, dense working muscle behind it, and caught the beast across the skull mid-lunge with a crack that ran up my arms and felt exactly like driving a wedge into cold iron. It went down and didn’t rise, and I stood over it with the stave-hook and understood, in my own shoulders, that I had not needed the Sight to do that. I’d needed twelve years at a forge and a heavy thing to swing. The grey couldn’t drink that out of me any more than it could drink the want out of a spring.

“Rosalie, behind the wagon-tongue,” I said, because a sixth was circling toward her, and she went, and did not cower there; she came up with the long iron kettle-crane off the cook-rig and held it two-handed like a quarterstaff, feet set the way a physician’s daughter who’d grown up hauling water sets them, and when the beast came she cracked it hard across the muzzle and drove it back snarling, no glow on her hands at all, just a strong woman with an iron bar and no intention of being the one who fell. “Slow way,” she called, breathless, grimly pleased with herself, and set her feet for the next pass.

“Brennan, the line,” Isolde said, not loud, and Brennan, who had been the strongest person in the party for a full day and was ready, triggered the tripwire rig he’d staked at the camp’s edge on setting up, and the spring-pulse fired, and the two beasts on the left flank hit a wall of snapping steel wire and springs that flung them back yelping, mechanical and merciless and utterly unbothered by the dead country.

“Load-bearing,” Brennan noted, resetting the second stake. “I told you the springs were load-bearing.”

Two beasts got past the wire, and one of them was going for Octavia, who had her back to the wagon and no Saint’s warmth to throw, and Maeve made the call. I heard her make it, out loud, quartermaster to the last: “Spending one. Turning blow, that’s all.” And she vented, one shaped burst out of the banked reserve, a lance of copper fire that took the beast off its feet and flung it burning into the scrub, and I saw her stagger with the cost of it, the triple-burn hitting the reserve the instant the fire left her, saw her go grey under the freckles for a moment, breathing hard, one hand on the wagon-rail.

“That’s three off the well for one blast,” she reported, ragged, straightening. “Triple, confirmed, felt it. That’s the whole day’s ration in one turning blow. So nobody make me do that again unless it’s a turning blow. I mean it. I’m the quartermaster and I just spent a day’s warmth on one wolf.” She glared at the beast burning in the scrub. “It had better have been the important wolf.”

The last one Thalia killed, from behind, quiet, with a blade that had never needed a class, and then the ground was still, six dead things and one burning, and the circle stood in the dusk breathing hard, unhurt, having met a pack of zone-born predators with no powers at all and won.

Nobody’s crest had saved us. Steel had saved us. Springs had saved us. A blade in the dark and a wire on a spring and one hard-rationed burst of fire and the fact that we were, every one of us, dangerous before we were ever gifted. It was the lesson the whole zone had to teach, and it arrived that first dusk, in blood, and none of us needed it explained.



That night, on watch, the grey handed me my own version of the lesson.

I sat the middle watch with my back to a cold rock and my mother’s class stone turning in my fingers, and I did the thing I did when I was rattled, which was to try to read the camp, and the camp would not read, because the Sight was off. I looked at the sleeping shapes of the circle and reached for their crests out of pure habit, the way I’d reached at the boundary, and there was nothing. No luminous structures in the dark. No Isolde’s Tempest banked bright, no Rosalie’s bloom pulsing warm, no lattice of bonds running gold between the five points on my own chest. Just people, asleep, in the dark, with the one thing about them I’d built my whole self on turned off.

And I sat with the fear of it, honestly, because you don’t lie to yourself on the middle watch. The thing I was, was a thing that saw. Every scrap of standing I’d earned, from the Duel Tower to the Emberrite arena, I’d earned by seeing what no one else could see. And for four days I couldn’t. I was, by the measure I’d built my life on, nothing in this country. A support-class nobody with a dead sense and calloused hands.

So I did what my mother taught me to do with a problem, which was to inventory it. What’s left. Not what’s gone. What’s left. And I made the list in the dark.

My hands were left. They still knew stones and metal and the exact pressure to set a channel, and no country could drink the knowledge out of a hand. My forensics were left, the part of the craft that was reasoning and not gift, the tool-signatures and angles and timing I read with a trained mind whether or not the gold rose. My memory was left, my mother’s journal, the survey, every crest I’d ever read stored where the grey couldn’t reach. And the circle was left, five people who were mine and whom I was still, I realized, reading perfectly well, without a scrap of Sight, because I always had.

The fear turned over into something else when I looked at Isolde’s sleeping shape and knew, without a glow, exactly how she was carrying the day: proud, watchful, half-glad of the grey for stripping her back to the pure blade she’d trusted before the storm. I looked at Rosalie and knew she was grieving her empty hands and would be magnificent anyway. I knew Maeve was rationing herself sick with responsibility and Octavia was afraid in a way she’d never say and Thalia was already three moves into a plan none of us had asked for. I knew all of it. No gold. No crests. Just months of watching people I loved, filed the way my mother filed everything, in a place no country could reach.

“You’ve been doing that the whole time.” Isolde’s voice, low, from the dark. Not asleep after all, watching me watch the camp. “Reading us without the Sight. You do it right now, this second, I can see you doing it. You looked at me a moment ago and knew exactly how my day sat.” She shifted, came and sat against the rock beside me, shoulder to shoulder in the grey cold. “You’ve been reading us that way since the day we met. The Sight was always the smaller half of it. The gold’s a flourish. The real thing was always just you, paying attention harder than anyone else in the room, and the grey can’t touch that, so stop sitting there mourning like you’ve been gelded.”

“That’s a very Isolde way to comfort a man,” I said.

“I’m a very Isolde woman,” she said. “You’ll live.”

We sat the rest of the watch together, shoulder to shoulder, and somewhere in it her hand found mine in the dark, and there was no glow to announce it, no lightning banked bright under her skin, no crest-sync humming between us, none of the amplifiers that had lit every touch between us since the Duel Tower. Just her hand, cold from the night, finding my hand in the dark of a dead country, and holding it, because she wanted to and for no reason a class could take credit for.

It was private in a way none of our brighter touches had been. In the living world every touch we’d shared had been announced by her scars and my crest and the bond running bright between them. Here there was nothing to announce it. Just two people in the dark, choosing. I felt her decide something about that, felt it in the way her grip changed, though I couldn’t have read it off any crest, and she didn’t say what it was, and I didn’t ask, and we sat in the grey holding hands like it was the year before either of us had ever awakened anything.

“You know what frightens me about the grey,” she said, after a while, low, her voice pitched for me alone under the small sounds of the sleeping camp. “It’s not the sickness or the beasts or the dark. It’s that I spent two years after Odran’s people cut my class being terrified that the storm was the whole of me. That they’d taken the real Isolde and left a shadow. And I clawed my way back to the storm and I told myself I was whole again because the lightning came back.” Her thumb moved once over the back of my hand. “And now I’m a day into a country that turns the storm off, and I’m still here, still me, still able to open a beast’s throat with steel and hold your hand in the dark and mean it. Which means the storm was never the real Isolde. It was just the loudest part.” She was quiet a moment. “That should be a relief. It mostly is. But it also means I’ve spent two years mourning the wrong loss, and I don’t quite know what to do with that yet.”

“You don’t have to do anything with it tonight,” I said. “You found it out. That’s the work. The rest keeps.”

“The rest keeps,” she agreed, and her grip settled, and we sat with it, and I thought that of all the things the grey had taken from us, it had given Isolde this one back in exchange, the knowledge that she was more than the thing they’d cut and restored, and that it was, on the whole, a fair trade, though I’d never say so to her while my nose was within reach of her fist.

“Remember this one,” she said, finally, very quiet.



Day two the grey went to work on us slower and meaner, and its name was class-sickness.

It came on like a low wrong exhaustion, a tiredness that didn’t belong to the body’s own effort, a grinding fatigue in the class-users that no amount of rest touched because it wasn’t the muscles that were tired. It was the crest, starved, reaching for a resonance that wasn’t there and finding nothing, and slowly wearing at the place where the class lived. Rosalie diagnosed it by the second morning, watching us, taking pulses the slow way.

“It’s metabolic,” she said. “The crest normally draws on the ambient resonance a little, all the time, the way lungs draw air. In here there’s nothing to draw, so the body’s making up the difference out of itself, and it’s exhausting to run a crest on nothing. Anyone who awakened a strong class is going to feel it worse. Brennan, you’re fine, your class doesn’t draw. Everyone else, eat more than you want to, drink more than you want to, and tell me if the tiredness gets a color to it, a wrongness, because that’s the crest starting to fray and I want to catch it before it does.”

Octavia had it worst, and it broke my heart in a quiet way. She’d been whole for a season. Her body had had the Saint’s warmth back for barely more than a few months after ten years without it, just long enough to relearn what it had lost, and now the grey took it away again, and her body grieved it twice: once for the taking, and once for knowing exactly what was being taken because it had so recently had it back. By the second evening she was grey-faced and unsteady and her diction, God help her, was still perfect, every word placed even as she swayed in the saddle, and Rosalie moved her into the wagon and nursed her without a scrap of gift, just cool cloths and forced water and the slow physician’s care, and Octavia let herself be nursed, which for Octavia was a surrender that cost her visibly.

“I taught a course on the metabolic theory of resonance fatigue,” she said, faintly, from the wagon, as Rosalie made her drink. “Third-years. I stood at a lectern and explained the mechanism I am now personally, extensively demonstrating. I would like the universe to know that I find the irony neither clever nor welcome.” She let Rosalie tip more water into her. “Your mother wrote a marginal correction to the standard theory, you know. In the survey. She said recovery should focus on nutrition and rest, not on any of the resonance-restoration nonsense the Registry sells. She was right. She was right about everything and they sent her into one of these to die, and I taught her murderers’ textbook for a decade.” Her eyes closed. “Make me drink the water, Rosalie. I can’t stand the sound of my own competent voice being wrong about something my student’s mother got right in a margin.”

Rosalie made her drink the water. We slowed our pace to spare the class-users. And I watched the grey cost us in a currency we couldn’t refuse to pay, a little of each of them, worn away edge-first, and I understood my mother’s note about the animals a little more: the flesh lives, the grey lets the flesh live. It only kills the part of you that a class made bright.



Comedy survived the grey. Thinner, but it survived, because Brennan was in it and Maeve was in it and you cannot fully kill a thing with those two aboard.

Brennan named the rigs. He’d been threatening to for morale, and on the second day he did it, and he misjudged the room considerably.

“For clarity in the field,” he announced, laying them out. “Every rig gets a name so we can call them fast. This one’s the big tripwire, she’s aggressive, she’s decisive, I’m calling her Isolde.” Isolde looked at him. “This one’s precise, quiet, deploys from concealment, that’s obviously Thalia.” Thalia’s expression did not change, which was worse than if it had. “This little one runs hot and spends everything at once, so that’s, ah.” He faltered, catching up to himself. “That’s, hm. Maeve, if you’re going to be offended I’ll rename it, but you have to admit the profile’s accurate.”

“I’m the little one that runs hot and spends everything at once,” Maeve agreed, delighted. “That’s the truest thing anyone’s said about me all week. I claim that rig. What’s the one named after Rosalie do?”

“There isn’t one named after Rosalie,” Brennan said. “I ran out of nerve. There is a rig I privately think of as Octavia but I’m not going to say which one because if she found out it was the one that makes a very precise clicking sound before it fires she would never let me hear the end of it.”

“Which one makes the clicking sound,” Octavia said, faintly, from the wagon.

“We heard nothing,” Brennan said, and the circle, worn thin as we were, laughed, and it was worth a mile of good road.

Maeve ran her quartermaster’s tyranny with a grim glee that carried us as much as the rations did. She controlled the banked charge like a woman with a siege to outlast, which was exactly what she was, and by the second night she’d instituted a rule that became canon.

“You get warmth or you get tea,” she announced, standing over the small vented flame she allowed us at camp, the only fire the grey permitted because open flame took charge to light in a country that drank the spark. “One or the other. I can vent enough to warm the camp for an hour, or I can vent enough to boil the pot once, and I cannot do both, and I will not be talked out of it with sad faces. So. Choose. As a group. Warmth, or tea.”

“Tea,” said Isolde, instantly, before anyone else had drawn breath, and it was said with such total military speed and finality that it settled the matter for the rest of the crossing.

“Tea it is,” Maeve said. “Note that the war-leader chose to be cold on principle rather than go without her tea. I’m putting it in the charter. Halverton will want it.”

“I chose correctly,” Isolde said, wrapping herself tighter in her cloak, unrepentant. “Warmth is a luxury. Tea is doctrine. A cold soldier fights. A soldier without tea deserts.” And she drank her tea, cold to the bone, at peace with her choice, and for the rest of the road whenever a hard call had to be made between comfort and morale someone would say “tea,” and everyone would know exactly what was meant.



We reached the first dead waystation at the end of day two, in the last of the colorless light, and the sight of it stopped the whole party dead.

It rose out of the ash-scrub the way a headstone rises out of a field, an arch of oath-metal standing over the ruin of a small fortified house, the same oath-metal my mother’s forge floor was inlaid with, the same dull grey with veins of darker metal that warmed to a Smith’s touch. Except it didn’t warm. I walked up to it in the failing light and laid my hand on the arch, the reflex of a smith greeting the founders’ work, and it was cold. Dead cold. Inert. Two centuries of oath-metal that should have hummed under my palm and answered my crest, and it lay there dead as ordinary stone, drained by the grey like everything else, a waystation with its heart drunk out of it.

“The founders built these to stand,” I said, quietly, running my hand along the cold metal. “Oath-metal doesn’t degrade. It doesn’t die. It’s the most permanent thing the craft makes. And this is dead.” I stepped back, and looked at the ruin of the house behind the arch, and something cold walked up my spine that had nothing to do with the night’s chill. “The grey didn’t just build up around this place. The grey killed a founders’ waystation. Whatever this country is, it’s strong enough to drink the life out of oath-metal, and I did not know anything was.”

We made camp inside the walls, because walls were walls even dead ones, and Brennan set his tripwire rigs at the gaps and Maeve vented the night’s one allowance of warmth-or-tea, and we searched the ruin in the last light before we lost it entirely, because a founders’ waystation might hold water or stores or something my mother’s survey wanted us to find.

It was Thalia who found the boot-prints.

She’d gone into the inner room, the keeper-room where a way-family would have lived, and she’d gone still in the particular way she went still when a fact didn’t fit, and she called me in, low, and pointed at the floor.

Two centuries of dust lay over everything in that room, thick and undisturbed, grey on grey, the dust of an abandoned place no living foot had touched in lifetimes.

Except for the boot-prints.

They came in through the far door and crossed the room and went out the other side, a single set, unhurried, a man’s stride, pressed clean into two hundred years of settled dust, and they were fresh. Not old. Not weathered. Fresh, the edges still crisp, laid down within days, and they did not lead out of the grey toward the living country and safety.

They led deeper in. South. Toward the heart of the waste, and past it, toward the plateau and the door only my kind could open.

“He’s ahead of us,” Thalia said, very quietly, crouched over the prints, reading the stride the way I’d have read a crest if the grey had let me. “Eight days ahead, Sarveth said, and here’s his mark, fresh, in a waystation two days into the grey. He walks it the same as we do. No coach, no escort, no powers, because there are no powers in here for anyone.” She looked up at me, and even Thalia, who gave nothing away, had something bleak through in the dead cold of that room. “He’s not waiting for us at the edge of the grey, Garrick. He’s not skirting it. He walked straight through the heart of the dead zone on his own two feet, unhurried, days ago, and left prints in the dust like a man out for a stroll.” She stood. “We’re following a man through a country that kills the class in everyone. And it doesn’t seem to be killing anything in him at all.”


Chapter 11: Nothing But Us

We searched the dead waystation properly by lamplight, and it gave up its secrets one at a time, and each one was worse than the last.

The founders’ well was dry. Not low. Dry, the shaft going down into cold dark and no water at the bottom, another thing the grey had killed that should have been un-killable, a founders’ well cut to hold water for centuries. This was not the promised refill. My mother’s survey had promised water at the second waystation if that well still held, and this was the first, the bad omen before the midpoint, which was worse in its own way. I revised the plan in my head with the cold arithmetic the crossing demanded: we’d rationed for four days assuming a refill later, and now the second well was going to be a coin-toss, and Maeve heard me thinking and said, flatly, “I can’t vent water, so don’t look at me,” and I said I wasn’t, and we both knew the ration just got tighter.

The archive niche was empty. Every waystation on the old Smith road had kept a small archive, records of travelers and wards and the road’s condition, and this one’s niche had been emptied, not looted, emptied, the shelves swept clean long ago, and I didn’t know by whom or when, and I filed the question.

And then Rosalie, who had been running her hand along the walls the slow way, reading the stone with her fingers because her seal-sense was gone, found the mark on the lintel.

“Garrick.” Her voice was strange. “There’s something cut into the stone here. Low. You’d only see it kneeling. Come look. It’s, I think it’s, it looks like the marks in the journal.”

I came, and I knelt, and I brought the lamp, and I saw my mother’s hand.



It was her cipher. There was no mistaking it, the forge-metal substitution she’d built her whole secret life in, the same hand that filled the journal I read every night, cut by hand into the cold stone of the lintel, low, where only someone kneeling to rest or pray or hide would ever find it. And it was dated.

I read the date, and I read the cipher, and my throat closed, and I had to stop and breathe before I could read it aloud, because the date told me a thing before the words did.

“She was here,” I said. “My mother. She cut this. She was in this waystation.” I touched the letters, the grooves her hand had made in the stone, and for a moment the grey and the cold and the dead country all fell away and it was just my mother’s handwriting under my fingers, the way it was every night in the journal, except she’d made these marks with her own hand kneeling on this floor, in this dead place, and I was kneeling where she’d knelt. “The date. Octavia. The date is nine days before the entry where the academy reassigned her to the northern posting. The one that killed her.” I looked up, and Octavia had come, grey-faced and unsteady from the wagon and the class-sickness, but a historian to the marrow, and she knelt beside me over the mark. “She scouted this route. She came into the grey, alone, nine days before they sent her north to die. She was working out the road to the First Forge. And nine days later they sent her into a different one of these to die in it.”

“Let me read it,” Octavia said, quietly, and I gave her the lamp, and she bent over my mother’s cipher. Reverence slowed her fingers before she touched the marks, and grief steadied them when she began to read, and I watched her decode it a phrase at a time, and I watched the exact moment the whole of the grey turned over in front of us and showed us what it was.

“‘The grey is not geology,’” Octavia read, slowly, her voice getting stranger with each word. “‘Count the arches. This was a town.’”

The words sat in the dead cold room.

“Count the arches,” Octavia repeated. She looked up, and her grey face had gone past grey to something bloodless. “Garrick. The waystation arches. We’ve been treating this as a founders’ waystation, a single lonely way-house in the middle of a natural waste. But she says count the arches. Plural. She means there are more than one. She means”

I was already up and moving for the door, the lamp swinging, the survey under my arm, and I went out through the dead arch into the grey night and I held the lamp up and I looked, really looked, at the ash-scrub around the ruin, the way you look at a thing when you finally know what you’re looking for.

And I saw the town.



Once I saw it, I could not unsee it.

The ash-scrub wasn’t random. Under the grey growth, low and half-buried and softened by two centuries of nothing, ran lines. Straight lines. The ghost of streets, laid out in a grid, foundation-rows of houses long since fallen, the regular geometry of a place that people had built and lived in and walked through. Once your eye caught one line it caught them all, a whole settlement’s worth of street and foundation lying under the ash like the impression of a leaf in stone. And the arches: there was our dead waystation arch, and there, at a distance, another, the same oath-metal, and there a third, and I understood they weren’t waystation arches at all, they were the founders’ work threaded through a living town, well-heads and ward-anchors and the civic bones of a real place.

“A well every four hundred paces,” Octavia said, behind me, having come out with the survey, reading my mother’s fuller note by the lamp. “She counted them. She paced the wells and she counted the foundation rows and she wrote it here.” Her voice shook, the historian’s cold rage rising through the class-sickness. “This was a town, Garrick. A real one. Streets, houses, wells, wards, people. Hundreds of people. Maybe more.” She looked out at the ghost-grid under the ash. “And it’s grey. The class is dead in the ground itself, dead in the oath-metal, dead for days in every direction. The grey isn’t a natural waste that a town failed to survive in.” She said it, finally, the thing my mother had cut into the lintel nine days before her death. “The town came first. And then something drank the class out of every living soul in it, and out of the ground, and out of the founders’ metal, all at once, at the scale of a whole settlement, and the resonance died so completely that the land itself went grey and never came back. This isn’t geology. It’s a wound. The dead zone is a wound. Someone did this.”

“Excision,” I said. The word came out flat and certain. “At scale. A whole town. Hundreds of people, all at once, made blank, the way the Excisor made seven in Millbrook. Except this was so many, and so total, that the ground caught it, and the land died with the people.” I turned the survey over in my hands, my mother’s hand. “The Concord didn’t map the dead zones. They made them. And then they wrote the geology books that call them waste, and shortened them by a day on the maps so nobody would pace them and count the wells, and they’ve been calling this natural for two hundred years.” I looked south, into the dark, toward the plateau and the man ahead of us. “And the Excisor is not new. This is old. This is the old craft, the thing that made this whole grey country, resumed. He’s not an aberration. He’s what they used to do, before they learned it was tidier to seal than to unmake. He’s the Concord going back to the beginning.”

The circle took the body-blow, and each of them took it in character, and I watched them do it and loved every one of them for how they did it.

Octavia’s rage was academic and total: “Every text I ever taught,” she said, very quietly. “Every standard work on regional resonance geology. I taught them. I stood at a lectern and taught my students that the dead zones were natural formations, and I was reciting a cover story for a massacre, and I never once questioned it because it was in the record and I trusted the record, and I don’t know how to trust a record after this.”

Rosalie did the math, and it broke her, and she let it break her, which was her courage. “Hundreds of people,” she said. “A town. And I can’t, Garrick, I can’t even feel them, there’s nothing to feel, there aren’t even blanks here to be sick over, they’re two hundred years gone, but the ground remembers, the ground’s still blank, and I keep thinking there were children in a town, there’s always children, and someone” she stopped, and pressed her empty hands together, the hands with no gift to offer any of it. “Someone unmade a town full of children and called it a rock formation. I want to find the answer with everything in me. Not for me. For a town that isn’t even a name anymore.”

Isolde went quiet, which was her tell, and took out her whetstone and began, methodically, in the dead cold, to sharpen a blade that was already sharp.

Maeve said the truest thing: “They did to a whole town what Sarveth did to me. Just, all at once. All of them at once, nobody left to tell anybody, nobody left to say it was done to us not deficient. At least I got to say it in an arena. This town never got an arena.” Her fists sparked once and she banked it, quartermaster to the last, even her fury rationed. “Add it to the list of things I want to set on fire. Put it near the top.”

And Thalia, who had said nothing, was already writing, a stub of charcoal and a scrap in her precise hand, and when I looked at her she said, without looking up, “I’m drafting how to prove it. Because a thing you can prove is a weapon and a thing you can only feel is a grief, and I deal in weapons. Well-count, foundation survey, the dead oath-metal, your mother’s dated marginalia, the shortened maps as evidence of a cover-up. It’s a case. It’s the case that ends them, if we live to file it.” She looked up. “This is the biggest thing we’ve found. Bigger than Isolde’s sabotage, bigger than Rosalie’s family, bigger than Sarveth’s twelve. This is the Concord’s original crime, and it’s under our feet, and it has a name now. Excision. And a whole country of it, called geology.”

I filed the coldest fact of all, and I said it, because I don’t hide things from the circle. “It means the Forge matters more than we thought. Whatever’s in the First Forge, whatever the Revelation is, it’s the only thing that’s ever frightened the people who can do this. My mother died reaching for it. This town died so the people who could do it could keep doing it. We’re not just running to a door anymore. We’re running to the one weapon that’s ever scared the town-killers.” I looked at the ghost-grid one more time. “So we don’t stop. We reach it. For Millbrook, and for this town that doesn’t have a name.”

“For the town that doesn’t have a name,” Rosalie said.



It was late when Isolde came to me, and the camp had gone quiet, and the revelation had settled into everyone the way a hard truth settles, into the marrow, to be carried.

She’d taken the keeper-room for the two of us without discussing it, which was how Isolde arranged everything she’d decided on, and when I came in she was sitting on the bedroll with her back very straight and the one lamp turned low, her lowest, almost dark, and she’d been waiting for me with something worked out.

“Two days,” she said. “Almost two and a half, now. No storm. No scars. No Lightning Step, no Storm Strike, no discharge, nothing.” She held up her left arm, the lightning scars pale and ordinary in the low light, dead as anyone’s old scars. “For two days I’ve watched myself be a duelist with no storm. And I keep waiting to feel less. To feel like a fraction of myself. To feel like the woman Odran’s money broke, the one whose class was cut and whose ranking collapsed and who spent six months being a shadow of the fighter she’d been.” Her ice-blue eyes came up to mine, steady in the low light. “And I don’t. Garrick, I killed a stalker-beast through the throat on the turn last night with nothing but steel and I feel like myself in a way I didn’t expect. The storm was never the point. I’ve been terrified for two years that I was the class, that Odran’s people cut out the real me and gave me back something lesser, and two days in a country that turns the storm off has shown me that I’m exactly who I was at sixteen, before any of it, and she’s terrifying.” She let out a breath. “So I want to know one more thing. While the powers are off. While there’s nothing to hide behind and nothing to blame it on.”

“Tell me,” I said, and sat, and gave her the whole of my attention, which was the only currency I had in the grey and the one that mattered most.

“When you’ve had me,” she said, and her clipped voice had dropped into the rawer register, the private one, “my scars glowed and the discharge crackled and our crests synced and the bond ran bright between us. The lightning’s been in all of it. And I’ve always half-wondered how much of what I feel is me, and how much is the amplifier, the class turning it up, the bond flooding it gold.” She held my eyes, and this was costing her, and she paid it anyway, precise as a duelist choosing the ground. “Tonight there’s none of that. No scars. No glow. No crest-sync. If you take me tonight it’s just you and just me and just a body in the dark with nothing turned up. No thunder.” Her jaw was set, proud even asking. “I want to know he’s enough without it. And I want to know I am.” She reached up, slow and steady, and pulled the sash from her waist, and held it out to me. “No storm tonight. Just whatever I am underneath. Take it all the way down. Blindfold, restraint, all the way, the way we’ve built to. But dark. All of it dark. I want to find out what’s left when you turn off the lightning.”

I took the sash from her hand. I didn’t say anything for a moment, because a moment of silence before I spoke was how she knew I meant the words, and she’d taught me that as much as I’d taught her anything.

“You’re enough without any of it,” I said. “You’ve been enough since the Duel Tower. The lightning was always the smaller half, same as my Sight.” I closed my hand around the sash. “But we’ll find out together. On your knees.”

She went to her knees on the bedroll, proud jaw set, and the surrender began in the dark, with no thunder in it at all.



I unbound her braid first, my fingers working the silver-blonde rope loose the way I’d learned she liked it, slow, deliberate, until her hair fell unbound past her shoulders, pale in the low lamp, and she knelt there with her hair down and her breath already changing, and I ran my hand through it and closed my fist in it at the root, firm, and felt her go still and pliant the way she only ever went for me.

“Uniform off,” I said, quiet, and she reached for the fastenings of the white-and-steel with hands that were, I noted, not quite steady, the war-leader’s hands unsteady with want, and she stripped the tunic off and the underlayer beneath it, baring the athletic body I knew, the small firm breasts with the nipples already hard, the flat stomach with its ab lines, the lean muscled length of her, and in the low light the lightning scars along her left arm were just scars, pale and quiet, no blue-white glow to them at all, and it struck me hard, how naked she was without them lit, how much more naked than usual, stripped of the one thing that had marked every intimate moment we’d ever had.

I took her wrists and bound them with her own blade-harness straps, behind her, the leather she armored herself with turned to restraint, snug, tested, her stop-word set the way we always set it, and she tested the bind with a small pull and settled into it, kneeling, wrists bound, hair down, bare, breathing hard in the near-dark.

And then the blindfold. Her sash, over her eyes, knotted at the back, and the moment it went on I felt the change run through her whole body, the sensory-deprivation taking hold, her hearing sharpening to catch what her eyes couldn’t, her head tilting a fraction to track me by sound, and she knelt there blind and bound and stripped of her storm, and everything she was rested on trust alone, no glow to confirm it, no bond to carry it, just a woman kneeling in the dark trusting a man’s hands.

I made her wait. I said nothing, moved quietly, and I watched her strain to hear me, her breath catching at the small sounds, my belt, my boot on the stone, the shift of cloth, every touch about to land unannounced because in the dark she couldn’t feel me coming any more than the grey let us feel the weather.

The first touch I laid on the back of her neck, and she gasped and arched into it, unable to see it coming, and I trailed my hand down her spine slow, and she shuddered the whole length of it, and I heard her breathing go ragged.

Then I took my hand away, and moved, and let her wait again, and I watched the not-knowing work on her. Her head tilted, tracking. Her bound shoulders tensed and eased and tensed as she strained to place me by the sound of my breath, the scuff of my knee on the stone, and finding nothing she could only wait, and the waiting wound her tighter than any touch. I came at her from the other side, silent, and laid two fingers against the pulse in her throat, and she jerked and moaned, and I felt the pulse hammering there, fast, faster than the storm had ever driven it.

“You can’t feel me coming,” I said, and moved again before the sentence finished, so my next words arrived from a different place. “No warning. Same as the weather out there. You just have to trust that when the touch lands, it’s mine.” My hand closed over one small firm breast from behind, unannounced, and her whole body arched into it with a broken sound, the nipple hard against my palm, and I rolled it slow between my fingers and felt her thighs press together, and drew my hand down over her flat stomach and away before she was ready for it to leave.

She was shaking now, bound and blind and stripped of her storm, every sense poured into her hearing and her skin, and I made her live in the not-knowing until she was breathing my name on every exhale.

“Nothing to hide behind,” I said, low, against her ear, and she jumped at my voice arriving right beside her when she’d tracked me across the room. “No storm. No glow. Just you, and just my hands, and you can’t even see them coming.” I closed my hand in her hair again and drew her head back, gentle and absolute. “This is what’s left when you turn off the lightning, Isolde. Everything. All of you. And it’s more than enough. Now bend over the bedroll.”

I guided her down, wrists bound behind her, cheek to the bedroll, that proud ass raised, and I spanked her, once, hard, and the crack of it landed in the silence of the dead room ten times louder than it ever had in the living world, no discharge to soften it, no glow to distract from it, just the flat sharp sound of my palm on her fair skin and her gasp that broke into a moan and became, as it always did with Isolde, a push back for more.

I gave her more. Each strike landed in the dead silence like a struck anvil, nothing to soften it, and between them I made her wait, blind, never knowing when the next would fall, and every one drew that same arc out of her: the gasp, the moan, the push back of her hips asking for the next. The pink marks bloomed on her fair skin and I couldn’t see any scars glowing to tell me she was close, so I read her the way I’d read the whole circle in the grey, without a scrap of Sight, by breath and sound and the way her body moved, and it was more intimate than the glow had ever been, because I had to actually pay attention, had to earn every read with attention instead of taking it off a crest.

“Count them,” I told her, and struck again, and she counted, breathless, the war-leader’s clipped voice gone soft and obedient in the dark, “four, sir,” and I struck again and she said “five,” and I heard the exact moment counting stopped steadying her and started undoing her, the number breaking in the middle into a moan, and I stopped, and laid my palm flat and warm over the heat I’d raised, and she pressed back into it and shuddered.

“Please,” she said, into the bedroll, blind and bound, the voice that commanded armies gone to something bare and open. “Garrick. Sir. Please.”



I took her from behind, gathering her bound wrists in one hand and holding her hips with the other, and when I pushed into her she cried out into the dark, and the sound was different, unarmored, none of the electrical edge the discharge always gave it, just a woman’s raw voice in a silent room, and it undid me a little to hear how naked she was in it.

I fucked her slow and deep and relentless, her wrists in my fist, her hair spilling loose, and I felt every clench of her the ordinary human way with no crest-sync to amplify it, and it was extraordinary, and I told her so, because she needed to hear it precisely tonight of all nights.

“There’s no thunder,” I said, driving into her, holding her wrists, “and you’re everything I want, right now, exactly like this, no storm, no glow, nothing turned up.” She sobbed, and pushed back onto me, and I gripped her hips hard enough to mark. “This is you. Just you. And I’d choose this over the lightning every night of my life.”

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, blind and shaking, “don’t stop, please, sir, I’m, it’s so, I can’t feel anything coming, I can only feel you, there’s only you,” and I understood what she meant, that the blindfold and the dead grey had stripped the world down to nothing but the two of us, no warning, no amplifier, no anything, only my hands and her body and the dark, and it was deep in a different way than the storm usually let the moment feel.

I turned her over. Onto her back, wrists still bound beneath her, and the blindfold still on, so that she felt the whole world change orientation without seeing it come, felt herself lifted and turned and laid down blind, trusting my hands to catch her through it, and she let me, the war-leader who trusted almost no one letting herself be moved in the dark like something precious being rearranged. I pushed into her again and drove deep, and I read her the only ways the grey left me, by the ragged catch of her breath and the tension winding through her thighs and the way her bound body strained toward mine and the small broken sounds the storm had always covered before. There was nothing to hide behind and nothing to blame the wanting on, no glow, no discharge, just her voice bare in the silence and her body honest under my hands, and I found I could read her better this way than I ever had with the Sight, because I had to earn every read with attention, and attention was the truest thing I had to give her. I got my hand between us and worked her clit with my thumb while I fucked her, and she keened, high and helpless, right at the edge.

“Now,” I said, and at the exact moment she went over I pulled the blindfold off her eyes, so that the first thing she saw, after all the dark, was me, over her, looking at her, and she came apart looking at me.

And there was no lightning.

No discharge, no blue-white surge crackling through skin contact, no scars blazing, no crest-sync, none of it, the grey had drunk every amplifier and what was left was just a woman coming hard, human, and unhidden, her whole body arching and clenching and shaking around me, and it was bigger without the thunder, not smaller, the human core of it with nothing turned up and nothing to hide behind, and she sobbed through it, openly, tears running down into her loose hair, unarmored completely, and I followed her over, spilling deep into her while she clenched around me, holding her bound and shaking beneath me, both of us gasping in the dead silent dark, two humans and nothing else.

She laughed, after, shakily, still crying, her wet eyes finding mine.

“So that’s what it sounds like without the thunder,” she said, wrecked and wondering. “That’s, oh. That was, Garrick, that was bigger without the thunder than I thought anything could be. With nothing turned up. With nothing.” She laughed again, and it caught. “Two years I was afraid the storm was the whole of me. And it turns out the storm was the smallest part.”

I unbound her wrists and gathered her against me in the near-dark, and I held her while the shaking eased, her head on my chest where no fifth-point glow burned to announce anything, just my heartbeat under her ear, and she was quiet for a long time, proud and unarmored around the answer she’d been afraid wasn’t there.

“When we’re back in the light,” she said, finally, very quiet, her hand flat on my chest over the crest that wasn’t glowing, “I’ll glow for you. I’ll light up every scar. You’ll get the whole storm.” Her fingers pressed. “But remember this one. Remember I gave you this one, in the dark, with nothing, when there was nothing to hide behind and I did it anyway.” She tipped her face up. “That’s the one that counts.”

“I’ll remember it,” I said.



We moved at first light, day three, and the grey did not change and the powers stayed off and Octavia was steadier and Rosalie fed everyone more than they wanted, and we walked the ghost-grid of a murdered town out its far side and into the open waste beyond, following a set of fresh boot-prints south.

And in the middle of the afternoon, at the far range of sight across the flat colorless ground, I saw the figure.

It was thin, smoke-thin, a smudge of grey against grey a long way off, and the moment I saw it my eye slid off it, the way the dispatch had said, the way Millbrook’s witnesses had said, and I had to deliberately drag my attention back to the same patch of grey and hold it there by force of will, and even holding it I kept losing him, my gaze sliding away to the scrub, the sky, my own boots, anywhere but the man-shaped absence walking the waste ahead of us.

“Rosalie,” I said. “Ahead. Two hundred paces, maybe. Do you feel anything?”

She looked. She was quiet a long moment. “No,” she said, and her voice was frightened in a way it hadn’t been for the town, because the town was two centuries gone and this was here and now. “There’s nothing there, Garrick. I mean, there’s, I can see something’s there, a shape, but there’s nothing to feel. Even in the grey, even with my sense gone, I can feel where people are, the animal warmth of them, the body-heat, the presence. That has none. It’s a shape with no one in it.”

“I can’t read it either,” Thalia said, staring, her hand near her knife. “And I mean I can’t even file it. My eyes keep discarding it. My training is screaming that there’s no threat there because my instincts can’t find anything to flag, and my instincts are lying, and I have to argue with my own eyes to keep looking at him.” Her jaw was tight. “That’s him. That has to be him. The one who doesn’t collect attention.”

And Garrick, I told myself, keep looking. Choose to see him. Because the whole labor of it was choosing, over and over, to keep my eyes on the same patch of grey that every instinct I had wanted to slide away from.

I chose. I held my gaze on the thin grey figure walking ahead of us, and I did not let it slide, and I watched.

And the figure stopped walking away from us.

For a long moment it simply stood, a smoke-thin absence in the middle of the dead country, neither closer nor further.

And then, unhurried, with all the time in the world and no self left to hurry it, the patch of grey turned around.


Chapter 12: The Hollow Man

He turned around, and then he did nothing, and the nothing was the worst part.

He stood at the far range of the grey and faced us, and we stood and faced him, and for a long moment the whole dead country held still, and I waited for him to come at us, or flee, or do any of the things a hunter or hunted does, and he did none of them. He simply looked at us, or in our direction, it was impossible to say which because you couldn’t hold your eye on him long enough to tell where his eye was, and then, unhurried, he began to walk again, and it took me a moment of cold horror to understand that he wasn’t walking toward us and he wasn’t walking away.

He was walking parallel. Keeping pace. Off to the side and ahead, the way a man walks alongside a herd he’s driving without touching, and he did it for the rest of the afternoon, a smoke-thin absence pacing us across the waste at the edge of sight, and Isolde put us in a tight moving square with the wagon at the center and every weapon ready, and it changed nothing, because there was nothing to point a weapon at that would hold still in your eye long enough to threaten.

“He’s herding us,” Isolde said, low, marching, her blade drawn and useless against a thing that wasn’t attacking. “He’s not closing and he’s not leaving. He’s keeping us moving in the direction we’re already going, which is south, which is exactly where he wants us. I hate it. I hate this tactical situation. There’s nothing to do. Every instinct says close the distance and end it and every scrap of sense says the distance is exactly what he wants us to spend ourselves closing.” She kept marching. “So we don’t. We hold formation and we make camp when we planned to and we do not let him bait us into charging a man we can’t see across open ground in a country that’s already turned off half of us.”

We made camp at dusk, near the second dead waystation, another oath-metal arch standing cold over another ruin at the heart of the grey, and Brennan set his rigs at every gap with a grim precision, and Maeve stood watch over the banked well of her with her fists sparking and stilling, and we lit the one allowed vent-flame and we waited, because we all knew, without saying it, that he was going to come into the camp. There was no question left in any of us. A thing that herds you to a campsite comes into the camp.

He came at full grey dusk, when the colorless light was failing, and he did not come over the wall or through a gap where the rigs were set.

He simply walked in through the dead arch, unhurried, into the firelight, and stood among us as if he’d always been there, and every rig Brennan had set stayed silent, because he came through the dead arch where no line was set for a body that simply walked in, and Rosalie’s warning system, the seal-sense that had saved Maeve in the arena, read nothing at all, gave no cold, no warning, no reach of a tool, because there was nothing in him to read.

“Everyone hold,” I said, and my voice came out steadier than I felt, and the circle held, blades out, rigs ready, Maeve’s hand on the banked charge, and I made myself look at him, and keep looking, and it was the hardest labor of the whole crossing.



Describing him failed before it started, and the failing was the truest description.

He was a man. That’s the horror of it. Not a monster, not a shadow, not a thing with a terrible face. An unremarkable man in unremarkable grey traveling clothes, middle height, middling build, a face you’d forget before you’d finished seeing it, and that was the wrongness, not that he was frightening to look at but that he was impossible to look at, that my eye slid off him every half-second and I had to drag it back and hold it there by an act of will, over and over, the whole time, and the labor of simply continuing to see a man standing in front of me was more exhausting than the fight I kept expecting and didn’t get.

There was nothing in him. When I’d read Caelira, cold as she was, there had been a person under the cold, an ambition sealed but alive, a self. When I’d read Sarveth, monstrous as he was, there’d been a man who believed himself righteous, a whole diseased soul. This had none. Even with the Sight gone, even reading him the human way I’d learned to read the circle in the grey, by presence and breath and the animal fact of another person, there was nothing to read. A shape with no one in it. Rosalie had said it exactly.

“You are the smith,” he said.

His voice was the thing I’d been warned about and it was worse than the warning. Sarveth’s voice had been warm, and the warmth was the monster. This voice wasn’t cold. Cold is a temperature; cold is something. This was empty. Flat, even, without weight or want or malice, the voice of a man reading an inventory, and the emptiness of it made the hair stand up on my arms in a way no cruelty could have.

“I’m the smith,” I said.

“I was sent to remove a class,” he said, and he looked at me, or near me, his gaze sliding and my will dragging it back. “There is a man attached. Usual.” A pause, not for effect, there was no effect in him, but the way a machine pauses between operations. “It used to matter. It stopped. I look before removal. Old habit. Origin unknown.”

He turned, slowly, and looked at the rest of the circle, one at a time, and it was the most terrible thing, watching him look at the women I loved the way a surveyor looks at a hillside he’s been sent to level. No lust, no cruelty, no interest even. Assessment. He looked at Isolde with her drawn blade and her dead scars and I saw him note her the way you note a slope. He looked at Rosalie, at Octavia, at Thalia, at Maeve, and catalogued each of them as terrain, and said nothing, and I understood that to him they were not people, that people were a thing he’d had removed from himself, that he could no more see the person in them than they could hold their eye on him.

“You work to see me,” he said, turning back to me. “Unnecessary. Seeing changes nothing. Your craft requires a thing. I am absence.” He tilted his head, a fraction. “Nothing to read in me. Nothing I read in return.”



The stalker-beast came out of the dark then, drawn by the vent-flame or by us, and it changed everything, because it turned his words into a demonstration.

It rushed the firelight low and fast the way its pack had the night before, one of the grey zone-born things, and Isolde pivoted to meet it, blade up, and she never got the chance, because the hollow man simply reached out as it passed him, without hurry, without even fully turning, and laid his hand against its flank as it went by.

Three heartbeats. I counted them without meaning to, the way I count everything, three full beats of held contact, his flat hand against the beast’s grey flank, and then the beast stopped.

Not died. That was the horror. It stopped mid-lunge, its momentum simply gone, and it stood there, four feet planted, and it was blank. Whatever a beast is, whatever drives a predator, the hunger and the fear and the animal will of it, gone, drunk out in three heartbeats, and it stood in the firelight breathing, alive, warm, and utterly empty, a shape with no beast in it, staring at nothing, and Rosalie made a sound I never want to hear her make again and turned away and was sick in the dead grass.

“Removal,” the hollow man said, flatly, taking his hand back and regarding it as if it were a tool he’d just tested. “Not death. Subtraction. The animal remains. The animal-ness does not. It will starve. Repair requires something to hold. I leave nothing.” He looked at me. “Your healer read it. Nothing. Not damage. Not a seal. Nothing.”

“You didn’t have to show us that,” Rosalie said, wiping her mouth, coming back to the fire on will alone, and her voice shook with fury and grief. “You did it to show us. That’s, there was a person in you once who’d have known that was cruel, and you did it anyway, which means”

“No cruelty,” the hollow man said, and it was true, that was the unbearable part, there wasn’t. “Cruelty is a want. I have none. Demonstration reduces uncertainty. Uncertainty is waste.” Almost the same arithmetic Caelira had used, except she’d kept a self and he hadn’t. “Distress is inefficient. Regret unavailable.”

Nobody moved for a moment, and the not-moving was its own horror, because every instinct we had was screaming to do something and there was nothing to do. Isolde had her blade at his throat again, had put it there the instant he touched the beast, and it meant nothing, his pulse didn’t move against the edge of it, and she knew it meant nothing and held it there anyway because holding steel at a threat was the only language her body had and she was not going to stop speaking it just because the threat couldn’t hear it. Maeve’s fists were sparking and stilling, sparking and stilling, the banked charge straining against her control, and she held it, quartermaster to the last, because venting at a thing with nothing to burn would only spend the well she’d need later. Thalia had a knife out and her weight already shifted toward the exit, mapping the room, and her eyes kept sliding off him and dragging back the same as mine. And Rosalie stood between the blank beast and the rest of us with her empty hands open, the healer with nothing to heal, and I watched her make herself keep looking at the thing she couldn’t feel, and I understood that everyone in the circle was doing the same labor I was, choosing, over and over, to keep their eyes on a man the eye refused to hold.

“Everyone keep looking at him,” I said, low. “Don’t let your eyes slide. He wants us to lose him. Keep choosing to see him.” And they did, six of them and me, all of us dragging our attention back to the same patch of the world by main force, and the hollow man watched us do it with no expression at all, and I think, if there had been anything in him to be interested, he would have been interested that we bothered.

And then, unhurried, clinical, almost gentle, he reached for me.



The sequence matters exactly, because we lived through it by a hair and every piece of it mattered.

His hand came up and reached for my sternum, for the crest, the five points and the dormant name, with no more menace in the motion than a man reaching to check a fabric, and I understood in the freezing half-second that he meant to do to me what he’d done to the beast, three heartbeats and I’d be a shape with no smith in it, and I understood too that we had no resonance to stop him. No shield, because the shield was woven resonance and the grey had drunk it. No Ward Break, because that was Octavia’s Saint-craft and it was dark. Every defense we’d built since Valebright was a resonance defense, and every one of them was off.

What we had was steel and springs and one rationed well of stored fire.

Brennan fired the rig. He’d had his hand on the trigger since the hollow man walked in, and he fired it the instant the hand moved, and the spring-pulse went off, and it did nothing to the hollow man, because there was nothing resonant in the hollow man to disrupt, but that wasn’t what Brennan aimed it at. He’d aimed it, in the half-second, at the contact. The mechanical pulse hit at the moment the hollow man’s fingers touched my tunic, a hard physical shove of released spring-force, and it broke the contact at heartbeat two, knocked the reaching hand a hand’s-breadth off my chest before the third beat could land.

Maeve vented. Everything left in the ration, screaming out of her at triple cost, a lance of copper fire that she did not aim at the hollow man, because she’d understood in the same half-second that fire wouldn’t stop a man with nothing to burn, and she aimed it between us, a wall of flame across the gap, and I felt the triple-burn take her whole reserve and heard her cry out with the cost of it, and the fire drove the hollow man back a step from the heat alone, the pure physical heat of it, the one thing about fire that isn’t resonant.

And Isolde put her blade at his throat. No storm. No Lightning Step to close the distance faster than sight. Just a duelist’s speed, the pure steel she’d found in the grey, and she had the edge against his throat before he’d finished the step back, and though his pulse never moved and the blade meant nothing to a thing that didn’t fear death, it meant he had to choose whether to lose the throat to press the hand, and a machine that doesn’t waste doesn’t spend a throat on an interrupted operation.

He stepped back. Out of the fire’s heat, off Isolde’s edge, his interrupted hand coming back to his side, and he looked at it, and then he looked at Brennan’s rig, still humming its dead spring in Brennan’s grip, and something in the flat empty face did the closest thing to changing that it did all night.

“Springs,” he said. Flat. Considering. “Mechanical pulse. Physical force. No resonance to perceive.” He looked at Brennan with what would have been curiosity in a person. “The Artificer. Misregistered. Not named in the reclassification. Omission.”

“Note it,” Brennan said, and his voice shook and held, and it was one of the bravest things I’d heard from the strongest man in the party. “Note that the polishing boys have springs. Note it in whatever’s left of your handwriting.”



And then the hollow man did the thing that turned the whole crossing over, the thing that Caelira had told us and Sarveth had told us and we hadn’t fully believed until he stood in our firelight and said it himself.

He turned to leave.

“Operation deferred,” he said, moving back toward the dead arch. “Difficulty. Waste. Unnecessary.” He paused in the arch, a smoke-thin absence framed in cold oath-metal. “The First Forge requires a smith and six points. I am blank. Door treats me as no one. Cannot open it.” The flat voice did not gloat, because there was nothing in it to gloat with, which made it worse than any gloat. “Open it. Perform your work. I will be behind you. Removal follows. Order complete.”

And he walked out through the dead arch into the grey dark, and my eye slid off him one last time, and he was gone, and we stood in the firelight around a blank beast that would stand there until it starved, and understood that we had never been the hunted.

We were the key. We had always been the key. He wasn’t chasing us down the road. He was following us up it, driving us gently toward the one door in the world he couldn’t open, so that we would open it for him.

Rosalie put the beast out of its emptiness, quietly, with a blade, because there was no gift left in her to do it kinder and leaving it to starve was the one thing none of us could stand. She didn’t say anything. She just did it, the healer with no healing left, ending a thing that couldn’t be healed because that was mercy’s slow form too, and then she came back to the fire and sat down heavily and put her face in her empty hands for a moment before she lifted it, composed, and rejoined us, because that was Rosalie, and I loved her past speaking.



We held the council right there, at the fire, because I don’t hide the shape of a thing from the circle and there was no shape here I could hide.

“Here’s the shape of it,” I said, plainly, looking around at all of them. “We could turn back. Right now. Walk out of the grey the way we came, give up the Forge, and he waits. He said it and I believe it; he’s got nothing but time and no self to make him impatient. He’d follow us to Valebright and wait outside the walls for years if that’s what it took. Turning back doesn’t lose him. It just stops the clock on a road we’d have to walk eventually anyway, with him still ahead of us on it.”

“Or we go forward,” Isolde said, “and open the one door he can’t, and hand him exactly what he’s waiting for. Those are the choices. Both of them end at that door. One’s just slower and it’s the slow one that lets him grind us down at his leisure.”

“So we go forward,” I said. “Not because it’s safe. Because forward is the only version where we get to the door first, and the thing inside that door is the only thing on this whole road that has ever frightened the people who make dead zones.” I looked at Octavia. “The Revelation. Whatever it is, my mother died reaching for it, and a town died so the town-killers could keep the ability to make it, and the Concord is more afraid of what’s inside that mountain than they are of the smith they built a hollow man to remove. He wants us to open the door because he thinks he’ll take what’s behind it. So we open it, and we make the inside of that mountain a trap of our own, and we get to the weapon before he gets to us.”

“You’re proposing,” Thalia said, slowly, “that we walk into the exact trap he’s set, on purpose, because it’s also the only place we can arm ourselves against him.” A thin, dangerous smile. “I want it on the record that I approve. It’s the kind of plan I’d build. You let the enemy think he’s herding you right up until you’re standing on the ground you chose. He’s carrying two hundred years of Concord certainty that no one can out-wait the craft. I’d like to be the thing that was wrong about.”

“Find the answer,” Rosalie said, and it was her mandate, the one she’d given me on the road’s first night and again over a murdered town, and she said it now with her empty hands folded and her face steady. “For Millbrook. For the town with no name. For that beast I just had to put down because you can’t heal nothing. Go forward, and find the answer, and I don’t care how much of a trap the mountain is, because the answer is the only thing that matters and it’s inside it.” She looked at me. “You said it yourself. It’s the one weapon that’s ever scared them. So we go and we take it. All of us. Together. That’s the whole plan and it’s the right one.”

“Together,” Maeve said, wrecked and grey from spending her whole ration, but grinning the spark-plug grin because that was how she carried unbearable things. “Also I’m out of charge and it’s going to take me a day to bank back up once we’re out of the grey, so nobody get attacked by anything for a day, I mean it, I’m empty, I’m the quartermaster and the well is dry.”

“The well is dry,” Isolde agreed, gravely. “We drink tea by rationing and we open the door by choice. Forward.”

“Forward,” said Octavia, and Thalia, and Brennan, one by one, the old Annex-roof choice grown larger and harder-earned, each of them choosing it the way this circle chose everything worth doing.



Brennan promoted the rig.

He did it that night, after the council, by lamplight, with Halverton’s charter open on his knee, the founding document of the Annex-in-miniature that a Ledger Keeper had drafted for a mountain expedition and that now governed, apparently, a war.

“For the record,” he announced, to whoever was still awake, “the spring-pulse rig that broke the hollow man’s grip at heartbeat two is hereby promoted to head of security. It’s the only thing on this expedition that has physically stopped that man from doing the thing he does, and I feel strongly that competence should be recognized regardless of whether the competent party is a person or a device.” He wrote it in, his careful hand in the margin of Halverton’s careful hand. “Head of Security: the rig. It’s got a name, but I’m not saying which of you it’s named after, because after tonight it would go to the rig’s head.” He blew on the ink. “There. It’s official. Halverton will amend it by raven. We are governed by a document that just gave a spring a promotion, and honestly, given the night, it’s earned it more than any of us.”

“The rig gets warmth or tea privileges?” Maeve asked, from her bedroll, half-asleep, empty and grim and finding the joke anyway.

“The rig gets whatever the rig wants,” Brennan said. “The rig broke the hollow man’s grip. The rig can have my tea.”

“Nobody gets your tea,” Isolde said, from the dark. “Tea is doctrine.” And the circle laughed, thin and worn and alive, at a fire in the heart of a murdered country with a hollow man somewhere in the dark ahead of us, and I was proud of them then, in the thin firelight, because they could still laugh there.



We crossed the last of the grey on the fourth day, and my mother’s survey had been right about the distance the way it was right about everything, four days and not the map’s polite three, and in the late afternoon of the fourth day the country began, at last, to change.

The ash-scrub thinned. Color came back into the world by degrees, the way it had leached out at the edge, a green tinge to the far ground, a bird-call, one, distant, the first living sound since we’d entered the grey that made the whole circle stop and turn toward it like plants toward light. The grey was failing into ordinary scrub, and the weight was lifting off our ears, and I felt, faintly, at the very edge of sense, the first stir of the Sight trying to wake as we neared the boundary of the dead country, and I did not reach for it, because it wasn’t back yet, and I’d learned in the grey not to grieve a thing before it was fully gone or celebrate it before it was fully returned.

And ahead of us, as the light went long and red at the failing edge of the waste, on a low ridgeline against the dusk, something burned.

A light. Steady, unwavering, held high the way a lantern is held, and it did not flicker the way fire flickers and it was not the red-gold of any flame I’d ever seen. It was the wrong color for fire, a color fire doesn’t have, steady and strange and burning on the ridge at the far boundary of the grey like a fixed point in a moving world, and I knew it before Octavia said it, before anyone said it, because my mother had written it in the margin of the journal I read every night.

The lantern that doesn’t burn down.

“That’s it,” Octavia said, very quietly, reading the same thing off the survey that I was reading off the ridge. “‘If you reach the far marks, look for the lantern that doesn’t burn down.’ She wrote it. It’s real. It’s right there.” She looked at me, and there was wonder in her grey exhausted face, the first wonder any of us had felt in four days of dead country. “Somebody’s up there, Garrick. On the far edge of the wound they made. Holding a light your mother wrote about after tracing a road guarded for sixty-one years.”

I looked at the strange steady burning on the ridge, the wrong color for fire, at the far boundary of a murdered country, and behind us somewhere in the failing grey a hollow man walked unhurried in the dark, content to follow, and ahead of us on that ridge someone had been holding a light that didn’t burn down for longer than any of us had been alive.

“Then we climb,” I said. And we turned the wagon toward the ridge, and the lantern, and whoever had been waiting under it.


Chapter 13: The Lantern That Doesn’t Burn Down

The last mile out of the grey was the worst mile of the whole crossing, which is a cruelty the road has, saving the worst for the end, when you can see the country turning green ahead and your body decides it’s allowed to fail now that safety is in sight.

The water had run out at midday. We’d stretched the last of it into the afternoon by the ugly arithmetic of a dry party, a mouthful each and none for the animals, and the animals felt it, the wagon-team dragging with their heads low, and by the time the ridge with the lantern came clear against the dusk we were all of us walking on will alone. Octavia couldn’t walk at all. The class-sickness had ground her down past the point where her perfect diction could carry her, and she’d gone quiet in a way that frightened me more than any of her irony, and Isolde and I carried her between us, an arm each over our shoulders, her feet dragging, her head lolling against Isolde’s, and she murmured things in that faultless voice that made no sense anymore, lecture-fragments, a citation, my mother’s name once, and Rosalie walked beside us with her fingers on Octavia’s pulse the slow way, her empty hands doing the work her gift used to do, saying “keep her moving, keep her upright, if she goes down here in the grey I can’t lift what’s wrong out of her, I have to do it in the light,” and there was fear in Rosalie’s voice, real fear, and Rosalie’s fear moved the whole party the way nothing else could.

And the pack came back.

I don’t know if it was the same stalker-pack or its cousins, but they came, three or four of them, shadowing us through the ash-scrub at the range where the eye lost them, patient, waiting for one of us to fall, the way predators wait, and Isolde couldn’t fight them and carry Octavia both, and Maeve was empty, her well dry, banked charge spent to the last on the Excisor’s grip, no fire left in her at all, and Brennan had rigs but rigs are for a fixed camp and we were a stumbling line in the open, and I understood with a cold clarity that we had reached the exact place where a party dies, a day-thin margin from safety with nothing left to spend and something in the dark that knows it.

“Down the hill,” Isolde said, low and hard, not slowing. “The lantern’s down the hill. Whoever holds it, that’s ground we don’t have to hold ourselves. Get to it. Everyone. Now. If they rush, drop Octavia to me and put steel between them and her, I’ll manage her weight, just buy the seconds.”

We went down the hill toward the light.

And the light came up the hill toward us.



She came down the hillside the way weather comes, without hurry and without possibility of being stopped, a tall figure in layered traveler robes with a lantern held high in one hand, and the lantern burned a color I had no word for, not the red-gold of fire, not the blue-white of Isolde’s storm, a steady even light the color of the inside of a shell, or of the sky in the last moment before it’s properly dark, and it did not flicker, and it did not gutter in the wind coming off the waste, and it lit the ash-scrub around her in that shell-colored glow as she walked.

The pack broke before she reached us.

The stalker-beasts came out of the scrub for the kill, committed, three of them low and fast, and she did not raise the lantern or speak or make any move I could see, she simply walked, and the ground she walked on was hers, and the beasts hit the edge of it the way a wave hits a seawall, and they broke, and they turned, and they melted back into the grey without a sound, refusing her ground, and she came on through the space they’d left as though nothing had happened at all, as though beasts declining to enter her light were a thing that occurred around her so regularly it no longer merited notice.

“You’ll want to get her across the stone,” she said, and her voice was the second thing I noticed, calm and low and shaped in a cadence I’d never heard, archaic, formal, the vowels sitting in old places. “The sick one. She’s starved of the resonance and she’s near the bottom of what a body carries in reserve. Across my boundary stone she’ll have it back, all at once, and it’ll hit her like a spring thaw, so mind she doesn’t fall over from the relief of it. That happens. The relief knocks them flat more often than the lack.” She lifted the lantern a fraction, and the shell-colored light fell over Octavia’s grey slack face, and something in the tall woman’s stillness sharpened. “Quickly, smith. She’s closer to the edge than your healer’s told you, because your healer can’t read her right now and is being brave about it. Carry her the last of the way. The stone is thirty paces down, the low grey one with the mark cut in it. Step over it and don’t stop.”

I did not ask how she knew I was the smith. There was no time and no need yet. I got my arm tighter under Octavia and Isolde matched me and we went down the last thirty paces at something near a run, stumbling, and the tall woman walked beside us with her lantern, keeping our pace without appearing to hurry, and Rosalie ran ahead calling “there, the stone, there’s the stone,” and I saw it, a low weathered marker half-sunk in the earth with a founders’ mark cut into its face, the oath-metal glinting shell-colored in the lantern’s light.

We crossed it.



Crossing that stone made every word feel too small.

Four days the grey had taken everything from us a piece at a time, so slow we’d stopped feeling the individual losses and only felt the flat grey lack pressing on us. We’d forgotten, the way you forget a sound you’ve heard your whole life until it stops, what it was to have the world lit. And then in one step, one stride over a low grey stone, it all came back at once, and it did not come back gently.

It hit us like sunrise hits a man who’s been in a cave.

Rosalie went first, a stride ahead of me, and I saw her cross the stone and I saw her whole body seize with it, saw her palms flood green-gold in the dusk, the healer’s warmth she’d been grieving for four days slamming back into her hands so hard and so sudden that she cried out, a raw sound, and staggered, and caught herself on the wagon-rail, and then she was weeping openly, standing there with her glowing hands held up in front of her face, sobbing with the return of a sense she’d learned to live without and now had back all in an instant.

Isolde crossed on my other side and the scars down her left arm blazed, blue-white, blinding after four days of ordinary pale skin, the storm slamming home into a body that had gone four days believing it might be gone for good, and I heard her gasp and I felt the current of it jump through Octavia’s slack arm where our two bodies touched, a live crackle, and Isolde swore, once, in wonder, “there it is, there’s the thunder, God, I’d almost, there it is.”

Maeve crossed and the heat-shimmer rose off her skin, the Cinder charge finding air to breathe again, and she made a sound that was half laugh and half sob, and behind her Thalia crossed and went absolutely still as her Auditor sight cracked back open, the whole read of the world returning to a woman who navigated by it, and she said nothing at all, which from Thalia was the loudest reaction of any of them.

And I crossed, carrying Octavia, and the Sight came home.

That matters plainly, because it was the center of my own four days, the fear that the thing I was, the thing that saw, was a thing the grey could simply switch off and leave me nothing. I crossed the stone and the world lit up in front of me, every crest I’d been blind to for four days flaring back into being, Rosalie’s Woundbloom blooming gold, Isolde’s Tempest blazing, the five points on my own chest and the lattice of bond running bright and warm between all of them, and it came back so hard and so complete that my knees nearly went, and I understood that the Sight had not been switched off. It had been held under, drowning, waiting, and it surfaced gasping the way a drowned thing surfaces, and it was mine, it had always been mine, the grey had only borrowed it and now the loan was called and it was home.

And Octavia, across my shoulders, came awake.

The resonance hit her worst of all because she’d been closest to the bottom, and it hit her like the spring thaw the tall woman had warned of, and she jerked upright between Isolde and me with a great gasping breath, the Saint’s warmth flooding back into a body that had grieved it twice, and for a moment she couldn’t stand at all, the relief taking her legs, and we held her up while she shook and wept and said, in that faultless diction that had held even when nothing else did, “oh. Oh, it’s, it’s back, it’s, I can, oh, thank God, I’m whole, I’m, put me down, I can stand, I need to feel my own feet under me while I have this back,” and we put her down and she stood on the green side of the boundary stone on her own two feet and wept with her hands pressed to her sternum where the Saint’s crest had gone quiet for four days and now sang.

Four days of starvation ended in a single breath, and the whole circle stood on the near side of a low grey stone and came apart with the relief of it, and the tall woman with the lantern watched us do it patiently, as if she knew exactly how long people needed after crossing that stone.



When we had gathered ourselves, more or less, she was still there, standing a little apart, the lantern lowered now, its shell-colored light steady in the failing dusk, and she looked at us, and her dark eyes came at last to rest on me, and stayed.

She looked at my chest.

Not the way a woman looks at a man’s chest, or not only that. She looked at it the way Rosalie looked at a wound or the way I looked at a crest, a reading look, focused and patient, and I felt, with a small shock, that she was seeing it, the crest under my tunic, the five points and the rings and the dormant name, seeing it plainly at a glance from ten feet in the failing light with no forge and no ritual and no contact, and I had never met anyone but my mother and the Undercroft altar that could do that.

“The line of Ward,” she said.

It landed in the dusk like a stone in a still pool.

“I would know that crest in the dark from a mile,” she said, and her voice had not changed, still calm, still dry, but something moved under it now, something that had waited a very long time. “The founders’ mark sits in it. The interlocking circles, the forge at the center, the spokes. There have been perhaps a dozen crests like that in the world since the purge and I have kept this road hoping to see one before my watch ended, and here you are, at my boundary stone, dragging a starved Saint and a healer and a storm and a fire and a shadow behind you like a comet’s tail.” Her mouth did the smallest thing that was almost a smile. “Sixty-one years. Sixty-one years I have kept this road, smith, and the marks the founders left me said a Smith would come to it, and the marks are never wrong. Only slow.” The almost-smile deepened by a fraction. “You took your time.”

“I didn’t know the road was waiting,” I said.

“They never do,” she said. “That is rather the point of a kept road. It waits whether you know it or not.” She lifted the lantern again, and turned back up the hill toward the shell-colored glow at its top, which I could see now was not one lantern but a lit window, a low fortified house with light in it, a waystation, the first standing waystation of the kept road, and she said over her shoulder, without checking whether we followed, “Bring the sick one and the animals and yourselves. There’s water, and a fire that costs nobody anything to light, and food from a garden that was old when I was young. You’ve crossed the worst of it. My bounds start at the stone. Nothing follows you past it that I don’t allow, and I allow very little.” She began to climb. “Come up, then. The kettle’s been on since I felt you enter the grey four days ago. It’s a patient kettle. It’s had practice.”

We followed the lantern up the hill.



Her name, she told us at the fire, was Amaya, and she gave it plainly and without ceremony, the way she seemed to do everything, and she did not give a surname, and when Thalia noted the omission with a raised eyebrow Amaya said “I had one. It belonged to a girl long gone. I kept the road; I did not keep her name,” and Thalia, who understood better than any of us what it was to shed a self, let it lie.

The waystation was the first thing that had felt like safety since Valebright, and it felt like safety in a texture none of us had a word for, a lived-in permanence, walls that had stood two hundred years and would stand two hundred more, wards I could feel humming warm and whole the moment I crossed the threshold, a well with water in it, a hearth where the fire, I saw with a smith’s eye, drew on the station’s own banked resonance and cost nothing to feed, burning steady and warm and free. And there was food, real food, from a garden I’d see properly in the morning, and Amaya set it before us as if feeding road-worn travelers were a craft she’d perfected over ten thousand repetitions, moving through her own house as if the house had been built around her rather than the other way round, never a step wasted, never a step hurried, and I understood the note in her character, in my own reading of her, before I’d fully formed it: forgettable is the opposite of the problem. You could not stop looking at her. She moved like a still pool moves when you drop a stone in it, everything at once and none of it rushed.

I let myself look, at the fire, because a man reads a room and a woman is part of a room, and because Rosalie had told me once that the day I stopped looking at women was the day she’d start worrying I was ill.

Tall, near my own height, and built in two halves that argued beautifully with each other. Willowy above, fine-boned through the shoulders and the arms and the long line of her throat, a porcelain-fair skin that had not seen enough sun to freckle, so pale in the firelight it seemed lit from within. And below, under the layered traveler robes she wore against the cold coming off the waste, a soft and generous heaviness, rounded hips that the robes couldn’t organize away, the deep curve of ass and thigh moving under the layered cloth when she turned to the hearth, a body that had been kept still and kept alone for a very long time and carried its weight the way old statues carry theirs, still and sure. Ink-black hair, so long it fell past her waist when it moved, pinned up out of her way with pins that caught the light dull grey, oath-metal, I realized, she pinned her hair with founders’ metal, and dark almond eyes set in a still face, eyes like water in a deep well, dark and level and faintly, permanently amused, as though she had heard every joke the world had to make sixty years ago and found the world’s insistence on repeating them gently funny.

“You’re staring, smith,” she said, not turning from the hearth. “It’s rude, where I’m from. Though where I’m from is sixty years and four hundred miles gone, so I suppose the rudeness has lapsed. Stare on. It’s been long enough that I’ve forgotten whether I mind.”

“You knew I was looking without turning around,” I said.

“I know everything that happens within my bounds,” she said, setting a bowl in front of Rosalie with a small nod. “The trespass of every beast, the fall of every stone, the direction a smith’s eyes point at my own hearth. It’s the class entire. It’s tiresome, mostly. A woman likes to be looked at without a report filed about it.” She straightened, and looked at me across the fire, level and dry. “But I’ll allow it’s been a while since the report was worth filing. Eat. You’ve a great deal to tell me, and I’ve waited a long watch for someone worth telling it to, so I can wait the length of a meal.”



Maeve adopted her inside the hour.

It happened over the food, when Amaya said something about the road ahead being “no great shakes till the second station, then it gets to be a real humdinger of a climb,” and Maeve, who had been quiet and grey and empty since the grey drank her charge, sat straight up with the first real spark she’d shown in days and said “a real humdinger, I’m keeping that, what else have you got,” and Amaya, without missing a beat, said “keep what you like, girl, I’ve a whole store of them and no one to spend them on, the road’s been dead as a doornail for talk since before your grandmother was a gleam,” and Maeve laughed, delighted, and said “dead as a doornail, oh, I’m putting that in the charter, Brennan, write it down,” and from that moment the two of them were thick as thieves, the eighty-year-old keeper and the twenty-year-old channeler trading dead slang across the fire while the rest of us watched, and it did more to warm the room than the hearth did.

“Her slang is sixty years out of date,” Octavia murmured to me, recovered enough now to be a historian again, watching Amaya with open delight. “Every phrase. It’s like listening to a primary source. She’s speaking a dialect of common that stopped being spoken before I was born, preserved perfectly, because she’s had no one to update it with. It’s remarkable enough that I want every phrase written down and Maeve is going to learn all of it and inflict it on us for the rest of the expedition.”

“Good,” I said.

“Oh, entirely good,” Octavia agreed. “I’m going to write half of it down. Some of it’s not attested anywhere. She just called Brennan’s rig a ‘clever little jigger.’ Nobody’s said jigger in seventy years. I could weep.”

The meal itself was the thing none of us had words for, and I watched the circle come back to being people over it, the way a fire brings feeling back into frozen hands, painfully and then gratefully. There was bread, real bread, warm, and a stew off the garden with things in it that had flavor, actual flavor, after four days of the flat grey nothing and the rationed cold camp-food, and I watched Rosalie close her eyes over the first spoonful the way she closed them over anything she loved, and I watched Isolde, who critiqued frontier cooking like a state banquet, take one bite and say nothing at all, which from Isolde was a five-course review. Maeve ate like she’d been starved, because she nearly had, spending her whole reserve to the last, and Amaya watched her eat, and something in that still face placed itself hard: too many travelers had left before she could offer a second helping. She gave Maeve one before the girl asked, and then a third, and Maeve took all of it, and Amaya’s still face did something quiet and pleased.

“You feed people like you’ve been saving it up,” Rosalie observed, gently, watching her.

“I have,” Amaya said, and set more bread in front of Octavia. “Six decades of laying tables for people passing through. You learn to feed fast and feed well, because most don’t stay past a night, and a keeper’s one chance to be kind is the plate.” She straightened, and there was the dry amusement, folded over the old thing under it. “It’s a strange pleasure, feeding a table that isn’t in a hurry to leave by dawn. I’ll allow I’m making the most of it. Eat, healer. You’ve a haunted look, and I’ve found there’s no haunting a good stew can’t take the edge off, and this is a very good stew, I’ve had a lifetime to get it right and too few people to get it right for.”

And we ate, in the warm and the light and the humming of whole wards, the first meal since Valebright that felt like a hearth instead of a halt, and I watched the grey come off the circle spoonful by spoonful, and I understood that Amaya had been right at the morning table she’d not yet set, that rest was a weapon and the dull weapons win more wars, and that a keeper’s whole craft, under the class and the oath and the lantern, was simply this: making a place where tired people could stop being afraid for one night.



We told her our business before we slept, because there was no version where we didn’t, and because the moment Amaya heard the shape of it her whole manner changed, the dry amusement folding away into something older and harder.

I told her about the Excisor. I told her what he was and what he did and what we’d crossed to get here and what walked behind us in the grey, and I watched her stillness acquire edges as I spoke, and when I’d finished she was quiet for a moment, looking into the hearth-fire, and then she said, low:

“Eight days ago, something entered my bounds from the far side. The plateau side. Not across the stone, the way you came; from within, from the direction of the door I keep the road to.” Her jaw was set. “I felt it the way I feel everything, and I could not feel it, which is a contradiction my road had never given me before. A trespass with no trespasser. A weight on the road with nothing making the weight. I went to find it and there was nothing to find, and I have kept this road sixty-one years and it does not do that. My road does not lose things. And then, four days after, my farthest waystation, the last before the plateau, went silent.” She looked up, and her dark eyes had gone flat and dangerous. “A waystation does not go silent. The wards report to me the way nerves report to a hand. That one stopped reporting. It didn’t fail; failure has a feeling. It stopped being there. As though someone had reached down my own road and unmade a piece of it.” She set down the cup she’d been holding. “Something is unmaking my road, smith. The road I have given my whole life and every year I’ll never age to keeping whole. And you tell me there is a man who unmakes things and walks unfelt and is ahead of you, headed for the same door.” The almost-smile was entirely gone. “Then we want the same thing, you and I. My road, your craft, one enemy. I’ll take you to the door. I’ll walk you there myself. I’ve kept the way to it sixty-one years; I would like, before the end, to see what all that keeping was for.”

“That’s an alliance,” I said.

“That’s an alliance,” she agreed. “Shake on it or don’t; I’ve watched the meaning drain out of a handshake over sixty years and I trust a shared enemy more. Sleep. You’ll want the morning to see the garden. Everyone wants the morning to see the garden. It’s the one thing about this posting I’ve never gotten tired of, and I’ve gotten tired of nearly everything.”



She showed us to rooms, which the waystation had in plenty, small clean cells with real beds that no traveler had slept in for longer than she’d say, and she moved down the corridor assigning them without hesitation, this one for the healer, this one for the sick Saint, mind she rests, this pair for the fighters, they’ll want to be near an exit and I’ve stopped arguing with that instinct in soldiers, it’s older than manners.

And at my threshold, she paused.

It was a small thing, a half-second past the rhythm she’d kept down the whole corridor, the smallest hitch in a woman who did not hitch, who moved like someone who had never once been late for anything, and I noticed it because noticing was my whole craft, and she noticed me noticing, and for a moment we stood in the low light of the corridor, two people who read rooms for a living, each of us reading the other reading, and neither of us in any hurry to stop.

“Elyse Ward,” she said, “skirted my bounds once. A long time ago. A decade and more. I felt her at the very edge of the far marks, a smith’s crest moving along the boundary of my road, and I waited at the stone for her to knock, because a smith knocking on the kept road is the whole reason the road is kept.” Her dark eyes were level on mine, and the amusement had come back into them, but changed, quieter, older. “She never knocked. She scouted the edge and she noted the marks and she went away and did her scouting elsewhere and eventually she died in a grey country not unlike the one at my back, and she never once knocked on my door. I have wondered, on and off, in the long watches when there’s nothing to do but wonder.” She said it plainly, as though it were a fact about weather, and it was the most naked thing anyone had said to me in weeks. “I have wondered what a smith’s knock sounds like. Whether it’s different from any other. I suppose I still don’t know.”

And she was gone down the corridor before I could parse it, the shell-colored lantern-light moving away along the stone, steady and sure.


Chapter 14: Warm Again

Amaya gave us a day, and I was still learning how much that mattered. Recovery was not a thing you rushed through on the way to the next problem. It was part of the work. The circle came into that waystation cracked in ways none of us had named out loud, four days of the grey worn into us edge-first, and Amaya’s one day of walls and water and warmth was the forge that set us right, and she knew it, which is why she gave it and refused to let us do anything useful with it.

“You’ll rest,” she said, over the morning meal, and made it sound like a law of nature. “All of you. The smith wants to be off up the road within the hour, I can see it on him, it’s on him like weather. He won’t. Nobody starves for four days and then climbs my deepest bounds the next morning; that’s how a party arrives at the door too spent to open it, and I’ve watched parties arrive too spent to do the thing they crossed a country for, and it’s a waste, and I don’t hold with waste.” She set a second helping in front of Octavia without being asked. “One day. The wards are whole, the boundary holds, nothing crosses the stone that I don’t allow, and the man behind you is content to wait, by your own account, so let him. Rest is a weapon. You people fetishize the sharp weapons and neglect the dull ones, and the dull ones win more wars. Eat. Bathe. Sleep in the afternoon like children. Tomorrow we climb.”

Nobody argued with her. You didn’t, I was learning. Arguing with Amaya was like arguing with the tide.

The baths alone nearly undid us. The waystation had them, deep stone tubs fed from a spring the founders had cut, the water heated by the same free banked resonance that fed the hearth, and after four days in a dead grey country there was no eloquence left in me for hot water. Rosalie wept again in the bath, quietly this time, from simple relief. Isolde stayed in hers until the water went cold and then heated it herself, one finger trailing in it, watching her own restored storm warm the water she’d nearly convinced herself she’d lost forever. Maeve fell asleep in hers and had to be woken before she drowned, and woke swearing and delighted.

Amaya moved through the day tending us, and she did it the way she did everything, without fuss and without ceremony, and I watched Octavia watch her with a historian’s open hunger, because Amaya’s hosting was a living fossil.

“She’s using court customs,” Octavia told me, low, in the hall, while Amaya laid the midday table with a precision that had a grammar to it. “Table customs from a provincial court that stopped existing sixty years ago. The way she sets the cups, the order she serves in, the little turned-down corner on the napkin folds, that’s a specific court, a specific decade, I could nearly name the reign. She learned to host as a girl, before she was sworn, and she’s kept it exactly, unchanged, because there’s been no one to change it with. It’s like watching a language nobody speaks anymore be spoken fluently.” Octavia’s eyes were bright. “I have spent my whole life reading about periods I could never hear. And there’s a woman in the next room folding a napkin the way they folded it two reigns ago and she’d be baffled that I find it remarkable. She thinks it’s just how you fold a napkin.”

Brennan, meanwhile, fixed her well-pump.

Nobody asked him to. He found it on his morning prowl, the way Brennan found every mechanism in every place we ever stayed, and it was a hand-pump for the deep spring that had a worn linkage and a spring gone soft, sixty years of use and no artificer within four hundred miles, and Brennan simply sat down with it and his tools and had it working better than new before Amaya even noticed, and when she came through and found the pump running smooth and easy under his hand where it had squealed and stuck for decades, she stopped, and stared at the working mechanism with an expression I can only describe as minor blasphemy, as though a small law of her long watch had been quietly repealed.

“It sticks,” she said. “It’s stuck for forty years. I’ve hauled that handle against the stick every day for forty years. It’s part of the day.”

“It doesn’t stick anymore,” Brennan said, wiping his hands, pleased and a little shy the way he got when the thing he did was appreciated. “Linkage was worn and your return spring had gone lazy. I put in a new spring and reground the linkage. It’ll pump easy for another sixty years. Longer, probably. It’s good iron, whoever made it knew their business, they just didn’t leave you any spares.”

Amaya worked the handle once, slow, and it came up sweet and easy, and she looked at it, and looked at Brennan, and something moved across the still water of her face that I didn’t have a name for yet, and she said, “That is the first thing in longer than I care to remember that someone has repaired on this road and not left for my hands,” and then she fed Brennan double at the midday table, and folded his napkin two reigns’ worth of formally, and Brennan didn’t understand the honor and I didn’t explain it.



Isolde tested her in the yard, which was Isolde’s way of paying respect, and Amaya passed the test in a way that earned Isolde’s, which is not a thing easily earned.

I came out to the walled yard behind the station in the early afternoon and found the two of them squared off, Isolde with a practice spear from the wagon and Amaya with a plain wooden staff she’d taken down from a peg by the door as though it lived there for exactly this, and they went at it slow at first and then not slow, and I leaned in the doorway and watched, because watching Isolde fight anyone was a pleasure and watching her fight someone who could actually give her a bout was rare.

Amaya’s art was economy. She had no storm and, within her bounds, no need of speed, because she seemed to know where Isolde’s spear would be a half-beat before Isolde committed it, and she met each thrust not with force but with the smallest possible redirection, a turn of the staff, a shift through her hips, soft and sure, letting Isolde’s own power slide past into empty air, never once meeting strength with strength. She fought as if she owned all the time in the world and had learned to spend none of it, and Isolde, who fought like a storm because she was one, found herself again and again committed to a strike that met nothing, her power poured into air, and I watched her start to grin, the fierce delighted grin she got when someone was good enough to be worth beating.

They fought to a standstill that Amaya ended by simply stepping back and lowering the staff, calm as water, before Isolde could find the opening she was hunting.

“You could have had me a dozen times,” Isolde said, breathing hard, spear grounded. “You kept not taking it. Why?”

“Because I don’t need to beat you,” Amaya said, not breathing hard at all. “I needed to know whether I could keep from being beaten, which is the only question a keeper’s fighting ever answers. You fight to win. I fight to still be standing when the thing that attacked me gives up. They’re different arts. Yours is better for a duel. Mine is better for a long watch.” She hung the staff back on its peg. “You’re very good, girl. You’d have killed me in the first minute anywhere but here. Here, I have the ground, and the ground is most of it.” She paused, and gave Isolde a look that was almost warm. “Off my road, I’d want you between me and trouble. That’s the highest thing I know how to say about a fighter, and I’ve known a great many. Take it.”

Isolde took it. I saw her take it, saw the small precise nod she gave, the one she’d given Kethan in the deep, the one that was the closest thing she had to a knighthood, and Amaya received it with a nod of her own, and the two of them understood each other perfectly from that moment, and I made a note, the way I noted everything, that Amaya had just done in one bout what took most people months with Isolde.



Rosalie started her siege that same day, and Rosalie’s sieges were gentle and patient and absolutely relentless, and by the evening she’d found the thing under Amaya’s serenity that the rest of us had felt but not named.

“She’s lonely enough that it hurts to look at her,” Rosalie told me, in the ward-room, low, while Amaya was elsewhere. “And I’ve met lonely people, Garrick, I ran an infirmary, I’ve held the hands of people dying alone who outlived everyone who ever loved them. She carries it so well you don’t see it, because she’s had six decades to build the carrying. She’s hosted ten thousand people through this road and kept almost none of them. They cross her stone and rest at her fire and take her food and her water and her light, and then they go on up the road or back down it, and she stays, and holds the light, and waits for the next ones, who also leave. A lifetime of goodbyes and too few hellos that stayed.” Rosalie’s eyes were bright and fierce. “She’s hosted ten thousand people and kept almost none of them, and she thinks that’s the shape of her life, she thinks that’s what a keeper is, and it’s breaking my heart, and I’m going to fix it, I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to.”

“You think she wants fixing?”

“I think,” Rosalie said, “that she’s forgotten wanting is allowed. Which is different from not wanting. I’ve seen it before. You seal a thing long enough and the person stops reaching for it and calls the not-reaching peace. It’s not peace. It’s a callus over a want.” She looked at me steadily. “You’d know what that looks like better than most. But with Amaya, I don’t think we know enough yet.”

The temptation had been there since the boundary, and I’d been turning it over since. Of course it had. A woman bound into a road by founders’ work, standing under my Sight with sixty-one years of old craft written somewhere beneath the stillness.

“I haven’t read her,” I said. “Not properly. Not even a surface read I’m willing to count. The boundary was chaos, and she didn’t ask. I know the road answers her. I know the wards sit on her like weight, because she carries them like weight and because she told us enough to make that plain. That’s evidence, not a reading.” I frowned. “I want a proper look. Of course I do. But not tonight. She needs to offer it, and she hasn’t, and I’m not reading a woman’s binding without her asking me to.”

“Good,” Rosalie said. “Don’t. When she’s ready she’ll ask. She’s forgotten how to ask for things but she’ll remember, I’m going to remind her.” She squeezed my arm, healer’s touch, warm. “But you should know what I can feel now that my sense is back. She’s got a cold spot in her, Garrick. Not blank, not like the Excisor. Cold. Like old seal-work going wrong slowly. Very deep, very old, and I think it’s getting worse. I can’t name it the way you could, and I’m not going to pretend I can. But she treats whatever it is like weather, and she’s not going to mention it until someone makes room for the mentioning.” Rosalie’s jaw set. “So we’re going to have to make room. But not tonight. Tonight the four of us who’ve been with you longest have a thing to try, and I think we should try it, because the grey taught us something and we shouldn’t waste it.”



That was the tactical problem, and it was Rosalie who framed it, in the ward-room that evening with the four longest-bonded of us gathered, because Rosalie thought about the shape of things and this shape had been bothering her since the arena.

“The shield saved Maeve at the Emberrite,” she said, “because we had time to weave it. Half a breath, but time. We felt Sarveth reach and we wove the lattice and it snapped over her. And it works because the bonded points can gather and throw it fast.” She looked around at us. “But the Excisor doesn’t give us the half breath. Three heartbeats, Caelira said, and he’s never needed a fourth, and it took Brennan’s rig and Maeve’s whole ration and Isolde’s blade all at once to buy back one contact, and that was in the grey with no shield at all. In the light, with the shield, we could throw it, but only if we have the moment to gather, and he’s the one enemy who doesn’t give us the moment. He walks up unfelt. I can’t warn us, because there’s nothing to warn against until his hand’s already on you. The shield’s a good weapon that we can never get drawn in time.”

“That’s the problem stated correctly,” Thalia said. “Which is more than most people manage. Do you have the answer, or just the problem?”

“I have Maeve’s charge,” Rosalie said. “Watch how she does it. She can’t make fire fast enough in a fight either, not from nothing, so she doesn’t. She banks it. She stores the charge ahead of time, in her own crest, carries it, and spends it when the moment comes, faster than she could ever make it fresh.” Rosalie’s eyes were bright with the idea. “So. If charge can be banked, can the shield? Can we weave the lattice ahead of time, when we have all the moments in the world, and then fold it down and store it inside one of us, the way Maeve stores fire, a shield already made, carried ready, so that when his hand comes and there’s no time to gather, the shield’s already there, already woven, and it just has to be spent?” She spread her empty hands. “I don’t know if it works. Nobody’s ever tried it, that I know of. But nobody alive had seen Hybridization done before you did it to Maeve, and nobody had reworked, and the whole point of you is that the craft isn’t finished, it’s just abandoned. So I want to try it. And I think the way we try it is the way we forge everything worth forging.”

We all knew what she meant, and there was a silence, and then Isolde, who never let a silence do work she could do faster, said, dry: “You’re proposing we develop a weapon in bed.”

“I’m proposing,” Rosalie said, unashamed, “that the biggest bond moments have marked Garrick’s crest every time, that the bond deepens when we’re closest, that the resonance runs highest at the peak, that we’ve watched it happen since the circle formed, and that if there was ever a moment where four of us could pour that much warmth into a single lattice and then fold it down and bank it, it’s that one. Yes. I’m proposing we develop a weapon in bed. It won’t be the strangest thing we’ve done and it will certainly be research I am very willing to repeat. Amaya’s taken Brennan and Maeve to walk the boundary stones, she did it pointedly, I think she knew, she’s had six decades to learn how a house full of people arranges itself. We have the hall and the fire and the whole evening.” She stood, and untied the cord at her waist, and let it fall, warm and certain and entirely without shyness, the way she’d been since the first night. “So. Shall we forge something?”



The hall was firelit and furred, Amaya having laid furs by the hearth before she left with a hosting instinct that had apparently correctly predicted the evening, and the four of them came into the warmth of it and I into the middle of them, and after four days of grey where every touch had been a naked human thing with nothing to announce it, the light was back, and the light announced everything, and the reunion of it was its own hunger before any of us had touched.

Because every tell was back, and the first touch told us so.

Rosalie’s glow spilled first, gold at her palms the moment she laid them on my chest, gold across her freckled collarbone as the robe came off her shoulders and her generous curves came free, and I got my mouth to her breast and my hand into the soft warmth of the other and she made the sound I’d missed in the grey, the unguarded generous sound, and her healer’s warmth flooded through the skin where we touched and I felt it wash down through me like the boundary stone all over again, the amplifier back, everything turned up.

Isolde’s scars blazed as she came out of the white-and-steel, blue-white down her left arm, brilliant after four days of dead pale skin, and when I pulled her against me by the braid and she gasped, the discharge crackled through the contact, a live snap of it against my skin, and she laughed low and wondering into my mouth, “now the thunder,” her private callback, the storm returned to a woman who’d learned in the dark that she didn’t need it and wanted it anyway.

Thalia stripped to the stockings, precise and quick and hungry, no time wasted, the faint silver trace of her repaired seam catching the firelight down her spine, and her Auditor sight was back and I felt her reading me even as she pressed against my side, filing everything, hungry for the intel of the moment as much as the moment itself.

And Octavia, who four days ago could not stand, whose Saint’s warmth had grieved twice in the grey, poured out everything the silence had cost her, her voice back and pouring, the diction fraying gorgeously as the structured robe came off the heavy curves, glasses gone, dark-gold hair coming down, and she talked, she narrated, she said filthy exact things in that faultless voice because for four days she’d had no warmth to spend and now she had it all back and meant to spend every scrap.

I did not lie back and let them do this to me. I ran it. Four women, each with a hunger four days deep, and I read every one of them the way I’d learned to read them in the dark when there was no glow, and now with the glow back I read them doubly, and I moved between them and gave each one the thing she needed in the order she needed it, and it was a complex forge of its own.

I had Rosalie first because Rosalie’s warmth was the anchor, laid her back on the furs and worshipped every soft, generous inch of her the way her lane demanded, mouth and hands, until she was arching and gold and loud, and then I brought Isolde in over her, and the two old friends came together with a genuine chemistry that had nothing performed in it, Isolde’s storm-lit hands on Rosalie’s glowing breasts, the two of them kissing over me while I worked between Rosalie’s thighs with my hand and Isolde’s with my mouth, tell against tell, gold and blue-white in the firelight.

Thalia took her pleasure precise and quick and demanding, riding my hand hard with her seam catching light, telling me exactly where and exactly how in that dry exact voice that never fully lost its composure even wrecked, and while she did Octavia knelt over me and put that voice and that mouth to work, deep and unhurried and worshipful, the articulation craft turned to something filthy, and the two of them, healer-Saint and shadow, were a new pairing, Octavia’s returning Saint-warmth doubling through the skin where she and Rosalie touched when they leaned across me, a gold-white flood between the two healers of the circle that hit differently now that the grey had taken warmth and given it back, and I watched Rosalie’s eyes go wide with it and Octavia’s diction shatter into wonder, “oh, that’s, I can feel her through your skin, it doubles, it, Rosalie, do you,” and Rosalie laughing low and gold, “I feel it, keep touching me, it goes both ways.”

I moved through the whole of them, and the truth of it was precise: I ran it the way I run a forge, reading each of them and giving each the thing she needed in her turn.

I took Isolde first, on her knees, the braid wound in my fist, and when I drove into her from behind the discharge crackled up my arm with every stroke, the storm I’d learned to live without in the grey now blazing between us again, and she gasped “sir” into the furs and pushed back for more, and Rosalie gathered Isolde’s face in her warm hands and kissed her through it, two old friends, the storm and the harvest, and there was nothing performed in it.

Then Rosalie astride me, because Rosalie’s warmth was the anchor and she took her turn like she took everything, generous and unhurried, the full bust in motion above me in the firelight, her glow flooding down through the contact so that every stroke came back doubled, and she rode me slow and deep and talked me through it, “there, feel me, I can feel you feeling me, that’s it,” while Isolde fit her mouth to Rosalie’s breast and Octavia’s voice narrated the whole tangle in obscene precise wonder.

Then Octavia, bent forward over the furs, heavy curves gold in the firelight, and I took her from behind while she braced on her hands and poured out that voice, the professor’s diction applied to filth, “yes, exactly like that, don’t, oh, don’t stop, I spent four days silent and I’m going to say every word I banked,” and Thalia between all of it, precise and quick and demanding her own, riding a hand or a mouth, filing every second even as she came apart, no configuration any of us had made before, and every one of them active, hands and mouths and the whole warm tangle of the circle, four contrasting bodies re-lit and hungry, and I ran it, and read it, and gave it, the smith at his work.

And at the shared peak, we forged the thing Rosalie had proposed.



I brought them to the edge together, which was its own feat of reading, four women at four different thresholds and my job to line them up, and I did it the way I’d learned each of them, Rosalie’s slow generous build and Isolde’s sharp climb and Thalia’s precise quick edge and Octavia’s voice that told me exactly how close she was because she couldn’t stop narrating it, and I read all four and worked them until they crested toward the same golden instant, the bond wide open between all of us, every tell blazing at once after four days of dark, Rosalie’s glow and Isolde’s storm and Thalia’s silver seam and Octavia’s Saint-white all pouring through me together, and it was almost too much to hold, four peaks and my own gathering under them, the reunion of it, the abundance after the starving.

And it was Rosalie who called it, at the edge, in the husky husk of a voice that was left to her: “Now. All of it. Into the lattice, hold it, don’t spend it, weave and hold.” And the four of them, even at the peak, even coming apart, held the resonance instead of releasing it into the bond the way we always had, and I felt the lattice form the way it formed when we threw the shield, the woven gold structure of it, except this time nobody threw it. We held it, at the peak, all five of us shaking with the effort of holding a thing that wanted to fire.

And then, on Rosalie’s word, we folded it down.

I felt it happen, and I don’t have good language for it, but the closest is what Rosalie had said: a coal wrapped in cloth. The whole woven lattice, the shield we’d only ever thrown in the instant, folded in on itself smaller and smaller, banked, the way Maeve banked her fire down into a stored point, and it settled, and it went into them, one folded coal of circle-warmth into each of the four, and I watched it seat.

And when it had seated, and we lay tangled and wrecked and gold in the firelight, I could see them.

A faint golden point beneath each sternum. Rosalie’s, Isolde’s, Thalia’s, Octavia’s. Small, steady, persisting where no glow had ever persisted before, a banked pulse of circle-shield carried alone, ready, drawn ahead of time when there was all the time in the world, waiting to be spent in the instant when there’d be no time at all.

“Test it,” Thalia said, from across the furs, breathing hard, already the auditor even wrecked. “Rosalie. Push cold at me. Reach for me the way you’d feel a seal coming. See if the banked point eats it without the rest of us gathering.”

And Rosalie, tired and gold and unwilling to move, reached anyway, across the hall, without gathering any of us, without weaving anything fresh, and pushed a thread of that cold seal-warning she used as a warning at Thalia’s chest.

And Thalia’s banked point flared. Just the one. Not the circle gathering, not the lattice thrown, just the single folded coal beneath her sternum waking on its own and eating the cold and going quiet again, all in the space of a heartbeat, faster than we could ever have gathered, a shield already made, spent by one person alone in the instant of need.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“It works,” I said.

“It works,” Rosalie agreed, and put her head down on my chest, gold light still fading around her, spent and triumphant. “We banked the shield. We can carry it. He gets his three heartbeats and one of us eats his hand before the circle even knows to gather.” She yawned, enormous, satisfied in every possible register. “I told you we’d forge something. Good research. Attendance mandatory next time, that’s not a joke, we need everyone’s point banked before that door, it only works if we’ve all got a coal carried.”

“Weapon development concluded satisfactorily,” Thalia said, to the ceiling, in the exact tone she used for a filed report. “Attendance mandatory at all future sessions. I’ll note it in the charter. Halverton will be baffled and Brennan will demand to know why the rig wasn’t consulted.” She turned her head, and there was something under the dryness that was almost soft. “That’s the counter we needed on Garrick’s chest and the four of us are carrying it out of a bed. I’d have laughed at anyone who told me the war would be won this way. Now I’m going to note it and be smug about it all night.”

And outside the window, a shell-colored light passed, Amaya’s lantern, walking the boundary with Brennan and Maeve, and it paused a moment at the glass, the way it had paused at my threshold the night before, and then moved on.



She laid out the road that night, when everyone had gathered again, decent and warm and quietly changed, four small golden points carried now beneath four sternums where none had been before.

“Five kept waystations between here and the plateau,” Amaya said, spreading a hand over a map she’d drawn from memory, her whole road held in a still and perfect head. “This one, and four more, and then the door. One of the four is the silent one, the far station, the one that stopped reporting eight days ago. Your hollow man’s work, by your account, and I believe it, because I’ve felt the wrongness of it and it matches nothing else I know.” Her jaw was set. “The last three days are through my deepest bounds. Steep country, old country, the road the founders cut through the roots of the mountains to reach their door. I’ll walk you every step. The road’s purpose was always this walk, the walk to the door, and I’ve kept it all my life without ever taking it to the end, because a keeper doesn’t leave the road, and now I’m going to walk it to the end with a smith, the way it was meant to be walked.” Something moved under the stillness, that old thing, patient and long. “A long watch is a long time to rehearse a walk you never thought you’d take. I’ve had time to learn every step. I’d like, finally, to take them.”

“Then we take them,” I said. “Tomorrow. Together.”

“Together,” she said, and tried the word the way you try a coat you haven’t worn in decades, and found it fit, and looked, for just a moment, before the dry amusement folded back over it, like a woman who had forgotten the word was allowed and was startled to find it still in her mouth after all.


Chapter 15: The Binding

We renewed the wards as we went, and it became the rhythm of the kept road the way the watch-rotations had been the rhythm of the grey, and it was forge-work performed on the move, the kind of work my mother would have called the real labor of a smith, the work that isn’t spectacle.

At each waystation Amaya walked me to the ward-anchors, the founders’ oath-metal set into the walls and the well-heads and the boundary stones, and I read them, and they were tired. Not dead, the way the grey’s had been dead, but worn, two centuries of holding with no smith to renew them, the anchor-glyphs cracked fine as old glaze, the oath-metal gone slightly out of tune the way a string goes flat over years, and Amaya had held them whole by will and by her own class feeding them a trickle of what she had, which was, I understood as I worked, part of what was killing her, because the wards drew on her the way a starving thing draws on the body that carries it.

So I re-cut the anchor-glyphs, sharp and clean, my hands remembering the exact pressure the way they’d remembered it in the grey when the Sight was gone, and I re-tuned the oath-metal, warming it under my palms until it hummed true again, and at each station I felt the wards come off Amaya’s shoulders and stand on their own, and I added a hammer-mark to my crest for each one, the small burning ache of the crest reorganizing, the marks multiplying, and Amaya felt each station come back the way she felt everything within her bounds, and after the first one she stood with her hand flat on the renewed anchor and closed her dark eyes and said, quietly, “that’s a knuckle unstiffening. I’d forgotten they could feel like that. I’d forgotten they used to feel like anything but weight.”

“They’ve been feeding on you,” I said. “The wards. You’ve been holding them up out of your own class for two hundred years’ worth of wear. Every one I renew is one that isn’t drinking you anymore.”

“I know what they’ve been doing,” she said. “I’ve felt it. A keeper feels the road drink her, it’s the price, it’s the oath. I stopped counting the cost of it a long time ago because counting a cost you can’t refuse to pay is a way to make yourself mad, and I’ve watched keepers go mad, in the old records, before my time. So I stopped counting.” She opened her eyes, and there was something in them, watching me work, that I didn’t have a name for. “And now a smith comes and lifts the weight glyph by glyph and I find I’d forgotten it was weight at all. That’s the trouble with a burden you carry long enough. You forget you’re carrying it. You call the ache your own shape.” She turned away, sure. “Renew the well-head too. It’s the worst of them. I’ve hated that well-head for forty years and I only just realized I hated it because it’s been the sorest tooth. Fix it, and I’ll owe you a thing I don’t have words for, which for me is a considerable debt.”

Each restored station, I noted, was also a fortress the circle could retreat through, a re-armed link in a chain that ran back from the plateau to the boundary stone, and I said so to the circle, because tactics and mercy pointed the same direction here and it was worth saying out loud, and Thalia added it to her map with a small satisfied nod, and Isolde walked each renewed station once, casing it as a fallback, and the kept road became, station by station, both an act of care and a line of defense, which is the closest thing to grace the craft ever offered me.



Her home station was the second one, and the garden was everything the road had promised and I understood at once why everyone wanted the morning to see it and why she’d never gotten tired of it.

It was walled, and old, older than the station, older than the road, a garden the founders had planted and Amaya had kept, and it was full of things that grew nowhere else in the world anymore. Rosalie went into it and did not come out for an hour, and Amaya let her be, watched her go from bed to bed, touching leaves she’d only read about in the oldest texts, some of them extinct everywhere but here, kept alive two centuries by a keeper who didn’t garden for love of it, exactly, but tended the beds because tending was in the oath, and had thereby preserved a living archive of green things the rest of the world had let die.

“That’s duskroot,” Rosalie said, kneeling, her voice cracked. “Real duskroot, the old strain, not the cultivar, the extinct one, Garrick, it’s been extinct for a hundred and forty years, there are three pressed specimens in the world and I’ve seen photographs of the specimens and I’m kneeling next to it and it’s alive.” She looked up, tears standing in her eyes for a plant. “And that’s bloodmoss, the founders’ strain, ours at Valebright is a descendant, a diluted descendant, this is the source, this is what mine came down from. Amaya. Amaya, can I, may I take cuttings, I’ll be so careful, I have a garden at home that these belong in, or their children do, please.”

“Take what you like,” Amaya said, and there was warmth in it, real warmth, the first unguarded warmth I’d heard from her. “Take cuttings of all of it. It should be more than one garden’s worth in the world. I’ve kept it alive alone all these years and it scarcely occurred to me to send any of it on, because I send people on, not plants, and that was a foolishness I didn’t see until this minute.” She watched Rosalie fill her collecting-cloth with careful hands. “You’re the first person in a very long time to look at this garden and see anything but a pretty place to rest. You saw an archive. You saw the extinctions.” Her voice went quieter. “Take all of it, healer. Let it grow somewhere it isn’t kept by a cage.”

And she showed me, that evening, the other thing the home station held, the ledger.

It was a book, or a shelf of books, the record of every traveler she had ever guided along the kept road, and I opened the first volume and the hand was not one hand, it was a hand that changed, slowly, across the pages, because it was all her hand but her hand had aged the way a hand ages over decades even when the woman doesn’t, the writing of a girl at the front, formal and careful, and by the middle a mature hand, steady and sure, and it was all one woman writing across a lifetime of keeping, thousands of names, dates, destinations, the whole traffic of a road nobody knew still ran.

And there was a smaller column, at the back of each volume, set apart, and I understood what it was before she said it.

“The ones the road lost,” Amaya said, standing at my shoulder. “Not many. The road’s safe, that’s the whole point of the road. But not perfectly. A storm off the plateau, a beast, a sickness, the grey, before I knew what the grey was. I mark them here. I keep their names. Someone should.” Her finger touched the small sad column, ran down it, the few she couldn’t save. “Nobody else remembers these people. Their own families gave them up for lost when they didn’t come back, and never knew they’d made it as far as the kept road before the end. I know. I’m the only one who knows. So I keep the names. It’s a poor thing to be the only keeper of, but I keep it.”

“It’s not a poor thing,” I said, and I meant it, and I turned another page of the changing hand, the girl’s careful script at the front and the sure mature hand deeper in, all one woman across the length of her watch. “My mother kept a workshop for people the district healers wouldn’t cross the road for. Commoners whose class stones degraded, a midwife whose healing she stabilized three times a year, farmers who paid what they could and sometimes nothing at all. And when she died, nobody up the ladder recorded a single name of anyone she’d helped, because to the record they weren’t worth the ink. But she knew them. She kept them the way you keep these.” I looked up at her. “The people who matter almost never make it into the records that outlast them. So somebody keeps them by hand, in a book only they will ever read, because it’s the difference between a person and a number, and it costs the keeper everything and nobody thanks them for it.” I closed the volume gently. “You’re not the only one who knows anymore. I’ve read the names now. That’s two of us. It’s a start.”

Amaya was quiet a moment, her still face very still indeed, and then she said, low, “All these years and too few have asked to read the sad column. They want the garden. Rarely the book.” She took the volume back and set it in its place with the reverence she gave the founders’ metal. “You’re your mother’s son. She never once knocked, and I have held that against her a little for years, and I find, meeting her son, that I forgive her, because she raised a man who reads the sad column. That’s a better apology than a knock. Thank you for it.”

Looking at the thousands of names in the changing hand, and the small column of the lost, I understood Amaya better than I had in all the days before, and I understood too why Rosalie had called her lonely enough that it hurt Rosalie to look at her, because here was a woman who had touched ten thousand lives and kept a record of every one and had almost none of them, who remembered the dead that too few others remembered and had too few people to remember her, and I fell for her there, in the ledger.



She asked me to read her binding that night, and she asked in a way that told me more than the reading did.

“You’ve been wanting to look,” she said, when the others had gone to their rooms and it was just the two of us in the ward-room with the fire low. “Since the boundary stone. I felt you wanting to look and choosing not to, because I hadn’t asked, and I’ve felt you choose the same waiting every day since.” Her dark eyes were level on me. “That’s a courtesy few have shown me in longer than I care to count, smith. The waiting. Too many travelers looked without wondering whether I minded being looked at, because I’m the keeper, I’m furniture, I’m part of the road like the well and the wards. You waited to be asked.” She was quiet a moment. “So I’m asking. Read it. Not to change it, I don’t want it changed, don’t mistake me. Only to be, for one hour, a truth someone else carries with me. I have kept my own binding my whole watch and told almost no one what it costs, because there has been almost no one, and I find I’m tired of being the only one who knows. Read it. Carry the knowing for an hour. That’s all I want.”

She parted her robes to the sternum, and it was not a sexual thing, or not only, it was the thing my craft required, the crest lies over the sternum and to read it deep you must be close and it must be bared, and she bared it, the porcelain skin of her chest in the firelight, and she held still under my hands with a lifetime of held stillness, and I activated the Sight at close range, my eyes going golden, and I read her.

And what I read was a beautiful and terrible structure unlike any seal I’d read.

The Waywarden class, the founders’ guardian line, and around it, through it, woven into every branch of it, the oath-seal. And it was not like any seal I’d read. Isolde’s sabotage had been a crime, crude cuts by a paid hand. Rosalie’s family-seal had been a suppression, seven threads of fear. Octavia’s had been a punishment, a cage slammed down in retaliation. This was none of those. This was a founders’ work, made with love and terrible skill, and it did exactly three things and did them perfectly.

It sustained her. I could see the sustaining thread, drawing on the road’s own resonance and feeding it back into her, holding her steady, holding her age, and I understood the not-aging now, it wasn’t a gift laid on top of her, it was the oath holding her at the moment of swearing, a woman fixed at nineteen by a thread that fed her the road and asked the road for her in return.

It compelled her. The keeping wasn’t a choice she made each day. The oath made it, a compulsion woven through the will itself, so that a keeper kept the road the way a heart beats, not by deciding to.

And it caged her. The boundary-thread, the one that held her inside her own bounds, that made the stones she’d faced her whole watch into walls she could not cross. She was fixed to the road as she was fixed at nineteen, and by the same oath, and the sustaining and the caging were the same thread, which is why she’d never had it undone, because to cut the cage was to cut the thing that kept her alive.

And it was fraying.

I saw it and my breath caught. The whole oath was fraying, edge-first, the outermost threads going thin and grey, unraveling slow, and I read the forensics of it the way I read everything, and the truth was in the structure: the oath had been built for renewal. It was meant to be re-forged, periodically, by the smiths who cut it, tended the way the wards were tended, renewed every generation. And the smiths had stopped coming. Two hundred years ago the smiths stopped coming, and the oath had run on unrenewed ever since, fraying at the edges, and it was eating her class edge-first as it went, and I dated it the way I’d date a wound.

“Ten years,” I said, quietly, taking my hands back, the Sight fading. “Maybe a little more. The oath’s unraveling and it’s taking your class with it, edge to center. In about ten years there won’t be enough left to sustain you.” I met her eyes. “You know that.”

“I know that,” she said, calm as weather. “I’ve felt it for longer than ten years. A keeper feels her own binding. I’ve watched it fray since before your mother skirted my bounds. I have perhaps a decade of road left in me, and then the oath fails, and then I age all sixty-one years I’ve been holding off in about the space of a season, the way they do, I’ve read the old records, I know how a keeper ends when the renewal never comes.” She said it the way she’d shown me the ledger’s sad column, plainly, a fact she was the only keeper of. “It’s why I’ve hoped, all these years, that a smith would come. Not to save me. To renew the oath, so the road doesn’t die with me and stand open to anyone who wanders up. A road with no keeper is a road anyone can walk, including the things the road was built to keep out. That’s what I’ve feared. Not my own ending. The road’s.”



I offered her the rework, then, because I could see the whole shape of it now and I could see the door that no one had ever cut, and I laid it out honestly, including the danger, because I don’t lie to people about their own crests.

“I’m not going to renew the oath as it is,” I said. “I could. It’s what you’ve hoped for, a smith to renew the founders’ work, cut it fresh and set the clock back another two hundred years. But I read it, Amaya, and renewing it as it is means renewing the cage. It means you keep this road, unaging, unable to cross your own stone, compelled to the keeping, for another two centuries, alone. I won’t do that. It’s not renewal, it’s a longer sentence.” I held her eyes. “There’s another thing. Harder. I’ve never done it and it might kill you and I’ll tell you exactly how before you decide anything. I can rework the oath. Not cut it, cutting the cage cuts the sustaining, that kills you. Rework it. Re-forge the living thread from compulsion into choice. Keep the sustaining, keep the road whole, but change the nature of it, so the keeping is something you choose and not something the oath makes you do, so the boundary is a door and not a wall, so you could cross your own stone if you wanted to and come back if you wanted to and the road stays kept because you choose to keep it, not because you can’t stop.” I let that sit. “The danger is real. It’s a living oath, it’ll fight me, and if I cut wrong the whole thing unravels at once and the road’s wards die with your line and the door to the First Forge stands open to the Excisor or anyone. I won’t pretend it’s safe. But it’s the only version where you get to be a person again and the road still stands. And I think it’s what the founders would have wanted, if they’d known their smiths would stop coming. I think an oath that eats its keeper for lack of renewal is a broken oath, and I’m a smith, and broken things are my whole trade.”

And she refused.

She refused instantly, and serenely, and completely, before I’d fully finished, and Rosalie was in the doorway, I hadn’t heard her come, and I saw Rosalie see it, saw the healer’s eyes catch the exact quality of the refusal, and it was Rosalie who understood it before I did.

“No,” Amaya said. “Renew the oath as it stands, if you’ll do me the kindness, so the road outlives me. That’s a smith’s proper work and I’ll be grateful past speaking. But not the rework. The road must have a keeper. That’s the oath, that’s what I am. A keeper who can leave isn’t a keeper. A keeper who chooses isn’t bound, and an unbound keeper is no keeper at all, the road needs the cage, the cage is the keeping.” She said it smoothly, all of a piece, a smooth-worn stone of a refusal. “Wanting is not a keeper’s tool. I’ve kept this road by not wanting anything past it, and it’s held, and I won’t unmake the thing that made it hold for the sake of a want. Renew it as it is. Please.”

And she left the room, sure as ever, and the word WANTING sat in the air behind her the way a struck bell hangs.

“That was installed,” Rosalie said, very quietly, coming in, watching the empty doorway. “You heard it. That refusal. It came out all at once, smooth, no seam in it, a thing she’s said to herself ten thousand times. That’s not a choice she made. That’s a reflex someone put in her, or she put in herself so long ago it might as well have been someone else. Wanting is not a keeper’s tool.” Rosalie’s jaw set, that fierce gentle set I’d learned to trust. “She said the word cage three times and didn’t hear herself do it. She’s forgotten wanting is allowed, Garrick, exactly like I said. She’ll let you renew her cage and call it grateful and almost never let you cut her a door, because a nineteen-year-old girl decided that wanting things wasn’t allowed to a keeper, and the girl was right about the road and wrong about the woman, and too few people have told her the difference.” She looked at me. “So we’re going to have to. Not you. Not yet. She’ll hear it as a smith trying to talk her into a dangerous forge. It has to be from people who’ve been where she is. It has to be from Isolde and Maeve.”



Isolde and Maeve came to Amaya the next evening, at Rosalie’s asking, and they didn’t argue with her, they testified, which is a different and harder thing, and Amaya listened to both of them completely, because whatever else the oath had done it had made her a woman who listened.

Isolde told her about Stormwall. About the guild that had come north to reclaim her once she was Tempest-marked, the dream handed back to her whole, the career she’d bled for restored and offered up on a plate, and about turning it down. “I told them Stormwall was too small for what I’d seen I could be,” Isolde said, flat and clear. “The thing I’d wanted my whole life, offered back, and I looked at it and it was a cage too, just a prettier one, a cage shaped like the exact dream I’d had before I knew there was more. And I chose the harder thing, the thing with no title and no ranking and no guild-name, because it was mine and the dream had stopped being mine the day I outgrew it. Wanting the bigger thing cost me the safe thing. I’d do it again tomorrow.” She looked at Amaya levelly. “You think wanting isn’t a keeper’s tool. I thought pride wasn’t a duelist’s, that I had to be all discipline and no want, and I was wrong, the want was the discipline all along, the wanting is what made me worth the sword. You’ve been keeping a road for sixty-one years with the wanting cut out of you and calling it duty. I know what a cut-out want looks like. Mine was cut out by a paid hand and it took a smith to see it. Yours you did to yourself, which is worse, because there’s no one to be angry at but a nineteen-year-old girl who didn’t know better.”

And Maeve told her about the reinstatement letter, about Sundermoor offering her honors and a named post and everything she’d been denied, and about feeding it to her own fire in the yard. “Everything they’d taken, offered back,” Maeve said. “And it would’ve been a cage too, a warm one, staying at the school that broke me because they finally said sorry with a title on it. And I burned it and wrote one word over the ash and walked out and chose the circle, chose the harder thing, chose the thing that was mine.” She was uncharacteristically quiet, for Maeve. “Two years they told me I was too much and I should want less, should be less, and the whole time the wanting was the only thing keeping me alive in there. You want to know a keeper’s tool? Wanting’s the only tool I’ve got. It’s the whole of me. And you’ve been telling yourself for sixty-one years that a keeper doesn’t get one, and I’m here to tell you that’s the lie they always tell the ones with the most to give, want less, be less, it’s not for you, and it’s always a lie.”

Amaya listened to both of them completely, and said nothing, and her stillness had a new texture in it when they’d finished, something worked loose, and she thanked them, formally, in her sixty-year-old cadence, and went to walk her garden alone in the dark, and I let her, because some things you don’t push, you plant, and Rosalie had planted and Isolde and Maeve had watered and now it needed the dark and the time.



The raven came that night, from Caelira, on the channel Thalia had opened at the zone’s edge, and its tone was glacial and its content was worth an army.

Thalia read it aloud to the full circle, because we don’t have secrets, and her voice was flat and careful the way it went when a thing mattered.

“‘the Excisor has reached the plateau,’” she read. “‘He has stopped. He is not attempting the doors. He is waiting, as he told you he would. He does not sleep and he does not eat that I have been able to determine and he stands at the treeline below the gates and he waits.’” She turned the scrap over. “Then this, attached, unsigned, in a different hand, hers I think, plain by Caelira’s standards: ‘Excision requires three heartbeats of held contact. He has never needed a fourth. In two hundred years of Excisor records, nothing has survived long enough in his grip to require one, so nothing alive has ever practiced against a fourth heartbeat. Plan for the fourth. It is the only ground you will ever have that he has not stood on.’”

The room was quiet.

“She’s telling us where the crack is,” I said, slowly, turning it over the way I turned everything. “Three heartbeats and he’s never needed a fourth. He’s so certain of the three that he’s never once had to hold longer, never practiced patience past it, never met a thing that made him reach for a fourth beat. So the fourth beat is untried ground. If we can make him need a fourth, make him hold past the three, we’re standing somewhere he’s never stood, and a craft certain of a thing for two hundred years has a blind spot exactly the size of its certainty.” I looked at them. “I don’t know yet how we use it. But she’s right that it’s the only ground he hasn’t stood on.”

“She’s helping us,” Rosalie said, wondering. “Caelira. Genuinely helping. Why?”

“Because she’s the decoy,” Thalia said, “and she’s known it since before we met her, and she’s chosen to spend herself on her own terms instead of theirs, and helping us kill the thing she was meant to divert is the best revenge-math available to a woman who’s already dead and knows it.” A thin cold smile. “She’s not on our side. She’s on her own side, and her side happens to want the same corpse we want. I filed her under pending after the Descent and I’m leaving her there. But I’ll take the intel. The fourth heartbeat is real and it’s a gift and I don’t have to like her to bank it.”



Late that night, I found Octavia and Amaya together by lamplight in the ward-room, the historian and the history, two cups of tea between them, and I stood in the doorway a moment before either noticed me, and I did not interrupt, because what passed between them was not mine.

“You were sworn,” Octavia was saying, very quietly, leaning forward, “by a keeper before you. Who trained you. Who was herself sworn by a keeper before her.”

“I was,” Amaya said. “The woman who swore me had kept the road eighty years. She was failing when I came to her, the oath fraying then too, though slower, and she trained me and swore me and crossed her own stone for the first and last time the day after, walked out into the world she’d kept the road at the edge of for eighty years, and aged eighty years in a season, and died a free old woman in a town she’d never been allowed to enter. She chose it. She’d rather have one season free than another decade caged. I thought her a fool at nineteen. I’ve thought about her every day since and I’m no longer sure which of us was the fool.” She sipped her tea. “And she was sworn by a keeper before her, who kept the road a hundred years, and that one, that one, historian, listen, that one was sworn by a keeper who was alive when the First Forge was still open. Who saw the First Revelation performed. Who stood in the chamber your smith is walking toward and watched the only True Class Revelation in recorded history with her own two eyes.”

Octavia had gone very still.

“You’re three handshakes from the miracle,” she breathed. “Three keepers back. You were sworn by a woman sworn by a woman who saw it.”

“Three handshakes,” Amaya agreed. “It’s the only reason I’ve kept going past the point of sense, some years. That I’m three handshakes from the thing the road leads to, and if I hold on, someone might finally reach it, and the keeping might finally mean something more than a slow way to die.” She looked up, and saw me in the doorway, and did not startle, because she knew everything within her bounds, and her dark eyes came to rest on me with the amusement back in them, and under the amusement the old patient thing. “There he is. The one walking to the place I’ve spent my whole watch keeping shut.” She lifted her cup a fraction, a dry small toast. “You’re going to a place three keepers of blood and oath have died guarding the road to, smith. Do try to be worth it.” The almost-smile. “It would be a very great shame, after sixty-one years, if the smith who finally came turned out to be a chucklehead.”

“A chucklehead,” Octavia repeated, delighted, wrecked, reaching for a pencil. “Nobody’s said, I have to write that down.”

And Amaya drank her tea, and Octavia bent over her notebook, delighted.


Chapter 16: The Long Watch

The deepest leg of the kept road ran up through the roots of the mountains, and it was the hardest walking of the whole expedition after the grey, steep old country the founders had cut a road through by main force, switchbacks carved into rock, the plateau’s shape growing against the sky ahead of us day by day, and Amaya walked it the way she walked everything, sure of every step, and she named the country as we went, the way a woman names a house she’s kept her whole life.

She was different, off the road’s tamer stretches and into her deepest bounds. Freer, somehow, even before the rework, as though the closer we came to the door she’d kept the road to, the more the long watch lightened, and she talked more, and the dead slang came faster, and Maeve harvested it delightedly, and Octavia wrote half of it down, and I watched the circle fold Amaya into itself the way water closes over a stone, without ceremony, until by the second day of the deep leg it was hard to remember she hadn’t always been walking with us.

The slang alone would have carried the whole leg. Amaya described a bad switchback as “a proper corker,” a loose scree slope as “slippier than a greased jigger,” and Brennan’s amplifier rig, when he strung it across the wagon-bow, as “a clever little contraption, though it wants a name, everything that clever wants a name,” which set Maeve off entirely.

“It has a name,” Maeve said. “It’s the rig. That’s its name.”

“That’s not a name, that’s a category,” Amaya said, unbothered, planting her staff on the next step up. “You don’t name a horse ‘the horse.’ A clever little jigger like that wants a proper handle. In my day we’d have called it a Betsy.”

“We are not calling the amplifier Betsy,” Isolde said, from up ahead.

“Betsy,” Maeve said, with immense satisfaction, and it was Betsy for the rest of the expedition, and Brennan, who loved the rig more than most men love their children, was heard on more than one occasion to murmur encouragement to Betsy while winding her springs, and Amaya took full credit and deserved it.

Octavia walked at Amaya’s shoulder half the deep leg with a small notebook, transcribing, and I caught fragments of it as we climbed. “Say the one about the weather again.” “‘Looks like it’s fixing to come on a real toad-strangler.’ A rain so hard the toads drown. Nobody’s said toad-strangler in seventy years.” “And the affectionate one, for a fool you’re fond of.” “Chucklehead. As opposed to a fool you’re not fond of, who is simply a fool.” “I could weep. This is field linguistics. I’m doing field linguistics up a mountain toward a two-hundred-year-old miracle and I am very nearly indecently happy.” And Amaya, who found the whole enterprise gently baffling, said “it’s only how people talked, historian,” and kept climbing, and did not understand that she was a remarkable living record Octavia had been allowed to study.

We renewed the wards at the third station on the way up, and I felt Amaya feel it come back, another knuckle unstiffening, and she stood with her hand on the renewed anchor and closed her eyes, and Rosalie caught my arm and murmured that the cold spot in Amaya, the fraying, had gotten no better, that renewing the wards eased her for a while but didn’t touch the thing that was eating her class edge-first, that only the rework would do that, and that we were running out of stations to renew before the door, and I knew it, and I filed it, and the pressure of the rework sat between us like a tool nobody wanted to pick up first.

And then we came to the fourth station, the dark one, deep in Amaya’s steepest bounds, and we reached it at midday, and I knew before we came in sight of it that we’d reached the one the Excisor had unmade, because Amaya stopped, a hundred paces out, and went so still that even Isolde stopped, and Amaya said, in a voice I had not heard from her, flat and small, “it’s gone. I can’t feel it. I’ve felt this station every hour of every day for most of my life, it’s a knuckle on my own hand, and I reached for it just now the way you reach for a step in the dark and it isn’t there. There’s no station. There’s a hole where the station was.”

We came up to it, and it was worse than the grey’s dead waystations, because the grey’s had died two centuries ago and this one had been alive eight days before. The walls stood. The well held water. The garden Amaya kept here still grew. But the wards were gone, not dead, gone, unmade, the oath-metal anchors cold and hollow the way the Excisor was cold and hollow, and the resonance that should have hummed through the whole place was simply absent, subtracted, a station-shaped hole in the road.

And the way-family was blank.

There had been four of them. A keeper’s road, I’d learned, kept way-families at some of its stations, not sworn like Amaya but resident, a family that lived at a station and tended it and gave the traveler a face and a hearth, and this station had held four, and the Excisor had come through eight days ago on his way to the plateau, and he had touched them, three heartbeats each, and gone on, and they were still here.

They were sitting in the main room when we came in. A man and a woman and two half-grown children, sitting, not doing anything, alive and warm and breathing and blank, no crest over any sternum, no resonance, no presence, flat eyes looking at nothing, and they did not turn when we came in, because turning to look at an arrival requires a curiosity that had been subtracted out of them, and Rosalie made a small sound and pressed her hand to her mouth, and I felt the Sight slide over them and find nothing, four station-shaped holes where a family had been, and it was Millbrook again except these were people Amaya had known.

She knew their names. She said them, quietly, standing in the doorway, the man and the woman and the two children, said each name the way you say a name over a grave, and then she walked into the room among them, and she stood with them, and she looked at each blank face for a long time, longer than seemed bearable, and I understood she was memorizing them, fixing the faces in the perfect head that held the whole road, and none of us moved or spoke, and Amaya stood among the four people she had kept and been kept by and could not save, and her composure held, at a cost I could see now that I knew where to look, the still water of her face holding still by main force, and when she had memorized them she turned and walked out to the ledger she carried and added four marks to the sad column from memory, four names in the changing hand, and closed the book.

“All my years keeping,” she said, to no one, “and I have added four names to that column all at once, and I did not lose them to a storm or a beast or the grey. I lost them to a man who walked up my own road and reached down it and took them, one at a time, three heartbeats each, and walked on, and I felt none of it, because there was nothing in him for me to feel.” Her jaw was set, and something behind the stillness had gone from grief to a cold I hadn’t seen in her. “My road does not lose things it can keep. And he stood in this room and unmade a family and I, who know everything within my bounds, knew nothing until I came within a hundred paces of the hole he left.” She looked at me. “Your True Sight, smith, the thing your mother died reaching for. When you have it, whatever it turns out to be, I want it turned on this. I want to know what he took. I want to be able to say their names as the people they were and not the holes he left. Whatever it costs. That’s a keeper’s request, and I have made few enough that you should mark it.”

“I’ll mark it,” I said, and I marked it: Millbrook, the town with no name, and now Amaya’s four, the promises my craft owed the living and the taken.



Rosalie stayed with Amaya, after, alone with the aftermath, and I got the shape of it later from both of them, because both of them told me, in different words, the way people do when a thing matters enough that they want it witnessed twice.

Rosalie found her in the blanked station’s garden, tending it, because tending was the thing Amaya did with grief the way Isolde sharpened blades, her hands moving among the beds the Excisor couldn’t unmake because plants don’t carry crests, and Rosalie didn’t offer comfort, because Rosalie had learned that Amaya couldn’t take comfort offered soft, so she said it plainly, the way she’d say a diagnosis.

“You’ve kept everyone,” Rosalie said, “and been kept by almost no one. Sixty-one years. Ten thousand people crossed your stone and rested at your fire, and too few of them ever wondered who carried you. Too few crossed a boundary with you instead of through you. You’ve been the one who stays behind holding the light for other people’s journeys, and hardly anyone has held a light for yours, and today you added four names to a book that only you may remember, and you did it alone, the way you’ve done too much alone through your whole watch.” Rosalie knelt beside her in the dirt, uninvited, healer’s instinct, and put a warm hand on Amaya’s wrist. “Let him. Let us. Let somebody carry you across a boundary. You’ve earned the crossing more than you know, and you’re the only person who won’t allow herself the ride.”

And Amaya was quiet a long time, her hands still in the dirt, and then she said the thing that told Rosalie the siege was nearly won, because it was the clearest she’d talked about the want as a real thing instead of a tool a keeper doesn’t have.

“If I want,” she said, slowly, “I will want sixty years’ worth. Do you understand me. I have kept the door shut my whole watch, and if I open it, it will not open a crack. All the not-wanting comes through it at once, and I don’t know that I can survive that, and I don’t know that anyone near me can, and I have kept it shut partly for that reason, because a want that size is not a door you open politely, it’s a dam you break, and I’ve watched dams break in people and it isn’t pretty and it isn’t safe and it drowns things.” She looked at Rosalie, and the still water of her face had a crack in it, a real one, six decades deep. “That is what’s behind the composure, healer, since you keep pushing at it. Not peace. A dam. And I know exactly how much is behind it, I’ve measured it every day, and it terrifies me, and that is the true reason I told your smith no. Not the road. The size of what I’d want if I let myself.”

“Then don’t open it politely,” Rosalie said, warm and fierce and entirely unafraid. “Break the dam. We’ll be here. That’s the whole point of a circle, Amaya. It’s what it’s for. You don’t have to survive a want that size alone, and you’ve had too few people to not survive it with. Break it. Flood everything. We can take it. We’ve taken worse and we’re still standing and we’d rather drown in your lifetime of want than watch you keep the dam another decade until the fraying kills you dry.” She squeezed the wrist. “You’ve spent your whole watch being safe for everyone else to lean on. Let something be unsafe in your favor tonight.”

Amaya was quiet a long moment, her hands still in the garden soil, and when she spoke it was slower than her usual dry certainty, a woman feeling for words in a language she’d stopped speaking.

“You’re a dangerous woman, healer,” she said, finally. “You come at a thing sideways, all warmth, and by the time a person understands you’ve been laying a siege they’ve already opened the gate for you. I’ve watched you do it to your smith and to the fire-girl and now to me, and I can see you doing it, and it works anyway, which is the mark of a real siege.” She looked up, and there was the crack in the still water again, wider now. “All these years I’ve been the safe place. The wall people rest their backs against. And you’re telling me a wall’s allowed to lean on something too, and I find I don’t have a single argument against it, and I’ve had a lifetime to build my arguments, so the absence of one is telling.” She pressed her hands flat into the soil, grounding herself. “I’ll think on it. That’s more than I’ve given the notion in six decades. Don’t push. You’ve pushed enough for one afternoon, and it landed, and a keeper knows when a seed’s planted deep enough to leave alone.” The dry amusement flickered back, thin over the crack. “Now help me finish these beds, since you’ve upended my whole composure. Tending settles me. It always has. It’s the one thing the oath and I have ever agreed was worth doing.”

And Rosalie helped her finish the beds, the two caretakers on their knees in the blanked station’s garden, tending the one thing a hollow man couldn’t unmake, and I left them to it, because some forges you don’t stand over, you just let the heat do its work.



The hot-spring station was that evening, the last one before the plateau’s foot, and it held hot springs the founders had cut into the stone.

The spring was communal, a wide steaming pool in a walled court under the first stars, and after the dark station we all wanted the heat of it badly, and Amaya, long past the modesty codes of a court that no longer existed, simply disrobed at the pool’s edge and got in while she was in the middle of briefing me about the next day’s leg, and she did it with such total unselfconsciousness, still talking about the plateau approach and the treeline and the wrongness radiating down the last miles, that I was caught entirely flat, standing at the edge with my composure in pieces while the Keeper of the First Forge road laid out tactical geography from a steaming pool with her ink-black hair coming unpinned and floating on the water around her and the whole of her bared to the starlight without her seeming to notice or care.

And I looked. I’m not going to pretend I didn’t, because I’d have been a liar and a fool both. My eye started where the eye starts on Amaya, at the soft curve of her as she’d turned to lower herself in, the deep round of hip and thigh that the layered robes only ever hinted at and the water now revealed, and my mouth went dry the way it hadn’t since I was a much younger man. Then up: the soft belly, the porcelain skin that had seen so little sun, luminous in the starlight and the water, so pale it seemed lit from within. The average firm chest, bared to the cold and the steam. The long fine throat, the willowy shoulders that argued so beautifully with the generous weight below. And the ink-black hair, come unpinned in the heat, spreading out on the surface of the water around her like spilled ink, so that she sat in the steaming pool wreathed in her own black hair with the starlight on her pale skin, and she talked about ward-anchors while I lost the thread of every word.

Every place my eye landed, my body answered. That was the trouble, and I stood at the pool’s edge feeling the blood go where blood goes and my breath go careful, riveted, a grown man undone by a keeper reciting tactical geography, and the more unselfconscious she was the worse it got, because there is nothing like a beautiful woman entirely unaware of the effect she’s having, except a beautiful woman entirely aware of it and continuing anyway, and I was about to find out which one Amaya was.

“You’ve stopped listening,” Amaya observed, mid-sentence, not moving. “I was explaining the treeline and you’ve gone deaf. I know the difference between a man thinking about tactics and a man who’s stopped, smith, I’ve kept a road long enough to see every shape a man makes.” And then she turned her dark eyes on me, and held my gaze, deliberately, one beat too long, longer than a keeper briefing a smith, long enough that the amusement in her eyes changed into something with heat under it, and I saw the woman under the keeper look out at me for the length of that one held beat, and then she looked back at the water and the amusement folded back over the heat and she said, dry as the whole dead country we’d crossed, “Steady the boiler, smith. You’ve a rework to run tomorrow and a wandering eye tonight and you can only afford the one. Get in the water and cool the other thing down before you scald us both.”

“Steady the boiler,” I repeated.

“It’s an expression,” she said, serene. “From my day. It means compose yourself. Though I’ll allow the literal reading applies. In.” And I got in, and cooled nothing down whatsoever, and from the far pool Maeve, who had watched the entire exchange, said, delighted and merciless, “steady the boiler, oh, that’s a good one, Amaya, that’s going in the charter, Garrick’s boiler, official expedition record,” and Amaya said “the girl learns fast,” and I sat in a hot spring under the stars with my dignity in the water somewhere and let them have it, because there are fights you don’t win.



Brennan gave her the lantern that night.

He’d been working on it in secret since the well-pump, I found out later, at the rig-bench under the wagon in the evenings, and he brought it to her at the hot-spring station after everyone had eaten, wrapped in a cloth, shy the way he got, and he set it in front of her and said, “so. I made you a thing. It’s, ah. It’s a lantern.”

Amaya unwrapped it, and it was a lantern, a modern one, Brennan’s work all over it, a spring-fed igniter so it lit at a touch with no flame needed, storm-glass panes that wouldn’t crack in the cold off the plateau, brass housing worked clean and simple, and etched into the housing, small and careful, her route’s mark, the founders’ sign she cut into her boundary stones.

“Yours doesn’t burn down,” Brennan said, into the silence, “which is a marvel, it’s founders’ work, I couldn’t make one that does what yours does in a hundred years. But it’s the only one there is, and if anything ever happened to it you’d be in the dark, and a keeper shouldn’t be in the dark. So I made you a backup. It’s not as good as yours. It’ll never be as good as yours. But it lights every time and it won’t crack and it’s got your mark on it so it knows whose it is, and, well.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “The one that doesn’t burn down deserves a backup that doesn’t either. That’s all. That’s the whole thought. You can throw it out if it’s rubbish.”

Amaya looked at the lantern for a long time.

And then she stood up, without a word, and left the room, quickly, which from Amaya, who never moved quickly at anything, was an event on the order of an earthquake, and Brennan’s face fell, and he said “it’s rubbish, isn’t it, I’ve upset her, I’m sorry, I’ll,” and Rosalie put a hand on his arm and said, gently, “no, Brennan. It’s a gift she was not prepared to receive. She had to leave the room. That’s not the lantern being rubbish. That’s the lantern being exactly right and her not knowing what to do with a thing that’s exactly right, because nobody’s handed her one in all those years.” And Brennan sat with that, and looked at the door she’d gone through, and said, quietly, “oh,” and we left it there, one beat, no lingering, because some gifts you don’t watch land.



She made her decision that night, at the farthest boundary stone, under the stars, and she made it in her own words, and she came and found me to make it, which was itself the whole answer before she said a word.

I was at the boundary stone doing a smith’s last check of the plateau-side wards, and she came out to me through the dark with the new lantern, Brennan’s lantern, lit and steady in her hand, and she stood at the stone she had faced through her whole watch and could not cross, and she looked out past it, into the dark, toward the plateau and the door and the world beyond her bounds, and she said:

“I have kept this road so long that I forgot it was supposed to lead somewhere.” Her voice was quiet and steady and there was no dry amusement in it now, none, just the woman under the keeper, out at last. “Sixty-one years of other people’s crossings. I stand at this stone and I watch them go, up the road or back down it, into a world I cannot follow them into, and I hold the light, and I stay, and I told myself all those years that the staying was the point, that a keeper’s whole meaning is the staying, and I believed it, because believing it was the only way to bear it.” She turned, and looked at me, and the lantern lit her face from below, porcelain and still and cracked open at last. “And then a healer told me I’d kept everyone and been kept by none. And a duelist told me she’d turned down her whole dream because it was too small. And a girl told me wanting was the only tool she had. And a broken artificer made me a lantern so I’d never be in the dark, which nobody has thought to do for me in longer than I can bear to name, and I had to leave the room, smith, I had to leave the room because a woman who has not wanted anything in a lifetime cannot be handed a lantern with her own mark on it without the dam showing a crack.” She held my gaze. “So. I’ve decided. Renew the road, yes. But not as it is. Cut me a door. Rework the oath, the dangerous way, the way that might unravel everything, the way that makes the keeping a choice and the boundary a door and the wanting mine.” Her chin came up, her whole watch behind it. “If the wanting kills me, it will at least be mine. I have died a little every year of this watch of a want I wasn’t allowed to have, and I would rather break the dam and drown in one flood of my own choosing than dry up slow over another decade being safe. Cut me a door, smith. I’m asking. That’s a keeper asking for a thing for herself, which I’m told is a tool I’m finally allowed.”

“I’ll cut you a door,” I said.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “At the home station’s altar, the founders’ altar, that’s where a thing like this has to be done. Your healer and your Saint to support, the artificer’s clever little jigger on standby in case the oath fights ugly, and the circle with its banked coals fresh, in case something comes through the crack that shouldn’t.” She’d thought it through, of course, she thought everything through, a still perfect head shaped by long keeping. “And you, smith. Steady of hand and steady of boiler both, if you can manage the second, which I have my doubts about after this evening.” The dry amusement flickered back, briefly, and under it the crack in the dam, and under that the flood, held one more night. “Tomorrow you cut me a door. And tonight I’m going to lie awake and rehearse being a woman who asks for things, because it’s been a very long time and I’m badly out of practice, and I’d like to be less clumsy at it than I was just now.”

She went back inside with Brennan’s lantern lit and steady in her hand.


Chapter 17: Cut Me a Door

The founders’ altar at Amaya’s home station was a circular dais of oath-metal set into the floor of a chamber older than the walls around it, and I had seen its cousin once, in the Undercroft beneath Valebright, and I knew the shape of it, the interior spokes running to a central node, the receptacles at the compass points, the place where a smith stood to do the deep work. But I had never run a rework on a living oath, because no smith in two hundred years had. I knew the shape of it. I did not yet know whether I could survive running it.

We prepared it the way you prepare a thing that might unravel a woman’s whole self. Rosalie and Octavia flanked the altar, Rosalie to stabilize Amaya’s body through the shock of it and Octavia to hold the reworked threads open with her Ward Break the moment I cut them, so they couldn’t re-knot behind my hammer before I’d set them into the new shape. Brennan crouched at the edge with a rig armed and ready, not against a resonance attack this time but against a feedback surge, because a living oath the size of Amaya’s could throw energy the way a snapped cable throws, and Brennan’s mechanical pulse was the only thing that could break a surge that had nothing resonant for the shield to catch. Rosalie and Octavia carried their banked coals fresh even while they worked the altar, Isolde and Thalia stood at the chamber’s edge with theirs ready, and Maeve held her Deep Bank tight beside them, extra heat in reserve, because we were about to make a crack in a founders’ oath and none of us could be certain what might try to come through it.

And Amaya lay on the dais, her robes parted to the sternum, ink-black hair spread out on the oath-metal, her dark eyes open and fixed on the ceiling, still as still water, a lifetime of held stillness holding one more time while a smith prepared to cut open the thing that had held her.

“Last chance to stop me,” I said, standing over her, my mother’s tools laid out, the class stone from her kit warm in my palm.

“I have wanted very few things in all my years keeping,” Amaya said, to the ceiling, “and I want this. Don’t ask me again. Asking a woman who’s finally decided whether she’s sure is a way of un-deciding her, and I’ve only just learned how to decide anything for myself, so let me have the decision whole. Cut, smith.” Her hand found the edge of the dais and gripped it. “And whatever it does to me, whatever comes out of me when the dam goes, do not stop for it. The screaming, if there’s screaming. The weeping. Any of it. Those are just sixty-one years arriving. Cut through them. That trust, with the whole of me under your tools, is not a thing I give lightly, so mark that too.”

I marked it. And I activated the Sight, my eyes going golden in the chamber’s dim, and I laid my hands on the oath, and I began to cut.



The oath fought me.

Not out of malice, I understood that from the first thread, this was not a crime resisting exposure the way Isolde’s sabotage had resisted or a punishment defending itself the way Octavia’s cage had. This was fidelity. The oath had been made to hold, made with love and terrible founders’ skill, and holding was its nature, and every thread I re-forged from compulsion into choice, the oath tried to re-knot behind my hand, tried to restore itself to the shape it had been made in, because a thing made to hold does not know how to be anything but held. It fought me the way a loyal dog fights the hand that tries to unclip its chain, not understanding that the chain is the cruelty, only knowing that its whole self is the holding.

I worked the first thread and it re-knotted before I’d finished, and Octavia’s Ward Break came down on it, holding it open, her voice pouring the articulation that kept the cut from closing, and I re-forged it in the held-open gap, compulsion into covenant, the thread that made Amaya keep the road turned from a chain into a chosen thing, and I set it, and it held in the new shape, and Amaya gasped on the dais, a small sharp sound, because a single thread of compulsion turning into choice returned to her a choice she hadn’t owned in sixty-one years, and even one was heavy.

“That’s one,” I said. “How many threads, Octavia?”

“By the structure,” Octavia said, tight, her hands full of held resonance, “dozens. This is founders’ work, Garrick, it’s not seven threads like Rosalie’s, it’s a lattice, every branch of the class is woven to the oath, you’re going to have to do this dozens of times and each one fights and each one gives her back a piece of a choice she buried, and I don’t, I’m not sure a person can take dozens of buried choices coming back in one hour, I’m not sure the body can, watch her, Rosalie, watch her heart.”

“I’m watching her heart,” Rosalie said, her glowing hands flat on Amaya’s chest, reading her the fast way now that the light was back. “It’s holding. She’s strong, she’s founders’-strong, a lifetime of holding made her heart into something that doesn’t quit. Keep cutting. I’ll tell you if she can’t take it. Keep cutting, Garrick, don’t slow down, slow is worse, slow makes her feel each one, fast lets them blur.”

So I cut fast.

Thread by thread, dozens of them, and the oath fought every one, re-knotting behind me, and Octavia held them open and I re-forged them in the gaps, compulsion into choice, cage into door, and it was brutal sustained work for my hands, and the cost came the way it always came, the way I’d tracked since Valebright: my nose started bleeding by the tenth thread, a slow steady drip onto the oath-metal that I ignored, and my hands began to shake by the fifteenth, the fine tremor of Class Sight strain, and Rosalie pressed close and put a steadying warmth into me through the contact, feeding me a thread of her healer’s resonance to keep the hands from shaking too hard to work, and I kept cutting.

And Amaya wept.

She wept without sound at first, tears running from the corners of her open eyes down into her ink-black hair, and I did not stop for it, because she’d told me not to, and I understood as I worked that each converted thread returned a want, a choice, a piece of a self she’d buried at nineteen to survive the swearing, and they came back in a flood, a lifetime of buried wanting arriving thread by thread, and it was too much for even her stillness to hold, and the still water of her face broke, finally, all the way, the dam cracking, and she wept the way Rosalie had said she’d want, a lifetime’s worth, unserenely, terribly, and I cut through it, through the weeping, because the weeping was the work, the buried years arriving, and to stop for it would have been to leave her half-freed, which is a worse cruelty than the whole cut.

The oath threw a surge at the midpoint. I felt it building the way you feel a wave draw back before it breaks, the whole lattice gathering to restore itself in one great re-knotting, and Brennan saw it in my face and fired the rig without being told, the mechanical pulse hitting the altar at the exact moment the surge broke, a physical shove of spring-force that had nothing resonant in it for the surge to grab, and it broke the surge the way it had broken the Excisor’s grip, disrupted the gathering, bought me the two seconds to hold the lattice open through the worst of it, and I said “good, Brennan, again if it does that again,” and Brennan reset the rig with shaking hands and said “aye, again, I’ve got two more charges, use them,” and I kept cutting.



The last thread was the sustaining thread, and it was the one that could kill her, and I slowed for that one, the only one I slowed for.

Because the sustaining and the caging were woven into the same thread, that was the trap of it, the reason no smith had ever simply cut the cage, because to cut the cage was to cut the thing that fed her, and the years she’d held off would come due in a season the moment it parted. I could not cut it. I had to rework it in place, split it, the finest work my hands had attempted, separating the sustaining function from the caging function within a single founders’ thread, keeping the one that fed her, changing the one that held her, and doing it without parting the thread, because a parted thread was a dead keeper.

I held that one thread under the Sight for a long time, reading it, mapping the exact place where sustaining and caging twined, and Amaya, wept-out now, spent, watched me from the dais with her broken-open face, and she said, quietly, steadily, the stillness returning not as a dam this time but as trust, “there’s the smith. That’s the look. I watched your mother’s kind through the surface of my bounds once and I never got close enough to see the look, and here it is, the look a smith gets at the hard cut. Take your time on this one. I’d rather you were slow and right than fast and I’m dead. I’ve decided I want to live for myself now, which is new, so don’t waste it in the last thread.”

I found the place. I set the tool. And I split the thread, sustaining from caging, kept the feed, reworked the hold, and I re-forged the caging function into its opposite: not a wall that held her inside, but a door she could open, a boundary she could cross by choice and return through by choice, the keeping made chosen, the sustaining renewed by her own will at any station she claimed. And I set it, and I felt the whole reworked oath settle into its new shape all at once, dozens of threads holding in the new configuration, cage into choice, and the Sight showed me the thing complete, and I took my hands back, and my nose was bleeding freely and my hands were shaking hard and my head was full of the pressure and tunnel-dark of deep strain, and I said, hoarse:

“It’s done. Octavia, let go, see if it holds on its own.”

Octavia released the held threads, slowly, ready to catch them, and they did not re-knot. They held. The reworked oath held in its new shape, sustaining Amaya, no longer caging her, the keeping a choice now, and I watched the class settle, and the card formed the way the cards form at the milestones, brief and clean.

Class: Waywarden (Bound) → Waywarden (Sworn-Free) | New: Freewalk (may cross her own boundaries; keeping chosen, not compelled), Lantern-Law (ward-craft extends to any road she claims) | Note: the sustaining thread renews by her own will at any waystation. Off the kept road, she ages as anyone; time resumes wherever she chooses to spend it.

“It holds,” I said, and Rosalie caught me before I went down, because the strain took my legs the moment the work was done, and she lowered me to sit at the edge of the dais and pressed her healer’s warmth into me, and Amaya sat up on the oath-metal, ink-black hair falling around her, wept-out and spent and free, and put a hand to her own sternum where the oath had held her all her adult life, and felt the new shape of it, and understood.



She crossed the boundary stone at dawn.

We all came out to it, because none of us would have missed it. The boundary stone she had faced for her whole watch, the low grey marker with the founders’ mark, the wall she could not cross, and Amaya walked to it in the dawn light, and stood at it a long moment, and then stepped over it, one step, into the unkept grass on the far side, and stood there, in the world, off her road after a lifetime bound to it.

And she wept again, but it was a different weeping, and she wept properly, unserenely, standing in the ordinary grass on the far side of a stone she’d faced her whole watch, all the years of weeping at an ordinary horizon that she’d been able to see her whole life and never walk toward, and the circle gave her space, hung back, let her have it, and I did not give her space, I crossed the stone and stood beside her and gave her none, close at her shoulder, because I understood that space was the last thing she wanted, that she’d had a lifetime of space, of no one near her at the crossings, and what she wanted at this crossing was someone standing close enough to touch while she wept at a horizon, and so I stood close, and she reached out without looking and gripped my forearm, hard, and wept at the world, and I let her grip me, and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that would be better than being there, and being there was the whole of what she’d never had.

“I can go anywhere,” she said, finally, wonderingly, hoarse. “I can walk down that hill and never come back. I can go to the sea. I’ve never seen the sea, smith, all these years four hundred miles inland, I’ve never seen the sea and now I can go and see it and the road won’t die because I chose to keep it and choosing means I can also choose the sea, someday, when the war’s done.” She turned and looked at me, her broken-open face lit by the dawn, and she was beautiful enough to stop my breath, not despite the wept-red eyes and the unpinned hair and the ruined composure but because of them, because someone was finally seeing her actual face. “You cut me a door. You cut me a door and it didn’t kill me and now I can want things, and I find I want a great many things, and the first of them, the very first of them, I’m going to take my time deciding, because deciding is new and I intend to savor it.”



She took the day for herself, and it mattered, because her want was not gratitude’s transaction. The truth of the bond was that her freedom came first and was never conditioned on anything.

She spent the day off the road and on it both, crossing and re-crossing her own stone because she could, walking her garden as a free woman for the first time, writing in her ledger, banking her new lantern, Brennan’s lantern, in the window. She did not come to me. She did not owe me anything and she took the day to prove it to herself, to be free before she chose to spend the freedom on anyone, and I let her have it, and I spent the day recovering from the rework under Rosalie’s care and thinking about the fourth heartbeat and pointedly not thinking about the hot spring or the boundary stone.

And that night, she knocked on my door.

Which she had told me my mother never did, and which felt like the whole answer before she spoke, and I opened it, and she stood there in the corridor with Brennan’s lantern in her hand and the shell-colored light of it on her porcelain face, ink-black hair loose and unpinned to her waist, and she said, dry, and under the dry the flood held one more moment:

“That is what a smith’s knock sounds like.” Her dark eyes were level and warm and free. “I have wondered my whole watch. And now I know, because I just made it myself, at your door, which is the only way I was ever going to find out. My turn, smith. You cut me a door yesterday. Tonight I’ve decided what I want to walk through it toward, and I’ve decided it’s you, freely, owing nothing, wanting a lifetime’s worth.” She stepped across my threshold the way she’d stepped across the boundary stone, deliberate, chosen. “Let me in. I’ve a great deal of wanting saved up and I’ve decided to spend the first of it on the man who taught me I was allowed.”



Her chambers, not mine, in the end, because she wanted the wanting to happen in the one place that had been hers all those years, and I understood that, and we went there, and it was six decades of one woman’s spare and beautiful order, everything in its place, a life pared down to essentials and kept immaculate, and Brennan’s lantern lit in the window, shell-colored and steady, Brennan’s gift lighting the room where she’d decided to want.

She undressed me first.

It was a keeper’s ritual, I understood, the traveler tended, a life of tending travelers turned now to this, and she did it slowly, sure, her fine pale hands working my tunic loose, my belt, and there was reverence in it and there was hunger under the reverence, the dam behind the composure holding by a thread, and I let her tend me, let her have the ritual, because I could feel how much she needed the doing of it, and when she’d undressed me she laid her hands flat on my chest, over the crest with its five points and its dormant name, and she looked at it the way she’d looked at it at the boundary stone, the reading look, and then she looked at me.

“Now unpin my hair,” she said, quietly. “It’s oath-metal, the pins, founders’ metal, I’ve worn it pinned up my whole watch because a keeper keeps herself in order. Take it down. I want it down. I want to be disordered. I’ve been in order all my adult life and I’m done with it.”

I unpinned her hair. Pin by pin, the dull grey oath-metal coming free, and the ink-black fall of it poured past her shoulders and down her back to her waist, a black river of it in the lantern-light, and she shook it loose and closed her eyes and made a small sound at the freedom of even that, and then I opened her robes.

Layer by layer, because she wore the road’s layers, the traveler robes she’d kept through every watch, and I opened them the way her lane demanded, an event and not a transition, and the porcelain stillness above came bare, the willowy shoulders and the fine throat and the average firm chest, pale as the inside of a shell, and then the layers fell further and the soft heavy warmth below came free, the generous curve of hip and the deep round of thigh, all the lushness the robes had only hinted at, and I looked at her, all of her, in the lantern-light, and I watched a body that had not been looked at within living memory learn, in real time, that it was being devoured.

She had not been looked at with want in longer than either of us could bear to count, and she felt each place my eyes landed like a touch, her breath catching as my gaze traveled the porcelain shoulders, hitching lower as it fell over the soft belly and the heavy hips, and she stood and let me look and shook, faintly, all over, the still woman who had outwaited kingdoms coming undone at simply being seen with want.

“All those years,” she said, and her voice was not steady anymore, the archaic cadence fraying, “all those years and no one has looked at me like, oh, like that, like I’m a thing to be, I’d forgotten, I’d forgotten what it, keep looking, don’t stop looking, I want to feel it, I’ve been furniture for too long and I want to be looked at until I remember I’m not.”

“You’re not furniture,” I said, and I put my hands on her, the first touch, and slowed for it the way the first touch deserves. My scarred hands closed on her soft warm hips, and she gasped and swayed into it, and her skin was warm, warmer than the porcelain look of it promised, sixty-one years of banked warmth under the still surface. “You’re the most beautiful thing on this whole road and I’ve been looking since the boundary stone and I’m done pretending I haven’t.”



It was slow, at first, and then it was not remotely slow, because decades of denied responsiveness run shockingly hot once permission exists, and the contrast was the point: the measured archaic diction fraying to plain hungry speech, the woman who spoke in a cadence sixty years old dissolving into words with no cadence at all.

I worshipped the soft lower curves of her first, because that was where her body carried its long denial, hands and mouth over the heavy hips, the deep round of thigh, the lush curve of her ass, the parts of her that the traveler robes had hidden and that no one had touched in longer than living memory, and she came apart under it faster than I’d expected, gasping, gripping my hair, the archaic phrasing tumbling into plain want, “there, oh, there, I don’t, I have no words for how that, all these years, smith, all these years, and you’re, don’t stop, please don’t stop, I’ve waited so long and I don’t want to wait another moment.”

I laid her back and took my time getting there, my mouth traveling the soft belly, the crease of hip and thigh, everywhere but where she was arching to have me, and she who had outwaited kingdoms could not wait for this, her hips lifting to chase my mouth, her hands fisting in the bedding, the still voice frayed to nothing at all. And when I finally settled between her thighs and put my mouth to her, she made a sound that stripped the room down to breath and heat, a lifetime breaking in one cry, and her whole soft body seized and she came almost at once, shockingly fast, the decades-denied responsiveness running so hot that the first sustained touch tipped her straight over, and she gasped and shook and gripped my hair and rode it out against my mouth, wrecked and astonished at her own body. “That, that fast, I didn’t, I can’t believe how fast I, a whole watch and it took you a minute, oh God, again, do it again, I have so much saved up, I want all of it tonight.”

I gave it to her again, slowly, until she was soaked and shaking and past speech, and only then did she gather what was left of her control.

She took control’s last stand astride me, lowering herself onto me at her own pace, and I let her, because control was the last thing she’d owned and she wanted to spend it on the pace, and she rode me slow and deep with her ink-black hair falling around us both and her head tipped back and her hips rolling soft and warm over me, and she watched me watch her, and the watching undid her as much as the act, and control lasted about as long as control lasts, and then it broke, and she was not in charge anymore, and I felt her want it to break, felt her hand me the pace, and I took it.

I rolled her under me, the soft heavy warmth of her spread on the bed of a room she’d kept in order for a lifetime, and I drove into her, and she wrapped her full thighs around me, locked them tight, and pulled me deep, and the breeding lane surfaced in her own voice, unprompted, the truth under sixty years of duty, and I did not lead her to it, she brought it, because it was hers.

“Give me what the road never let me ask for,” she said, into my ear, gripping me, her legs locked around me pulling me deeper, and the archaic cadence had burned entirely away and what was left was plain and hungry and six decades deep. “The keeper line was supposed to continue, do you understand, that was the oath’s other half, a keeper trains a keeper, a keeper bears the next, and I never let myself believe anyone was worth it, and I told myself I didn’t want it because wanting wasn’t a keeper’s tool, and I lied, I lied to myself for all those years, I wanted it every day. Fill me. Let something of this watch continue. Let there be more than a woman who kept a road and kept nothing. Breed me, smith. Give me the thing I wasn’t allowed to want.” Her dark eyes were fierce and free and flooded. “No one has claimed me in the way that mattered and I want to be claimed, I want to be kept the way I kept everyone else, breed me and keep me and let me finally be the one who’s kept.”

“You’re mine,” I said, driving into her, gripping her soft warm hip hard enough to mark, “you’re kept, you hear me, you kept this whole road and now you’re kept, you’re mine, and I’m going to fill you exactly like you’re asking.” She sobbed at that, at the words, the flood breaking all the way. “You want the watch to continue. I’ll give you that. I’ll give you everything the road never let you ask for. Say it again. Tell me what you want.”

“Breed me,” she said, wrecked, plain, free, “fill me, keep me, don’t pull out, I want all of it, all my life I’ve sent life on and kept almost none of it and I want to keep this, keep me, breed me, please, smith, please.”

And I gave it to her, drove into her deep and slow and then hard, the soft heavy warmth of her open under me, her thighs locked around my back, her ink-black hair spread across the bed of the room she’d kept in order for a lifetime and disordered now on purpose, and I answered every word of her plea with one of my own, because claiming answered in kind was the whole of the lane and she’d earned every syllable of it.

“I’ve got you,” I said, gripping the full soft curve of her hip, driving into her. “You want the watch to continue, I’ll give you that, I’ll fill you as many times as it takes and I’ll keep you after, you understand me, you kept everyone and now you’re mine to keep.” She sobbed and clenched around me and pulled me deeper with her heels. “Say whose you are.”

“Yours,” she said, wrecked, all the archaic cadence burned to nothing, just a woman under a man she’d chosen after six decades of choosing no one, “yours, kept, bred, I’m yours, don’t stop, don’t you dare send this one on, keep it, keep me,” and I felt her climbing under me, felt the whole of her dammed want gathering to break, her porcelain skin flushed rose from throat to breast, the still surface gone entirely, the flood behind it about to come through all at once the way she’d feared it would, and I did not slow for the fear of it because she’d told me not to, I drove her toward it, over it, the woman who outwaited kingdoms coming apart on purpose in my hands.



The sixth bond formed at the peak, and I felt it come the way I’d felt the others come, the great click of a new point waking on my crest, except this one brought the whole road with it.

She went over first, and it was the composure of a lifetime dissolving completely, the still woman coming apart entirely, arching and clenching around me and crying out with no cadence and no control and no stillness left in her at all, a lifetime of held want breaking in one flood, and as she came the sixth point on my crest kindled, Waywarden and Smith syncing, and through the bond, all at once, the whole waystation network came in.

I felt it and so did she, the road itself settling into the lattice like a seventh presence, the kept waystations humming into the bond, a road’s lifetime of keeping flowing into the circle through Amaya the way charge flows, the boundary stones and the wards and the renewed anchors and the garden older than kingdoms, all of it, the whole road, come home into the bond at the moment the keeper was finally kept, and I felt the other bonded women answer through the lattice, startled and bright and awake to it in the same instant. I understood that I hadn’t just bonded a woman, I’d bonded a road, that the sixth point brought the whole network with it, and I finished inside her exactly as she’d demanded, held hard, deep, her legs locked around me refusing to let me go, both crests flaring gold and shell-colored at once, and the road hummed through both of us, and she held me inside her and would not let go and wept and laughed and said “yes, there, keep it, keep it in me, mine, that’s mine,” and I let her keep it, all of it, the way she’d asked.

And the dormant name at the center of my crest brightened, brightened almost to legible, six points now feeding it, the true name my mother died reaching for, close now, close enough that I could almost read it, waiting only for the Forge.



We lay tangled in the lantern-light after, Brennan’s lantern shell-colored and steady in the window, and her dryness came back the way it always came back, folded over the flood now that the flood had run.

“Sixty-one years,” she said, to the ceiling, her ink-black hair spread across us both, her hand flat on my chest over the sixth point. “I expected to be better at waiting than I turned out to be. I’d have sworn I could wait forever. Turns out I was only ever waiting for the door, and once it was cut I couldn’t wait an hour.” She turned her head, and her dark eyes were warm and free and there was no dam behind them anymore, just the woman, out at last. “You didn’t have to make it a choice first. The rework. You could have done what a hundred travelers over the years wanted from me, taken the keeper as part of the road’s hospitality, and I might not even have known to refuse, I was that cut off from my own wanting. And instead you cut me free and then took the day and made me knock on your door. That order is why I’m yours and not just bedded.” Her hand pressed over the sixth point, proprietary in a way that outranked even Thalia’s flat proprietary palm, a keeper’s claim, a whole watch’s worth. “So. Tomorrow. The plateau, the door, the hollow man waiting at the treeline. Tell me everything. Don’t spare me the frightening parts. I’ve kept a road most of my life, I don’t frighten, and I’m in the circle now and I hear the circle’s told everything, which is a rule I approve of, having spent most of my life being told nothing by anyone.”

And I told her everything, on night one, the no-secrets rule extended to its newest member the moment she was in, the whole shape of the trap and the fourth heartbeat and the Revelation and the door that answered a six-point circle, and she listened completely, the way she listened to everything, and when I’d finished she was quiet a moment, and then she said, “Six points. You said the door answers a six-point circle. And you have six points now, as of tonight.” The dry amusement, warm now, free. “I do like a thing that fits. I’ve kept the road to a door that needed a full circle to open, and no full circle ever came, and now one has, and I’m the sixth point of it, which means I didn’t just keep the road to the door. I’m the last piece of the key.” She settled her head on my chest, over the sixth point, her hand covering it. “That’s a better ending to a keeper’s watch than I ever let myself want. Sleep, smith.”


Chapter 18: The Decoy’s Price

The plateau came in sight on the last leg, and it announced itself the way a wound announces itself, by the wrongness radiating down off it before you could see the thing itself.

The country here should have been alive, the far frontier past the grey, wild and green and full, and it was, mostly, but the closer we came to the plateau the more the wrongness bled down through it. It bled in a gradient, the way the grey had frayed at its edges, except in reverse: the land was living and then it was less living, the green holding its color but the life going out of the things that moved in it, so that we rode through a country that looked whole and was quietly dying at the center, and the wrongness reached us long before the mountain did, a pressure at the edge of every sense that had come home to us at Amaya’s boundary stone, the Sight and the seal-sense and the storm all faintly flinching as we climbed toward the thing that ate them.

Blanked wildlife stood in the fields, deer and hares and once a whole herd of something, alive, warm, grazing on nothing because grazing requires a want to eat, standing hollowed in the grass while we passed, and Rosalie could not look at them and Amaya could, Amaya looked at every one and said nothing, adding them, I understood, to the private accounting she kept, the keeper’s ledger of what a road had lost.

“He’s not even doing it on purpose,” Rosalie said, low, forcing herself to look now, the healer’s discipline, the refusal to flinch from a thing she couldn’t fix. “That’s what I can’t get past. Millbrook he did on purpose, seven people, three heartbeats each, deliberate. This he’s doing just by standing still on that plateau for eight days. The animals wander into the range of him and they come out hollow, no one touched them, they just got too close to a thing that unmakes the want to be anything, and walked out empty.” She closed her hands, the old grieving reflex. “It’s like frostbite. You don’t have to be attacked by the cold. You just have to be near it too long. He’s making a new grey, Garrick, right now, slow, just by waiting, and in a hundred years the maps will call this geology too.”

And there was a creek that flowed silent.

We crossed it in the late afternoon, and it should have made the sound water makes, and it made nothing, ran full and clear over its stones without a whisper, and I stood at the bank of it a moment not understanding, and Amaya came and stood beside me and looked at the silent water and said, flat:

“Water learns its sound from the land. The shape of the bed, the resonance of the stone, the whole living hum of a place, that’s what gives running water its voice. This land has been made to forget. He’s been up on that plateau eight days, standing at the treeline, waiting, and the waiting alone has bled the resonance out of the ground around him the way a still cold thing frosts the air. The land’s going quiet just from him being near it, and the water’s gone quiet with it, because the water has nothing left to learn its voice from.” She looked up at the plateau, the mountain with the made face standing dark against the westering sun. “He’s been up there eight days and the ground’s already dying around him. That’s what he is. He doesn’t have to do anything. He just has to be somewhere long enough and the somewhere starts to forget itself.” She turned back to me, dark eyes level. “That’s my road, up ahead. My deepest bounds. And it’s going quiet under him. Get me to that door, smith. I want him off my ground.”



Caelira was waiting at the last waystation before the plateau’s foot, in the parley room, and she had come in person, and the person she had come as told me most of the story before she said a word.

No coach. No regalia. No Concord Examiner’s slate-and-silver, no fixed-star sigil at her throat, no binding rods at her belt. She had come road-worn and alone, a woman traveling light and fast the way you travel when you’re outrunning something, and she sat at the parley table with her hands folded and her back straight and the austere platinum-white hair scraped back the same as ever, but she was thinner than she’d been at Valebright, and there was a quality to her stillness that I recognized, because I’d been reading Amaya’s stillness for a week, and it was the stillness of someone counting a cost they can’t refuse to pay.

“The forward liaison,” she said, by way of greeting, in the low courteous voice that had never once been raised. “I am here in an official capacity. The Concord has attached me to Excisor Noll’s operation as liaison, to observe and report on the subject’s compliance.” A pause, three seconds too long, and I clocked it the way I’d learned to clock her at Valebright. “That is my cover. You know it is my cover. I know that you know. Let us not waste the daylight performing a fiction we have both already read. I am here to trade, and I have a great deal to trade, and I would like to conclude the transaction before nightfall, because I do not intend to sleep within a day’s ride of that plateau and neither should you.”

There it was: a name where every dispatch had carried only a mark. Excisor Noll. Not the true name Caelira could not remember, but the operational name the Concord still used when it filed its weapons.

Thalia sat across from her with the ledger open, Sarveth’s crimes and the Concord’s operatives and the dead-zone survey documented in full, and she laid it out on the table between them not as a threat but as a display of holdings, the way one professional shows another what they’re bringing to a table, and Caelira looked at it, and read enough of it upside down to know its value, and her folded hands tightened by one exact degree.

“You’ve been busy,” Caelira said. “Sundermoor. The vault. The dead-zone survey. You have assembled a prosecution.” She looked at Thalia with something that was almost professional respect and entirely without warmth. “I audited classes for the Concord for twenty years, and I know a clean case when I see one. You would have been formidable in my service. It is fortunate for a great many people that you were never in it.” She folded her hands tighter. “I will trade you the rest of the prosecution. Everything I have on Noll, on the making of Excisors, on the Concord’s intentions for that mountain, in exchange for one thing, which I will name at the end, when you have heard what it’s worth. Do you want it?”

“Name what you’re trading first,” Thalia said. “Then we’ll price your want.”

“Agreed,” Caelira said, and she spent herself, itemized, the way she did everything, cold and precise and complete.



“One,” she said. “How an Excisor is made, because you will not defeat what you do not understand. Excisors are not recruited and they are not born. They are made from failed Examiners. When an Examiner fails, when their nerve breaks or their craft falters or they ask a question they should not have asked, the Concord does not dismiss them. Dismissal leaves a witness. They are taken to the capital and they are unmade by the inner rite, and the inner rite strips the crest and the name together. Do you understand what I am telling you. When they made Noll, they did not only take his class. They took his name. The self and the class came out in one cut. The blanks he leaves behind are copies of what was done to him, made in the same shape, by a man who was made blank first and has been making others in his own image ever since.” A pause. “I trained him. Before he was unmade, Noll was an Examiner under me, and he catalogued classes, and he was thorough, and he was, I will say it because it is accurate and not because it is kind, he was a decent man, as decent as the work allowed. He asked a question. I do not remember which question. I remember that he was thorough, and then he was gone to the capital, and then a year later a blank thing wearing his face came back to the service, and it was thorough in a new way, and I never once heard it use its own name, because it no longer had one.” Her flat eyes held mine. “I will not tell you his prior name, smith, because I do not know it. It was taken with the rest. But I will tell you that the name matters, because everything the Concord does to unmake a man runs through the taking of the name, and a thing built on an absence has an absence at the center of it. What is absent was once present. Draw your own conclusions. You are the one who sees.”

I drew them, and filed them, and said nothing, because the seed she’d planted was the shape of the fight and I wasn’t going to show her I’d caught it.

“Two,” Caelira said. “The three heartbeats. I sent this by raven and I will say it in person so there is no ambiguity. Excision requires three full heartbeats of held contact. In two hundred years of Excisor records, no target has survived long enough to require a fourth. Nothing has ever survived long enough in his grip to require one. This means that the fourth heartbeat is untested ground. The craft is certain of the three the way a man is certain of the ground under his feet, and the Excisor has never had to reach past that certainty, and a craft that has been certain of one thing for two hundred years cannot conceive of the thing that would prove it wrong. Make him need a fourth heartbeat and you are standing somewhere no living thing has ever stood, in the one blind spot that certainty has left him. I do not know how you will use it. But it is there, and it is the only ground he has never stood on, and I am giving it to you.”

“Three,” she said. “He perceives resonance as light. Understand this precisely, because your defenses live or die on it. To Noll, a bright class is a bright light, easy to find, easy to grip. A dim one is harder. A quiet one, dimmer still. And a thing with no resonance at all, a mechanical thing, a spring, a lever, a physical force, that is invisible to him entirely, it does not register, it is not there. This is why your artificer’s device broke his grip in the grey and why he found it interesting, which is the closest he comes to alarm. He cannot perceive a spring. He cannot perceive a banked, quiet point of stored warmth, which reads to him as dimmer than an active shield, dimmer than a woven lattice, nearly dark. Fight him bright and you hand him targets. Fight him dim and mechanical and you become difficult to grip.” Her eyes moved over the circle, cataloguing. “Your storm-duelist is the brightest thing in this room and she will be the easiest for him to take. Tell her to fight dark. It will cost her everything she is and it may be the only reason she lives.”

“Four,” Caelira finished. “His orders, which are the last thing and the one that mattered for tomorrow. He does not enter the First Forge until a smith opens it. He cannot; you know this; the door treats him as no one. But understand why he waits rather than simply killing you on the road, because it tells you what the Concord fears. They do not want the smith removed and the mountain left standing. They want what is inside that mountain erased. The Revelation frightens them more than any smith who has ever lived. A smith they can kill, they have killed fourteen. The Revelation is a thing that could unmake their whole order, and it sits in that mountain, and they have kept it sealed for two hundred years by the simple expedient of no smith ever assembling a full circle to open the door. You are the first. So they will let you open it, and let you perform whatever you perform, and then erase all of it, the smith and the circle and the Revelation and the mountain, in one operation, and the man they sent to do it is patient past the meaning of the word, because he wants nothing, and a thing that wants nothing cannot be hurried and cannot be tempted and cannot be made to break its patience.” She spread her hands. “That is the whole of what I have. It is worth an army. Now I will name my price.”



Her price was not safety, and it was the thing that told me she’d already priced the cost.

She reached up, and unhooked the collar of her traveling coat, and bared her sternum, the Examiner’s crest I’d read once at Valebright in the deep, the deliberate architecture of it, and she said, plainly, without a scrap of the softness people use when they ask for a real thing:

“One honest reading. That is my price. You read my crest at Valebright and you saw where I sealed my own ambitions to survive the Concord’s ladder, and you said so, and it was the truest thing anyone has said to me in twenty years, and I have thought about it every day since, which I resent. I want the full accounting. I want you to read me now, deep, and tell me the truth of what I did to myself, all of it, no kindness, because I have decided to spend myself tomorrow and I would like, before I do, to know exactly what I was, since I chose it and paid for it and never once let anyone tell me the bill.” Her flat eyes did not waver. “That is my price. Not your protection. Not a place in your circle, I would not take one, I have ended fourteen of your kind and I do not repent it, we are not friends and we will never be friends. Just the reading. Pay it or don’t.”

I paid it.

I activated the Sight and read her deep, close, the way the craft required, and I read the whole of the Examiner’s crest, the deliberate architecture, and under it the old self-sealed scar where a young woman had, decades ago, cut off her own ambitions to survive an order that killed the ambitious, and I told her the truth, all of it, no kindness, because kindness was the one thing she’d priced out of the transaction.

“You sealed yourself,” I said. “Young. Before the Concord could do it for you. You had a bigger class than the Examiner they made you into, I can see the scar where you cut it down, and you cut it down yourself because you’d watched what the Concord did to people whose ambitions got noticed and you decided to be smaller than they’d bother to kill. It’s a self-seal, clean, done by your own hand, and it’s the reason you survived twenty years when the ambitious ones didn’t.” I held her eyes. “And the thing you sealed is still alive under it. That’s the truth you paid for. Nothing about your craft was inevitable. You could have been unsealed at any point in twenty years by anyone with the sight to read the scar, and you never let anyone read it, because being unsealed would have made you noticeable again, and noticeable is what you cut yourself down to avoid. You made yourself into the Concord’s tool to survive the Concord, and it worked, and the woman you sealed to do it has been alive and screaming under the seal the whole time. That’s what you are. You asked. That’s the bill.”

She took it the way other people take wounds, without flinching, a slight tightening around the eyes and nothing more, and she hooked her collar back up over the crest, and she stood, and she thanked no one, because thanks weren’t in the transaction either.

“Accurate,” she said. “As before. You are a very disquieting man to sit across from, and I mean that as the highest professional assessment I am capable of.” She moved to the door, and paused there with one hand on the latch. “I will be his diversion tomorrow. Mine, not yours. Do not confuse the accounting. I have my own vengeance-math and it is not your math and we are not allies, we are two parties who want the same corpse for entirely different reasons. When I draw him, and I will draw him, and he turns from you toward me, and he will turn, spend the turn well. It will be the only one you get and it will cost me everything, and I am not spending it for you. I am spending it because I trained that thing and I signed the requisition that unmade it and I have decided I would rather end as the woman who broke his patience than as the decoy the Concord meant me to be. The turn is mine. Use it.” And she was gone, out into the failing light, alone, road-worn, her whole price paid and her accounting closed, and Thalia watched the door close behind her and said, quietly, “file her under pending, still. But I’ll admit, Garrick, that is an impressive person, and I don’t say that lightly.”



We held the war-council that night, every variable named, no secrets, and I laid it out plain because I don’t varnish a thing this size for the people walking into it with me.

“Here’s the plan,” I said, to all of them, the six women and Brennan around the fire at the last waystation. “We cannot beat Noll. I want that said first and said clearly, because a plan built on a lie gets people killed. He’s faster than we can gather, he can’t be read or gripped or hurt by anything resonant we’ve got, and he’s carrying the patience of a weapon trained by two centuries of doctrine, with no self to make him careless. If this were a fight, we’d lose it. So it isn’t a fight.” I looked around at them. “It’s a race and a trap, both. We open the door. He can’t stop us doing that and he won’t try, he wants it open. We go inside and we attune the Revelation, which takes a night and a day, and while it attunes he’ll come, because the door lets him in once we’ve opened it, that’s the trap he set and we’re walking into it on purpose. And what he doesn’t know, what nobody’s ever known, is that inside that mountain I’m going to learn to see the one thing that can touch him. Caelira told me without meaning to. A blank is an absence, and an absence is a shape, and a shape can be named, and I am the one thing in two hundred years that might be able to name it.” I let that sit. “We can’t out-fight him. We can out-see him. And the seeing is inside that door.”

And I laid out the parts. The four banked coals at maximum, Rosalie, Isolde, Thalia, and Octavia each carrying a shield already made. Brennan’s anti-contact rigs assigned by job, not sentiment: three corridor breakers for the fallback, two threshold anchors for the chamber door, and one fist-sized hand-rig I would carry where I could reach a held contact. Mechanical, spring-driven, invisible to him. Brennan set them out around the fire like he was knighting a company, and gave a short humorless briefing that was, in fact, the most useful thing anyone said all night.

“One charge each,” he said, tapping the six small housings in order. “One. It’s a physical pulse, a hard shove of spring-force, it breaks contact and it breaks a gathering surge and it’s the only thing in this whole armory that man can’t see coming, because there’s nothing in it to see. Don’t waste them. Don’t fire them at him hoping to hurt him, they won’t, they just break his grip for the half-second the spring takes to spend. The corridor rigs buy space. The threshold rigs buy the door. The hand-rig fires only when his hand’s already on someone I can reach, not before.” He paused, and looked at the larger amplifier beside his knee. “Betsy’s got three charges because Betsy’s greedy, and Betsy is for the big work, not for heroics. Use every spring like it’s the last honest thing we own, because in that mountain, against him, it is.”

“Does the rig get a rank in the charter for this?” Maeve asked, checking her housing with a quartermaster’s suspicion.

“The rig outranks all of us already,” Brennan said. “It’s head of security. I’m merely its adjutant. Halverton’s amended the charter by raven; we are now, formally, a company that reports to a spring. I’ve made peace with it. You should too.”

“I chose tea over warmth for four days,” Isolde said. “I can take orders from a spring.” After that we moved through the remaining contingencies: Amaya’s renewed stations as the retreat lattice, a chain of fortresses back down the road if it came to withdrawal. Octavia’s rite-prep, the third author’s text she carried and the articulation she’d teach me through the attunement. Maeve deep-banked, the party’s only battery, rationing to the last. Isolde to fight dark, dim, at a fraction of her power, brightness being grip, and I watched her take that, the vanguard commander told to fight with the storm banked low, and she took it the way she’d taken the dead zone, with a hard nod, because who she was without the storm was a question she’d already answered in a keeper-room in the grey.

“And the fourth heartbeat,” I said, last. “Caelira gave it to us twice now. Three heartbeats and he’s never needed a fourth. I don’t know yet exactly how we make him need one, but I think when the moment comes, it’s going to be about making him hold onto something past the point he’s certain of, and standing on the ground he’s never stood on. Keep it in your minds. All of you. If any of you sees the moment to make him reach for a fourth heartbeat, take it, and tell me after, if there’s an after.”

And then, the way this circle did everything worth doing, they chose it, one by one, the way the first circle had chosen on the Annex roof, now larger and harder-earned, each in their own voice: Isolde’s flat “forward, dark, I’m ready,” Rosalie’s fierce “for Millbrook, all the way in,” Thalia’s dry “I’ve wanted to be the thing that was wrong about him since the grey, let’s go be it,” Maeve’s grim spark-plug grin and “I’m banked to the top and I’ll ration like a miser, let’s open the door,” Octavia’s steady “I’ve waited my whole censored life to teach that rite in the place it was born, and I’m going to,” Brennan’s “the rigs are ready and I’m coming, don’t try to leave me with the wagon,” and Amaya’s, last, quiet and free and her whole watch in the making: “I kept the road to this door my whole watch, and I’m going to see what it opens, and I chose it, which is the whole of what your smith gave me. Forward.”



We reached the gates at dawn.

They rose out of the mountain’s made face, oath-metal doors forty feet high, dull grey veined with darker metal, and worked into the whole vast face of them, in lines that ran from the ground to their crowns, was the founders’ six-point circle, the interlocking pattern I wore small on my own chest written here forty feet high in a door, and I stood before it and felt my crest answer it before I’d raised a hand, the six points on my chest and the six-point circle in the door recognizing each other across the dawn air, and I understood, finally and completely, the architecture of the whole thing.

“Six points,” Amaya said, beside me, looking up at the door, and there was wonder in her voice, sixty-one years of keeping the road to this and never once seeing what it opened for. “Now you know why the old circles were six, smith. Everyone always wondered, in the old records, why the founders’ smiths kept circles of exactly six, six bonds, six women, and the scholars guessed at resonance and geometry and none of them knew, because the records had lost what standing here made plain.” She put her hand flat on the cold oath-metal of the door. “The door is the reason. It answers a smith’s crest carried by a full circle of six, no more and no fewer, that’s the lock, that’s the whole lock, and any smith who wanted to open it had to build a circle of six to do it, and building a circle of six is the work of years and trust and half a life, and that, that is why the Concord could keep this shut for two hundred years without a single guard. They didn’t need guards. They just needed to make sure no smith ever lived long enough to earn six bonds.” Her dark eyes came to mine. “Fourteen smiths dead. Not one of them got to six. You’re the one standing here. The door’s been waiting for a full circle for two hundred years, and you built one, and now it’s standing here, all six points of it, and the lock the Concord trusted to hold is about to open because a support-class nobody from a forge-town did the one thing they were certain no smith would ever manage.” The almost-smile, warm and free and fierce. “You didn’t beat their lock, smith. You just loved six women well enough to earn the key, and their whole two-hundred-year certainty never accounted for a man who could do that. Open the door. I’ve kept the road to it my whole life. I’d like to see it open.”


Chapter 19: The Gate

We opened it the way the founders built it to be opened, all six of them and me.

I stood at the center, before the forty-foot doors, and the six of them arranged around me the way the lattice runs, Rosalie and Isolde and Thalia and Octavia and Maeve and Amaya, the whole circle, six points, and I reached for the bond and drew it up through all of them at once, and the lattice formed, gold and blazing, running through me into the founders’ lock, and I fed it into the six-point circle worked into the door.

And the doors did not grind open the way I’d braced for, the way ancient doors open in the stories, with the shriek of stone on stone and the labor of ages. They recognized.

That’s the only word. The oath-metal woke under the lattice, warm now, humming, the six points in the door answering the six points on my chest, and the whole vast face of the doors lit from within with a shell-colored light that I knew, that I had seen held in a lantern on a ridge above the grey, and I understood that Amaya’s lantern had always burned the color of this door, that the light that didn’t burn down was the light of the First Forge itself, carried sixty-one years down a kept road to a boundary stone, and the doors swung open on that light, silent, smooth, forty feet of founders’ oath-metal moving like they’d been oiled that morning, and the First Forge opened itself to us.

Beyond them was the mountain’s heart.

The doors opened onto a hall that ran back into the mountain further than the shell-light reached, and as we stepped in the lamps lit ahead of us, one after another down the length of the hall, resonance-lamps waking at a smith’s step for the first time in two hundred years, lighting our way deeper the way the forge-lines in the floor lit, warm veins of oath-metal running through the stone, the whole mountain remembering how to be lit. And far off, at the very heart of it, so distant it was only a warm point in the dark, I could see the glow of the first anvil, the founders’ anvil, the place the whole craft came from, waiting at the center of the mountain the way the anvil in my mother’s forge floor had sat at the center of the radial lines, the central node, where everything converged.

Mural halls opened off the main hall, walls painted with the histories of the craft, and the air smelled of warm oath-metal and old stone and something underneath that I recognized from my mother’s forge, the smell of the work itself, and we walked into it, the eight of us, into a place no one had entered in two hundred years, and for a while none of us said anything at all, because there was nothing to say that would be better than the walking.

The scale of it kept undoing me. My mother’s forge had been a workshop behind a house in a provincial town, one anvil, one hearth, the oath-metal inlays in the floor worn smooth by generations of feet, and I’d thought, when I restored the Annex forge, that I’d seen the founders’ work at its fullest. I hadn’t. This was where all of it came from, the source the Annex forge was a copy of a copy of, the radial lines and the central node and the oath-metal writ mountain-large, hall after hall of it running back into the dark, and I understood walking it that I had spent my whole life practicing a fragment of a craft that had once filled a mountain, and that my mother had died with the northern posting already arranged for the crime of keeping the fragment alive, and that the fragment had led, in the end, here, to the whole.

The circle moved through it changed, quieted, each of them touching the walls, the warm forge-lines in the floor, the way you touch a thing you can’t believe is real. Maeve, who never went quiet, went quiet. Isolde walked with one hand trailing the oath-metal and did not case a single exit for a full minute, which from Isolde was a kind of prayer. And Amaya, who had kept the road to this door for sixty-one years and never once seen behind it, walked into the mountain’s heart with the shell-colored lantern in her hand and her dark eyes wide and wet, and she said, quietly, to no one and to all of us, “sixty-one years. I kept the road to this and I made up a hundred pictures of what was behind the door, in the long watches, and not one of them was near it. Not near it.” And she reached out and laid her free hand flat on a warm forge-line in the wall, the way I’d seen her lay her hand on her renewed ward-anchors, and she closed her eyes, and she kept it there a long moment, the keeper finally touching the thing she’d kept the road to, and none of us hurried her, because there was nothing worth hurrying toward that was better than watching her have it.



The wonder came to each of them through their own lens, and I watched it land on each of them, and I loved every one of them for the shape it took.

Octavia went to the archive and did not come back for an hour, and when I found her she was sitting on the floor among founders’ folios with her hands shaking and tears on her face, and she looked up at me and could barely speak.

“It’s here,” she said. “The third author’s text. The complete one. Garrick, the compound-class book, the one your mother transcribed part of under the second cipher because the Concord executed the third author before he finished the Revelation chapter, it’s here, whole, the part your mother died without, the part nobody’s read in two hundred years, the Revelation chapter complete, and I’m holding it, and I can read it, and it’s, it’s a rite, it’s an articulated rite, it’s exactly what I spent my whole censored career studying without knowing what I was studying.” She pressed the folio to her chest. “They sealed my class and shelved my scholarship and told me resonance articulation was a dead-end specialty of interest to no one, and it was the rite-craft for the True Class Revelation the whole time, and I’m the one person alive who can read this and teach it because I never stopped studying the thing they told me was worthless. Ten years. Ten years they had me believing my life’s work was a footnote. It was the key to the miracle.” She wept, and laughed, and would not put the folio down.

Brennan found the paired workshops, and I heard him before I saw him, a raw sound from Brennan, and I came into a chamber off the forge halls and found him standing among Artificer benches, real ones, built into the forge floor, the oath-metal running through them the same as it ran through the anvil, workbenches for mechanical work set right beside the smith-work, paired, equal, the two crafts built to stand together, and Brennan was standing there with his hand on a two-hundred-year-old workbench and his face wet.

“They built these together,” he said, thickly, not looking at me. “The Artificer benches and the smith-forge. Right next to each other. Same floor, same oath-metal, same, they’re paired, Garrick, the founders built the mechanical craft right into the forge, side by side, like they were meant to work together, like an Artificer belonged beside a Smith.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand, not embarrassed, past embarrassed. “My whole life the academy told me I was misregistered. Failed Artificer. Vestigial. A support-class nobody at the worst table in the worst annex. And the founders, the people who built the whole craft, they put an Artificer’s bench in the heart of the First Forge, right beside the anvil, because a Smith needs an Artificer, because the springs matter, because someone has to build the clever little jiggers that do the things resonance can’t.” His voice cracked. “I’m not misregistered. I’m the other half. I’ve been the other half the whole time and nobody knew because nobody’s stood in this room in two hundred years. I’m keeping this bench. I don’t care what happens tomorrow. I found my bench. It waited two hundred years and I found it and I’m keeping it.”

Amaya stood before the murals, and I found her there, reading the painted histories, and she was very still, and when I came up beside her she pointed, without a word, at a section of the mural, and I looked, and I saw keepers.

The mural showed the founders writing the oath, the Waywarden oath, the binding that made the first keepers, and Amaya stood before the painting of the thing that had made and caged her, and further along the mural ran a line of keepers’ faces, a succession of them, and Amaya said, quietly, “I’m three handshakes from the woman who saw the First Revelation. And she’s here. On the wall. That’s her, I think, or her line, the keepers are all painted here, the whole succession, and somewhere on this wall is the face of the woman who saw the miracle with her own eyes, the one who swore the one who swore the one who swore me.” She reached up and touched the painted face nearest her own time. “Sixty-one years I kept the road to this and never knew my own line was painted on the walls of the place I was keeping it shut. I’ve been guarding a door with my own history painted behind it.” She was quiet a long moment. “Thank you, smith. For the door. Not the forge-door. The one you cut me. I’d have died on the road without ever seeing this wall, and now I’ve seen it, and I chose to see it, and that’s the whole difference.”

And Isolde and Thalia, professionally unmoved, cased every choke-point and exit in the place, walking the halls with a soldier’s eye and a spy’s, because someone had to, because wonder was a luxury and two of us had appointed ourselves to do without it so the rest could have it, and Maeve read the forge-lines in the floor, the warm veins of oath-metal, and said, wonderingly, “it’s fire-script. The forge-lines. They’re shaped like fire-script, the same shapes I make with the Vent, the founders wrote the forge-lines in the same grammar I write fire in, I can read the floor,” and she walked the halls reading the founders’ floor like a letter written in her own hand.



Elyse’s last lock opened when I carried her journal past the gates.

The journal had a final page, encrypted under a layer no cipher key had ever opened, the 40% my mother’s second cipher couldn’t reach, the layer I’d carried since finding the journal without cracking. And when I carried it past the First Forge’s gates, into the mountain’s heart, the page decoded itself, resolved under my eyes as I held it, and I understood the lock now: it was location-keyed, keyed to the Forge’s own resonance, a page my mother had written so that it could only be read inside these halls, by a smith who’d gotten a full circle through the door she never reached.

Because she never reached these halls. She scouted the route, she cut a mark in a dead waystation nine days before they killed her, she decoded the way, she died reaching for this door, and she never got a full circle, she had three bonds at her peak, a duelist and a healer and Octavia, three points, and the door needs six, and she could not have opened it if she’d lived, and she knew it, and she left this page anyway, for the smith who’d come after with the six she never had.

It was addressed in her hand. “For the circle that makes it inside.”

Octavia decoded it with me, because it was too much to read alone, and the two of us sat on the floor of the First Forge with my mother’s journal between us and read the last thing she wrote, and it was not technical, it was not a procedure, it was a letter, a mother’s letter to a future she knew she wouldn’t see, written for a room she knew she’d never stand in.

She wrote that if this page was being read, then a smith with a full circle of six had opened the door, and that meant either she’d lived to see it, which she doubted, or her son had, which she hoped, and that either way the craft had survived and the door was open and the Revelation was reachable, and that this was the whole of what she’d worked for, the survival of the thing they’d tried to kill. She wrote about the six points, that the founders built the door to need six because six was the number where a circle became more than the sum of its bonds, where the resonance stopped being addition and became geometry, and that she’d only ever had three and she was sorry, she was sorry she hadn’t been careful enough, hadn’t hidden well enough, that she’d let them find her before she could earn the other three, and that she hoped whoever read this had been more careful and luckier and better loved than she’d managed to be.

And she wrote the last line, and it was the line everything in the Forge seemed to answer, said first, before I’d earned it:

“The Concord unmakes what it cannot name. It always has. That is the whole of their craft, from the sealings to the excisions to the burning I fear is coming. They unmake what they cannot name because a named thing cannot be unmade cleanly, a named thing leaves a name-shaped hole, and they hate the holes because the holes remember. So learn to name everything, love. Everything. The sealed classes and the severed channels and the blank towns and the caged keepers and the hollow men they make out of their own failures. Name all of it. Naming is the only craft they cannot answer, because you cannot excise a name once it’s spoken, it’s already loose in the world. I ran out of time to learn the naming. You won’t. Learn it, and name everything they tried to make nameless, and you will be the thing they could never kill, because they never once knew how to fight a man who could say what a thing truly was. I love you. I’m sorry I won’t see the door open. Name everything. Your mother.”

Octavia and I sat with it, both of us wrecked, and neither of us said anything for a long time, and then Octavia, very quietly, said, “she solved it. Garrick. She solved the whole thing, on this page, before she died, she worked out that the Revelation is naming, that True Sight names what was taken, she worked it out and she died before she could do it and she left it here for you.” She pressed her fingers to the decoded page. “Name everything. That’s the rite. That’s what I’ve been reading in the third author’s text and not quite understanding, and your mother said it in one line in a letter. Name everything.” She looked at me, tears standing. “Let’s go name everything, then. Let’s finish what she started. The chamber’s this way. I found it while you were reading. Come and see.”



The Revelation chamber was at the heart of the mountain, past the anvil hall, and it was the geometry of the whole craft made into a room.

The first anvil sat at its center, the founders’ anvil, warm, ancient, the mother of every anvil that had ever been forged, and around it ran the attunement array, stations set at the points of a great circle worked into the floor, six of them, one for each point of a full circle, and the rite’s geometry was cut into the stone between them, lines and glyphs and the shapes I now knew were fire-script and articulation both, and Octavia walked it with the third author’s text open in her hands, reading the floor against the folio, and matched them, and looked up at me, and said:

“It can be done. Here. Now. With the full circle feeding the array, each of the six at a station, and me calling the breath-forms because the rite is articulated, it’s spoken, it’s a name read and then said, and the saying is breath and tongue and precision, which is the whole of my dead-end specialty.” She was steady now, the historian’s steadiness that came over her when the work was in front of her. “It can be done once. The array will hold one passage. And it cannot be interrupted mid-rite, once the attunement runs, it runs to the end or it fails and takes the smith with it, so we cannot start it until we’re certain we can hold the chamber for its full length.” She read the text again. “Time to attune the array: a night and a day. That’s the cost. A night and a day of feeding the array while it wakes to the smith’s crest, and then the rite, and then True Sight, if it works, if any of us are still standing to speak it.”

A night and a day. And a hollow man at the treeline, and a door we’d opened that would let him in.

The clock and the siege now shared a wall, and everyone in the chamber understood it at once.



The trap sprang exactly as Caelira had priced it, and it sprang while we stood in the Revelation chamber understanding the clock.

I felt it first as a wrongness in the door behind us, and I went back toward the gates with Amaya, both of us feeling it, and we reached the great hall in time to understand the thing the founders had built into their own lock, the grace they’d left for pilgrims that their enemy had inherited.

The gates, opened by a smith, would not answer a smith’s closing while the founders’ entry-rite ran its course.

It was a day’s grace, built for pilgrims, so that a party arriving at the First Forge could enter over the course of a day, stragglers and wounded and slow pack-animals, without the doors sealing on the ones behind, a mercy the founders had cut into the lock so that no pilgrim would be shut out, and it had held for two hundred years waiting for a party to use it as it was meant, and now the first party to open the doors in two centuries had a hollow man behind them, and the day’s grace that was meant to admit the slow admitted the enemy instead.

The doors stood open on the shell-colored light, and would not close for a day, and Noll walked in through the light of the doors I had opened.

He came the way he came, unhurried, unremarkable, my eye sliding off him and dragging back, a smoke-thin absence in the shell-light of a founders’ door, and he walked into the great hall of the First Forge, into the place his kind had been made unable to enter, carried in on the day’s-grace mercy of the founders’ own lock, and he stopped a little way inside, and he looked around at the lit halls and the murals and the warm forge-lines with no expression because there was nothing in him to make one, and then he looked at me, or near me, and he said, empty as ever:

“Thank you.”

The word landed in the founders’ hall like a stone in a well.

“Door treats me as no one,” Noll said, flatly, no gloat in it because there was nothing in him to gloat with, which made it worse than any gloat could have been. “You opened it. Obstacle removed.” He looked around the hall again, cataloguing, a surveyor on a hillside he’d been sent to level. “Perform your rite. I observe. Then removal.” He turned toward the mural halls, toward the deeper parts of the mountain, and began, without hurry, to walk into it. “Outer halls first. One day. Sufficient.”

And he walked into the mountain’s heart, and the lamps went out behind him.



That was the worst of it: the siege began not with an attack, but with the lamps going out.

He walked into the mural halls, and section by section, along the unhurried line of his footsteps, the resonance-lamps that had lit at a smith’s step went out, and it was not darkness, not the ordinary dark of a lamp guttering. It was absence. The lamps didn’t gutter; they stopped being lamps, the resonance in them subtracted, the warm veins of forge-line in the floor going grey and dead where he walked over them, the mountain that had remembered how to be lit forgetting again, room by room, along his path, and Amaya felt it the way she’d felt her waystation go silent, and she stood in the great hall with her hand pressed to her sternum and said, hollow:

“He’s unmaking it. The Forge. He’s doing to the mountain what he did to my station, what they did to the grey country, room by room, walking. He’s excising the First Forge one hall at a time, and he’s not hurrying, because he doesn’t have to, because we can’t leave and we can’t stop him and the rite we need takes a day and he’s just going to walk through this place erasing it while we work, and every room that goes dark is a room that’s gone forever, murals two thousand years old, going dark behind him like, like lamps.” Her dark eyes came to mine, and there was a grief in them I hadn’t seen even at the blanked station. “This is the place my whole line kept the road to. Three handshakes from the miracle. And it’s dying by rooms while we watch.”

I looked down the mural hall, at the darkness spreading section by section along a hollow man’s unhurried footsteps, the First Forge going out room by room, and behind me the Revelation chamber with the first anvil waiting and a night and a day of attunement between us and the one thing that could touch him, and I understood the shape of the siege now, the whole terrible shape of it: we could not stop him, we could only outrun him to the naming, and the race was the mountain itself, dying by rooms, against the clock of the rite.

“Then we start the attunement now,” I said. “Every hour he spends unmaking the outer halls is an hour the array has to wake. He thinks he’s got all the time in the world because we can’t leave. He’s right that we can’t leave. He’s wrong that time’s on his side. He’s counting on the rite taking a day and the doors being open a day, so he thinks the timing’s even. But he doesn’t know what the rite makes. He thinks he’ll take what remains when it’s done. He doesn’t know that what it makes is the thing that names him.” I turned to the circle, all of them gathered now, watching the mountain go dark. “Let him unmake the outer halls. Let him walk his patient walk. We give up the murals and the archives and everything out here, we let it go, we don’t spend one life defending a painting, because the only thing in this mountain worth holding is that anvil, and the only weapon in this mountain that matters is the name I’m going to learn to speak at it. To the chamber. All of us. We start the rite, and we hold the door, and we let the rest of it burn.”

And we went to the chamber, and behind us the First Forge went dark hall by hall, and somewhere in the dying halls a hollow man walked unhurried through two thousand years of history, unmaking it room by room, in no hurry at all, content to wait the length of our work, not knowing that the work was the one thing in the world that had ever been built to answer him.


Chapter 20: The Night Before the Name

The siege had a rhythm, and the rhythm was loss.

We held the approaches to the Revelation chamber and we gave up everything beyond them, and it was a brutal doctrine to set the circle to follow, because everything we gave up was irreplaceable and none of us could defend it and defending it would have spent lives on paintings. Noll walked the outer halls at his patient pace, and section by section the mountain went dark behind him, and we heard it happen more than saw it, the resonance-lamps going absent down the distant halls, and each time a section fell dark Amaya flinched, and Octavia flinched, the two of them taking the mountain’s death hardest because the two of them best understood what was dying, the murals and the archives and the founders’ work that had waited two thousand years to be seen and got two hours of our eyes before a hollow man unmade it.

But the defense bought time, and time was the only thing we needed, so the defense was the work.

Brennan re-set rigs at every choke-point on the approaches, layering them, and he’d learned Noll’s one weakness in the grey and he’d built the whole defense around it: the rigs were mechanical, invisible to a man who saw resonance as light, and every corridor he could bolt a rig to was a corridor that could break a contact-window without Noll ever perceiving the trap until it fired. “He can’t see them,” Brennan said, working fast, “that’s our whole advantage, he walks up bright as day to him and my rigs are dark to him, so we let him think the corridors are empty and then a spring throws him off you at heartbeat two. I’ve got them daisy-chained. He unmakes the floor one’s bolted to, the next one down the chain still fires. He’ll learn. He learns. But every corridor he has to learn costs him time, and time’s what you need, so I’ll make him learn every single hall.”

Amaya claimed the corridors as road.

That was the Lantern-Law, her new power from the rework, and it was the first time we saw what it could do, and it was extraordinary. She walked the approaches with Brennan’s lantern lit and she claimed them, named them road, her road, and her ward-craft that had only ever worked on the open kept road now applied indoors, inside the mountain, the corridors becoming her bounds, and within them she knew everything, felt every step, and her wards taxed every step an intruder took, so that Noll, when he came to the approaches, would be walking her ground, and her ground fought him the way the boundary stone had turned the stalker-pack, not stopping him, nothing stopped him, but taxing him, making him spend on every step, slowing the unhurried walk.

“It won’t stop him,” Amaya said, claiming the great stair as road, her lantern lit, her voice steady and cold. “Nothing stops him. But my road makes a thing pay to walk it, and I’m going to make him pay for every step he takes toward that anvil. I kept a road that things couldn’t walk without my leave. He’s going to walk this one without my leave and he’s going to feel me arguing with every footfall. It’s not much. But it’s mine, and I’m spending it, and I’m glad of this power tonight.”

And Isolde ran a fighting withdrawal, the vanguard commander fighting dim, dark, her storm banked low because brightness was grip, and I watched her do one of the hardest things I’d asked of her, fight at a fraction of her power, no Lightning Step, no Storm Strike, no discharge, the storm held down to almost nothing, fighting a delaying action with steel and footwork and the pure duelist she’d found in the grey, giving ground room by room in perfect order, not committing to a stand, buying minutes with a blade held dark. It was everything the grey had taught her, spent at once.

“It’s the grey all over again,” she said, in a lull, breathing hard, her scars unlit by choice. “Everything I found out about myself in the dead country, I’m spending it now. I don’t need the storm. I never needed the storm. And tonight the not-needing is the whole game, because the second I light up he can grip me, so I fight dark, and I found out in a keeper-room that dark is enough.” A fierce, grim flash of teeth. “When this is done, though, Garrick. When the naming’s done and it doesn’t matter anymore if I’m bright. I’m going to light up every scar I have and give that hollow bastard the whole storm at once. I’m banking it. Every bolt I don’t throw tonight, I’m banking, and when you crack him open I’m spending all of it in one strike. Tell me when. I’ll be dark until you tell me when, and then I’ll be the brightest thing this mountain’s ever seen.”



The attunement ran through the night, and I stood at the first anvil through all of it, and the circle rotated the array’s six stations around me, feeding it, and the progression had a texture of its own, because this was the great work, the thing my mother died reaching for, waking under my hands hour by hour.

The array woke slow. It had slept two hundred years and it woke the way a limb wakes, in stages, the founders’ geometry in the floor lighting section by section as the attunement took, and the center of it, the anvil, warmed under my hands the way oath-metal warms to a smith, except more, because this was the mother-anvil, and it held two hundred years of stored patience, and it gave that patience up to the array as the attunement ran, feeding the waking with its own long waiting.

And the center-name brightened by hours.

Through the night, I watched the dormant name at the center of my crest in the Sight: the true name my mother died reaching for, the one that had brightened to almost-legible when Amaya’s sixth bond woke, and now, as the array attuned, it brightened further, hour by hour, resolving from a glow toward a structure, toward a shape, toward a thing that could be read and then spoken.

Octavia taught me the rite through the night, because the rite was articulated, and articulation was her whole dead-end specialty, and the two of us worked at the anvil while the circle rotated the array, and I learned that my mother had been right, that the Revelation was naming, that True Sight read a crest’s true name and the rite let you speak it, and the speaking was breath and tongue and precision, the resonance articulation the academy had shelved as worthless, which had been rite-craft all along.

“The syllables shape the resonance the way your hands shape the forge,” Octavia said, her fingers at my jaw, correcting the shape of my mouth around a sound. “You’ve done the hand-craft your whole life. This is the same principle, but the instrument is breath instead of hammer. The probe, the focus, you learned those back at Valebright, the open vowel and the retracted tongue, this is those grown into a whole grammar. A name is read with the Sight and spoken with the breath, and the speaking makes it true, makes it loose in the world, unexcisable, exactly as your mother wrote.” She adjusted my mouth again, patient, exact. “Again. The shape has to be perfect. A name spoken wrong isn’t a name, it’s noise, and noise doesn’t hold. Perfect diction is the hinge. Which is fortunate, because perfect diction is one thing I can do under pressure.” A flicker of the old dryness, under the exhaustion. “Ten years they told me my precision was a curiosity. Turns out it’s the difference between a rite that works and a smith who dies with a name half-spoken. Again, Garrick. From the top. And this time mean it.”



Rosalie came to the anvil in the deep of the night with water, and she gave me the question she’d carried since Millbrook, and I gave her the honest answer, because I don’t lie to the circle even when the truth is hard.

“When you can see what was taken,” she said, quietly, holding the cup while I drank, “with the True Sight. Millbrook’s boy. The town under the ash. Amaya’s way-family. Her four. The blanks, all of them, everyone he’s unmade and everyone the Concord unmade before him.” Her green eyes were steady and afraid at once. “Will it ever come back? When you can see what was taken, can you give it back? Is that what this does?”

And I told her the truth.

“No,” I said. “Not this. Not Stage One. The rite has three stages, Octavia’s read the whole text now, and this is only the first. Stage One is seeing, True Sight, reading the true name, seeing what was taken and being able to say it. Stage Two and Stage Three are held in the other lost strongholds, the ones we haven’t found, and it’s those that restore. Seeing what was taken isn’t yet the power to give it back.” I watched her face take it, the healer who’d wanted so badly to be told yes. “So no. Not yet. I’ll be able to look at Millbrook’s boy and see the Mender he was meant to be, see the name-shaped hole where the class was, and I won’t be able to put it back. Not with this. Not this year.”

She took it, the way she took everything, and then I gave her the promise underneath, because the no was true but it wasn’t the whole truth.

“But I’ll be able to name it,” I said. “The naming is the only thing they can’t answer, my mother wrote that, I read it in her hand tonight. Right now those blanks are nameless, they’re holes, they’re geology and accidents and undisciplined students and burnout, they’re nothing the Concord has to answer for, because a nameless thing can be denied. The moment I can look at Millbrook’s boy and say the exact class that was taken, the exact tool, the exact hand, he stops being nothing and starts being a crime, a named crime, and a named crime is a thing the world can be made to answer for.” I held her eyes. “And I’m not going to stop at Stage One. That’s the promise. I’m going to find the other two strongholds and I’m going to learn Stage Two and Stage Three and I’m going to come back to Millbrook and to that town and to Amaya’s four and I’m going to give back what was taken, all of it, however long it takes. I can’t do it this year. I’m going to do it. That’s not a maybe. That’s the next forge, and the one after that, until it’s done, and you’re going to be there for it, and so is she.” I nodded at Amaya, claiming corridors in the dark. “Stage One sees. I promise you the rest. Take both. That’s the honest answer.”

And Rosalie took both, which was who she was, and she pressed her forehead to mine a moment, and said, “then see, tonight. And name. And someday, restore. I’ll hold you to all three. For Millbrook. Now drink your water, the war-leader will have my head if you faint at the anvil.” And she made me drink, and went back to the rite, and I loved her past speaking, the way I always had.



Octavia’s turn came in the last hours before dawn, and she came to me in the archive alcove where the third author’s text lay open, deep in the halls we still held. It was the one place in the mountain that was still lit and still ours and still, for a few more hours, safe, and she came with the rite’s final articulation session as the reason and both of us knew it was more than the reason.

“The last session,” she said, setting the folio open on the reading-desk, her glasses pushed up into her dark-gold hair, “the final breath-forms, the ones you’ll need at the anvil. We’ll drill them until they’re perfect, because tomorrow there’s no room for a syllable out of place.” She looked at me over the desk, in the alcove’s warm lamplight, and there was a decade of institutional caution in her face and it was, I saw, coming loose, because the institution she’d been cautious inside of for a decade was quite literally being unmade room by room outside the walls, going dark hall by hall, and there was no office left to be forbidden in. “I’ll teach you the rite,” she said, “and I find I don’t want to be careful while I do it. I’ve been careful for ten years. I’ve chosen every word of every sentence for ten years to survive an institution, and the institution is dying in the dark out there, and I’ve decided that whatever happens at that anvil tomorrow, tonight I’m going to say everything, all of it, the way I was never allowed to as Professor Crest, because there’s no office left to be forbidden in and there may not be a tomorrow to be careful for.” She came around the desk. “So. The rite. And everything else. Both at once. That’s how I want to spend the last hours before the name.”



She taught and seduced in the same breath, the rite’s breath-forms shaped against my skin, each instruction sliding one register too low, the lesson and the want fused into one unbroken act.

“The first form is breath,” she said, low, her fingers at my mouth, and she was undressing the sentence and herself at once, the structured robe coming loose at her own hands mid-instruction, the heavy curves of her coming free in the lamplight, the pendant, her mentor’s stone, my mother’s stone, resting in the valley between. “You draw the breath from here,” her hand flat on my chest, then lower, “and you shape it on the way out, and the shaping is everything, the shaping is the difference between a name and noise.” Her voice dropped, and dropped again, the perfect diction going husky, and she was on her knees before me now, the strict professor on her knees in the archive of the First Forge, and she looked up at me over the glasses she then took off and set aside with care, and she said, “watch my mouth. The whole rite is in the mouth. Watch how it’s done.”

And she took me in her mouth, deep and worshipful and slow, oral fixation and verbal control fused into one instrument, and she had a precision no one else had, an articulation trained over a decade into the muscles of her mouth and tongue and breath, the resonance articulation the academy had shelved as worthless applied now to the one use it was never catalogued for, and she brought all of it to bear. She took me deep and held me there, her throat working, her breath measured through her nose the way she’d taught me to measure breath for the rite, and I understood with a jolt that she was demonstrating, that the lesson and the seduction were one unbroken act, the breath-control of the articulation and the breath-control of this being the same discipline, and she made eye contact over the glasses she’d discarded, the amber eyes locked on mine, steady, and pulled off me wet and slow and said, in that faultless voice gone husky, “that is the draw and the hold, do you feel it, the control it takes, ten years I chose every word and I built the same muscles doing it that I’m using now,” and then she took me again, deeper, and the messy wet reality of it was the point, the strings of saliva catching the lamplight, the slick sounds in the quiet archive, nothing sanitized, and the whole time she kept talking between and around it, the voice continuing filthy and exact, a professor’s diction applied to obscenity, the two things she’d spent a decade keeping separate now made one, and I threaded my hand into her dark-gold hair and gripped and set the rhythm, and she moaned around me and let me.

She built it in stages, the way she taught everything, each pass longer and deeper than the last, the hand and the mouth trading off, and I felt her own composure going with every one, the professor’s careful distance dissolving into a want she’d sealed nearly as long as her class. Her free hand had found herself, I realized, working between her own thighs in the same rhythm she worked me, her breath fraying, and the diction that never once cracked in a lecture hall cracked now, the vowels going soft and open, and I felt her Class Saint warmth beginning to rise, gold-white at the edges of her, the Forge’s ambient resonance answering the want she’d never let herself feed. She was undoing herself as thoroughly as she undid me, and the sight of the composed professor of a decade coming apart on the archive floor of the First Forge, glasses set aside, hair down, one hand on me and one on herself and that faultless mouth full and working, was very nearly the end of me before she’d finished.

“Good,” I said, low, taking control of the pace with my hand in her hair because she needed me to. I tightened my grip and set the rhythm myself, and she let me, moaned around me and let me guide her head, the professor who dictated every syllable of her own life handing the timing of this to my hand and going soft with the relief of it, and I fed her the pace and she took it, took all of it, that faultless mouth working exactly as I set it, her eyes wet and locked up on mine over the discarded glasses, and she was more undone than I’d seen her in any classroom or office, more than the night in her office, because this was not control shattering by accident, this was control handed over on purpose. “That’s good, professor. Keep talking. I want the diction. Ten years of choosing every word, spend it on me, tell me what you want.”

“I want,” she said, wrecked and precise both, that faultless voice pouring filth, “I want to be bent over that desk among the founders’ folios and taken until I can’t articulate a single syllable, I want the last thing I do before the battle to be losing the control I spent a decade building, on purpose, for you, in the one archive I was always meant to work in, I want, oh, I want you to take over, Garrick, take it, take me, I’ve said everything, now stop me saying anything at all.”



I took over.

I brought her up off her knees and I bent her over the archive desk, and she moved the third author’s text aside herself, mid-gasp, with care, so perfectly Octavia that even then I noticed, and then the heavy mature curves of her were bared over the founders’ desk and I was inside her, and I took her the way her lane demanded, took over completely, and the diction shattered.

I drove into her over the reading-desk, my hands on the wide full curve of her hips, and she cried out, loud, unguarded, loud in a hall built for voices, and I gripped her and set the pace hard and she gave up the last of the control, the voice dissolving from words into pure sound, the professor who’d chosen every syllable for a decade making sounds with no syllables in them at all, and I fed it, drove it, told her what she was.

“There it is,” I said, taking her hard, “there’s the diction gone. Ten years and I’ve got you making sounds you can’t spell. That’s mine. Say my name, that’s the only word you get.” And she said it, over and over, the one word she was allowed.

Then I slowed, deliberately, drew nearly out and held there, and she made a sound of pure protest, the professor’s authority surfacing for one last doomed instant, “don’t you dare stop, don’t,” and I leaned over her back and put my mouth to her ear. “You spent ten years telling students exactly what to do,” I said. “Tonight you ask. That’s the lesson. Ask me.” And she, who had spent a decade turning need into careful phrasing, asked, wrecked, immediate, “please, please, don’t stop, I need it, I need you inside me, please, Garrick,” and I gave it back to her hard on the word, and she sobbed with relief and gratitude and the sheer heat of having asked and been answered.

Then I turned her, because the text mattered and the finish should face me, and I lifted her onto the cleared desk and pushed back in and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deep and unguarded and loud, and I felt her climbing, read it in the Saint-warmth rising gold-white off her skin, and I gave her the last of it.

She came, and her Class Saint tier loosened.

I felt it and saw it at once, the ambient resonance of the Forge plus the unlocked want, and one further ring of her sealed Saint tier came loose, partial, the higher tiers staying locked but one more ring opening, and the warmth of it flooded the alcove gold-white, brilliant, and the archive’s lamps, the ones we still held, brightened in answer to her, the founders’ work responding to the Saint’s power coming loose, and she arched under me and cried out and the gold-white flooded out around us both, and I finished inside her, gripping her hips, spilling deep while she clenched and shook and glowed, and the whole alcove blazed with her loosened Saint-light, a decade of sealed power giving up one more ring in the archive of the First Forge on the eve of the battle.

She laughed through the tail of it, wondering, wrecked.

“Ten years,” she gasped, “ten years I chose every word, and the building responds to the ones I never allowed myself. Did you see it. The lamps. My tier loosened, another ring, the Forge did it, the wanting did it, ten years sealed and I get a ring back by, by losing the control I built the seal out of.” She laughed again, and it caught, gold-white still fading off her skin. “Saint’s Mending’s deeper. Ward Break’s sharper. I felt it settle. I’m stronger tomorrow than I was tonight, and I got stronger by coming apart, which is a deeply heretical sentence and I intend to write a monograph on it if we live.”



She restored her robes half-way, and re-stacked the folios with reverence, and there was one line for the morning, and she said it re-shelving my mother’s journal last, her fingertips lingering on the decoded page.

“Whatever happens down there,” she said, quietly, “at the anvil, tomorrow. I taught the True Class Revelation rite in the First Forge’s own archive. Me. The theory professor they shelved. The Saint they sealed for a decade and told her scholarship was a footnote.” Her fingers rested on my mother’s hand. “They unmade my class and buried my life’s work and I outlived their entire syllabus, and tonight I taught the rite that names what they unmake, in the place it was born, to the son of the woman they killed for reaching for it. If I die at that anvil tomorrow, that’s the last thing I did, and it’s more than they ever thought I’d amount to, and I’m at peace with it.” She looked up, and the old dryness was back, folded over the peace. “Now go and rest an hour before the array’s ready. You have a name to speak and I’ve quite thoroughly worn out the man who has to speak it, which was arguably tactically irresponsible of me, but I regret nothing, and I’d do it again, and there may not be an again, so I did it now. Go.”



Near dawn, the attunement completed.

I felt it complete the way you feel a forge reach temperature, the array’s geometry fully lit, the anvil warm and singing, two hundred years of stored patience given up entirely into the waking, and the center-name on my crest resolved, finally, from glow to structure, a shape now, a name, almost legible, waiting only for the rite’s speaking. I could feel it there, on my own chest, the true name my mother died reaching for, resolved and ready, one rite away from being read and spoken.

And two things arrived at once, the way they always do at the worst moment.

Brennan’s whistle-code came down the halls, the pattern that meant the last choke before the chamber was failing, that Noll had walked far enough and unmade enough that the outermost defense was gone and he was through the approaches and coming, on his patient walk, toward the anvil hall, toward us, with the mountain going dark behind him.

And Caelira’s raven slipped in through the light of the still-open gates, and it carried two words, in her precise hand, and Thalia read them aloud, flat, and they landed in the chamber like the tolling of the thing that was coming.

“Turn imminent.”

I looked at the resolved name on my chest, waiting to be spoken, and at the circle gathered around the first anvil, and at the dark spreading down the halls toward us, and I said:

“He’s coming. She’s coming. It’s now.” I took the anvil. “Banked coals fresh, the four of you who carry them, count them and hold them, we’ve got exactly four and every one buys back a life, so spend them like they’re the last four in the world, because they are. Isolde, dark until I tell you, then all of it. Brennan, last rigs on the chamber threshold. Octavia, breath-forms ready, you call and I speak. Amaya, claim this chamber as road, make him pay for the last hundred feet. Maeve, deep bank, you’re the battery, spend nothing until it’s the turn. Rosalie, your coal’s one of the four, and you hold me at the anvil, and you don’t let the strain drop me before the name’s spoken, whatever it costs.” I looked at all of them, my circle, six points and an artificer, in the last lit chamber of a dying mountain. “We can’t beat him. We’re not going to beat him. We’re going to out-see him, and the seeing’s about to be born, right here, on this anvil, and all any of you have to do is hold the door long enough for me to open my eyes.”


Chapter 21: Three Heartbeats

He came up the great stair, and we bought the rite’s last hour piece by piece.

He came the way he came, unhurried, up Amaya’s claimed stair, and I watched from the chamber’s approach as her Lantern-Law taxed him, the first thing in the climb that made the hollow man pay for a step. He walked her road and her road argued with every footfall, her wards taxing him, and I could see it working, could see that flat walk acquire a fraction of effort, his pace not slowing exactly but costing, Amaya standing at the head of the stair with Brennan’s lantern lit and her dark eyes flat and cold, spending a lifetime of keeper’s craft on making a hollow man pay to climb, and it was not enough to stop him, nothing stopped him, but it was enough to be the first grain of sand in this last approach.

Isolde met him dark.

She ran the fighting withdrawal she’d rehearsed all night, no storm, no glow, a woman bright enough to wake the mountain fighting at almost nothing so he couldn’t grip her, and she gave ground room by room in perfect order, blade held dark, never committing to a stand, and she made him spend time, and time was the whole game, and every step she cost him was a step the array’s last attunement got to breathe.

But he adapted, and the adapting was the horror of him, and the shape of the fight was the circle’s every trick working once and then being answered.

Brennan’s rigs fired, mechanical, invisible to him, and the first one broke his contact-window when he reached for Isolde, threw him off her at heartbeat two with a shove of spring-force he couldn’t perceive, and Brennan whooped, and then Noll stopped, and looked at the corridor, at the place the rig was bolted, and he could not see the rig, but he understood that the floor had done something to him, and he reached down, unhurried, and laid his hand flat on the stone the rig was bolted to.

Three heartbeats. And he unmade the floor.

Not the rig, he couldn’t perceive the rig, but the stone the rig was bolted to, the founders’ floor, subtracted, gone, and the rig fell into the absence with the stone, and Brennan swore, and I understood the terrible arithmetic of it: he couldn’t null a spring, but he could null the world the spring stood on, and a rig bolted to nothing does nothing.

“Daisy-chain held,” Brennan called, grim, resetting down the corridor. “He takes the floor, the next one down the line still fires, he can’t unmake the whole hall at once, it costs him three heartbeats a stone, keep him spending, I’ve got more chain than he’s got patience, maybe.” And the next rig fired, and he took the next floor, and the next, and it cost him three heartbeats a stone and it cost Brennan a rig a stone, and Brennan had six, and I watched them go, one, two, three, each one buying a stretch of corridor, each one falling into an absence, and I counted them the way I count everything.

Maeve spent the Deep Bank in fire-script walls.

She’d banked to the top off the last waystation’s cistern, deep-banked, the party’s whole battery, and she spent it now in shaped walls of fire-script, burning glyphs he had to walk around, and this was the clever part, Maeve’s whole restored genius: he saw resonance as light, and fire was light, and he could have walked through ordinary fire because light didn’t stop him, but Maeve’s fire had geometry, shaped walls, script, structure, and a wall with structure was a wall he had to go around whether it was light or not, and she built them across the approaches, mazing him, making the hollow man take the long way, spending her deep bank in shaped burning geometry that a hollow man had to physically detour around, and it cost her, the triple-burn taking her reserve fast, and she rationed even now, even at the end, quartermaster to the last, “two walls left, I’m spending them slow, tell me when it’s the turn and I’ll give you the last one, don’t waste my walls, they’re all I’ve got and I built them to last.”

And Isolde held her storm dark, banking every bolt she didn’t throw, fighting the whole delaying action at a fraction of herself, and I watched the discipline of it, the vanguard commander who was a storm holding the storm down to nothing for the sake of not being a target. It was the lesson the grey had carved into her, used at full cost: the woman who won the dead zone by finding out she was enough without the thunder now winning the threshold by refusing to be the thunder even when refusing cost her everything.



We threw the whole prepared defense at him in those first minutes, and every category of trick bought its first clean moment before he began answering it, and the pattern was the horror: everything we’d built since Valebright touched him once cleanly and then he started learning around it.

Rosalie’s seal-sense, useless against him directly, she turned instead on us, calling positions, “he’s reaching for Isolde, left, he’s, no, he’s turned, he’s got no warmth for me to read but I can read HER fear-spike and it tells me where his hand’s going,” reading the circle instead of the enemy, the healer running the whole fight blind to the target and lit up to the team, and it was so perfectly Rosalie it hurt, saving us by watching us instead of him.

Thalia read the halls, not Noll, because Noll couldn’t be read, but the halls could, the choke-points and the sight-lines and the places a thing walking a fixed path had to pass, and she called them, “he has to come through the second arch, there’s no other route to the stair, put the chain there,” and Brennan put the chain there, and Noll came through the second arch because Thalia had read that a thing with no imagination walks the shortest line, and the chain fired, and it bought a corridor.

And Isolde fought him the way you fight a thing you cannot beat, which is to say she fought to still be standing, Amaya’s lesson from the yard turned into doctrine, economy and redirection, never committing, never lighting up, giving ground in perfect order, and I watched her do some of the hardest fighting I’d seen from her, the storm-duelist winning by refusing to be a storm, and every yard she gave was a yard she made him pay a step for, and every step he paid was a breath the array got to take.

He adapted anyway, and the adaptation was mini-excisions, and it was the dead-zone arithmetic in its final and worst form.

As he walked, where the resistance was thickest, he began to leave small absences, patches of floor and air where resonance simply ended, local excisions bloomed where he passed, dead spots, little grey wounds in the world exactly like the great grey country in miniature, and they herded us, because you could not fight from a dead spot, Isolde’s dark storm went fully dead if she stood in one, the banked coals wouldn’t wake in one, Amaya’s road-law couldn’t claim ground that had been unmade, and he seeded them across the approaches as he came, methodically, without haste, shrinking the ground we could fight from, herding the whole defense back toward the chamber into smaller and smaller ground, turning the mountain itself into the grey a room at a time, and I understood the arithmetic and said it aloud because I don’t hide the shape of a losing fight from the circle.

We fought him from the shrinking ground, ugly, close work, nothing like the clean thing a duel is. Isolde gave ground step by step across a floor that was dying in patches, and twice she had to break a committed strike halfway because the ground she’d meant to plant her back foot on stopped being ground between one beat and the next, a grey wound blooming where she’d been about to stand, and she read it and adjusted and gave another yard, and I watched her fight not to win, which she couldn’t, but to still be standing, Amaya’s whole doctrine, economy and redirection, the storm-duelist fighting like a keeper because a keeper’s art was the only art that answered a thing you couldn’t beat.

Brennan worked the chain behind her, resetting rigs down the corridor as fast as Noll unmade the floors they were bolted to, and he was sweating and swearing under his breath in a steady stream, “take that one then, take the floor, there’s another six feet down, come and take that one too,” and every rig cost Noll three heartbeats to answer and cost Brennan a rig to spend, and the arithmetic of it was grinding down toward zero on both sides, and Brennan knew it, and kept feeding the chain anyway, because every stone Noll had to unmake was a breath the array got to take.

Maeve mazed him with the last of her walls, and Amaya taxed every step, and Rosalie called the fear-spikes, and for a few minutes the whole circle worked as one machine against a thing that couldn’t be beaten, buying seconds, buying breaths, and it held right up until it didn’t, until the mini-excisions had herded us into ground too small to give any more, and then he broke through to us.

And the banked coals paid for it. They were finite, and we spent them one at a time.

He reached Octavia first, when a mini-excision bloomed under her feet and killed her Saint-warmth mid-step and left her flat-footed, and his hand came for her sternum, unhurried, clinical, and there was no time to gather the circle and weave a shield, no time at all, three heartbeats and she’d have been a hole where a Saint had been, except that the shield was already woven, folded down into the coal she’d carried out of a bed at Amaya’s waystation, and it fired on its own at heartbeat two, without the circle gathering, ate his touch, blunted it, knocked his hand off her before the third beat, and she staggered back into living ground gasping. One coal. Three left.

He reached Rosalie next, because Rosalie would not stop calling positions and calling positions put her in the open, and his hand found her, and her coal fired at heartbeat two, the banked warmth eating the contact, and she reeled away whole. Two coals. Two left.

He reached Thalia, who had gotten too close reading the halls, and her coal fired, heartbeat two, and blunted him, and she swore and rolled clear. Three coals. One left.

And he reached Isolde, dark-fighting Isolde, who’d taken a bloom of dead ground she couldn’t see because it had no glow to warn her, and her coal, the last of the four, fired at heartbeat two and saved her, and it was gone, and I called it aloud because everyone needed to hear it: “Coals are spent. All four. That’s the last of the banked shield, we’ve got nothing pre-woven left, from here on if he reaches you it’s rigs or steel or nothing, so do not get reached.” Four saves. Four lives. Zero coals. The weapon we’d forged in a bed had bought back every one of them and now it was empty.

“He’s winning,” I said, flat, at the anvil, the Sight showing me the dead spots blooming down the halls and the four coals gone. “That’s the truth of it. We’re spending assets and he’s spending nothing, we’re finite and he’s not, and every trick works once and then he answers it and it doesn’t work again. The coals are gone, all four, spent saving your lives, and I’d spend them again, but they’re gone. Brennan’s down to two rigs. Maeve’s down to one banked charge. Amaya’s road is taxing him and it’s not stopping him. We are many and bright and finite, and he is one and absent and endless, and absence is winning, exactly like Caelira said, exactly like the whole road warned.” I met their eyes. “The only thing that’s changed is the clock. The array’s attuned. The name’s resolved. I need minutes now, not the night. And the turn’s coming. Hold. Everyone hold. Give up ground, don’t give up minutes, and wait for the turn.”



The turn came exactly as Caelira had priced it, cold, complete, and hers down to the last breath. She was never our ally and I will not pretend the respect is affection.

She walked into the approaches under a Concord banner.

She came up through the great gates, into the halls, in full Concord regalia now, the slate-and-silver, the fixed-star sigil, the liaison performing her assigned role with immaculate procedure, and she walked toward Noll through the dead spots and the fire-script and the dying halls with her hands folded and her back straight, and she looked, for all the world, like exactly what her orders said she was: the Concord’s liaison, come to observe the operation’s completion.

And then, before the thing she had once trained, she began to recite.

It was, I understood as the sounds came, the counter-form of the Excisor’s making-rite. The inner rite that unmade Examiners into Excisors, run backward, the making spoken in reverse, and she could not finish it, no one alive could finish it, that was never the plan, and it didn’t matter, because the recitation was not a spell, it was a lure, and it was the one lure a hollow man could not ignore. It was the sound of his own unmaking, half-run in reverse, the rite that had taken his name and his self, spoken backward toward him, and a thing built on an absence could not fail to attend to the sound of the absence being addressed.

Noll turned.

He turned from us, from Isolde and the fire-script and the anvil, from the whole defense, and he faced Caelira, and he held on her, his flat sliding attention fixed on the woman reciting his own unmaking backward, and I counted, because I count everything, and it was three full heartbeats of held attention, three heartbeats spent entirely on her, the exact currency he’d never once had to spend a fourth of, poured out on the decoy.

“Now,” I said, “that’s the turn, that’s the whole turn, everyone, now,” and we spent everything into the space his turning left.

But it was Caelira who paid the real price, and she paid it where we could all see it, brutal and fast, because she chose it.



He punished the decoy.

The Concord had always meant to spend her this way, and Noll did it the moment her recitation held him, reached for her, clinical, and began the excision, three heartbeats of held contact, her Examiner class tearing out of her the way a class tears out of a person under his hand, and Caelira did not scream, or she screamed once and mastered it, standing in the dead halls with a hollow man’s hand on her sternum and her own craft being subtracted out of her, and her flat pale eyes found me across the chamber, and she did not ask for help, because help had never been in the transaction, she’d priced this at one honest reading and the reading was paid and she owed nothing and was owed nothing, and she simply held his attention with her body the way she’d promised, the turn spent, hers, not ours, and looked at me with an expression that said use it.

And I used it exactly as she’d instructed, which was not to strike Noll, because striking Noll did nothing, but to break his hold, and I broke it the one way that had ever worked on him, the way that was invisible to him, the way he could never see coming.

I took the spare rig from Brennan’s belt and I fired it into the contact myself.

Not at Noll, at his hand, at the point of contact between his hand and Caelira’s sternum, a fist-sized clockwork rig with a hair-trigger spring, and I fired it at the contact and the mechanical pulse hit at, I counted it, heartbeat two of the excision, a hard physical shove of released spring-force with nothing resonant in it for him to perceive, and it broke the contact, knocked his hand off Caelira’s chest before the third beat could complete the subtraction, exactly the way the rig had broken his grip on me in the grey, a spring he couldn’t see doing the one thing two centuries of Excisor certainty never accounted for. Caelira dropped, and she was not blank. Not a clean blank like the beast. The hold broke before the third heartbeat, and she was half-unmade.

Ruined. Flickering. Her Examiner class torn half out of her and left in rags, the sealer’s craft in tatters, her crest a wreck of what it had been, but alive, and present, a person still, because the fifteenth smith had chosen to break the hold at heartbeat two and left her half a self instead of no self at all, and she lay in the dead halls flickering and ruined and alive, and it was the exact half-measure she’d walked in knowing she might get and had judged worth the vengeance-math.

Rosalie carried her out.

She went into the dead halls under fire, Rosalie did, into the ground where her own gift went dead, and got her arms under Caelira and dragged her back toward the chamber, the healer carrying the woman who’d ended fourteen of my kind, because a person half-unmade was still a person and Rosalie did not have it in her to leave one to be finished, not even that one, not even her.



The withdrawal inward was controlled, planned, paid for.

The threshold was never meant to hold. We’d known it the whole time. It was meant to buy the rite’s last hour, and it had, and now the hour was bought and the assets were nearly spent and it was time to fall back into the chamber and let the outer defense go, and we did it in fighting order, Isolde covering the retreat with a blade, her storm still held dark and unthrown, a whole night’s banking waiting behind her ribs for the word I’d promised to give, Brennan closing the corridor behind us with his last two rigs, bolting them to the chamber threshold itself, Maeve venting the last of her walls across the approach to seal the way as we pulled back but rationing one final charge into reserve, quartermaster to the very end, and Amaya walking backward into the chamber sealing her claimed road stone by stone, un-claiming the corridors behind us so they couldn’t be used against us, drawing her Lantern-Law in tight around the chamber, making the last hundred feet the most expensive ground in the mountain.

We fought the retreat as a unit and it was the cleanest fighting the circle had done that night, because it was disciplined and it was giving ground and none of us panicked, and I have seen panic lose more fights than weakness ever did. Isolde set the pace of it, calling the withdrawal step by step, “back to the second arch, hold it three beats, back again,” and the circle moved on her word like a thing with one nervous system, Brennan bolting a rig at each fallback and Maeve laying a wall of fire-script across each abandoned stretch and Amaya un-claiming the road behind us so the ground itself closed like a door, and we gave up the approaches yard by yard in perfect order, spending nothing we didn’t have to, buying the chamber’s threshold with footwork and discipline and the refusal to break.

And Noll came on.

He recovered from the interruption the way he recovered from everything, without alarm, and he came up through the dead halls toward the chamber, unhurried, and behind us the assets were counted clean, because we’d bought the hour on credit and the credit was nearly gone: the four banked coals were spent, all of them, four saves for four lives on the approaches, the pre-woven shield emptied; Brennan had fired three rigs to buy the corridors and spent the fourth to break Noll’s hold on Caelira, and had bolted his last two to the chamber threshold; Maeve had spent most of her deep bank on the fire-script walls but held one final charge in reserve, the last of the well saved for the turn I’d promised to name; and Isolde had held her whole storm dark and unthrown all night, every bolt banked, waiting. That was what we had left, and it wasn’t the coals, the coals were gone; it was the live circle itself, the Circle Forge my crest was about to grant, all six bonds channeled at once, and the storm, and the last bank, and two rigs and a blade, and one name, and I needed every scrap of it for what was coming at the anvil.

No coals. Two rigs on the threshold. One banked storm held dark. One last vent in Maeve’s reserve. Six live bonds and a name resolved and waiting. And a hollow man walking the last hundred feet of Amaya’s road toward the first anvil, in no hurry at all, content, because he still thought the rite would give him what remained, and did not know that the rite was about to give me eyes.



We folded back into the chamber, and the outer mountain was dark now, all of it, everything beyond the chamber unmade or dead or sealed, and the Revelation chamber was the last lit place in the whole First Forge, the anvil warm and singing at its center, the array attuned and glowing, the six points of the circle around it and the ruined half-unmade Examiner propped against the far wall where Rosalie had laid her, flickering, watching, and Brennan’s last two rigs on the threshold, and the circle around the anvil, battered, coals spent, everything nearly spent, one door left and the name waiting.

Caelira, half-conscious against the wall, her ruined crest flickering, watched me take the anvil, and she said, in a voice that was a wreck of the low courteous voice she’d always had, “I turned him. Three heartbeats. It’s the only currency he has and I spent it and it’s yours now, smith. He turned. He can turn. I proved it. Whatever you’re about to do at that anvil, do it knowing that a craft certain of three heartbeats for two hundred years just spent them on the wrong person because I made a sound it couldn’t ignore.” Her flat eyes flickered with her crest. “The reading was accurate. Use the turn. We’re even for it, or we will be. Don’t waste it. I made a career of not wasting what I chose to spend and I’d hate to have started at the end.”

The name was on my chest, resolved, waiting, and Octavia took her station at the array with the breath-forms ready, and the six of them arranged around me the way the lattice ran, and Isolde took the door, dark and empty and dangerous, and Brennan crouched at the threshold with his last two rigs, and Maeve stood spent and grim with one last vent held back and her fists sparking on air, and Amaya held the chamber as her road, her final road, the last hundred feet of a lifelong keeping, and Rosalie put her glowing hands on me at the anvil to hold me through the strain, and beyond the threshold, in the dark of the dying mountain, a hollow man walked the last of it toward us, unhurried, coming to watch the thing he’d been sent to erase, not knowing it was the thing that could name him.

The circle was around the first anvil, battered, coals spent, one door left, the name waiting.

I took the anvil. Isolde took the door.

Nobody said anything worth cutting away from, so nobody said anything at all.


Chapter 22: The Name

The hollow man walked through the door of the chamber as I took the anvil, and every one of the six stood behind me, feeding the rite the founders had built for exactly this.

The array was attuned and I took the anvil, and the six of them fed the six stations, the whole circle, Rosalie and Isolde and Thalia and Octavia and Maeve and Amaya, one at each point, and I drew the bond up through all of them at once, and it was different from anything I’d done, because with six points feeding the array the resonance stopped being addition and became geometry, exactly as my mother had written, the six bonds not summing but multiplying, a volume of power I’d never held, pouring through me into the anvil and up into my own crest where the name waited.

Octavia called the breath-forms.

She stood at her station with the third author’s text in her memory now, past needing the folio, and she called the rite the way it had to be called, the articulation, the probe and the focus grown into a whole grammar, and I shaped the sounds she called against the shape of the name on my chest, breath and tongue and precision. Her voice did not shake. Everything else in the mountain was shaking, the halls dying at our backs and the coals counted and the hollow man on the last hundred feet of Amaya’s road, and Octavia Crest stood at her station and called the rite in a voice as steady and exact as if she were lecturing third-years on a spring morning, because a decade of choosing every word perfectly had built her into an instrument that did not falter, and when it mattered, the instrument held.

“Draw from the center,” she called, and I drew, the bond pulling up through six points at once. “Shape it on the breath, not the throat, the throat is noise, the breath is the name. Again. Slower. The rite does not reward haste and neither do I.” And I shaped it slower, and the anvil answered, two hundred years of stored patience giving itself up into the reading, the mother of every anvil feeding its long waiting into the waking of the name, and the geometry in the floor lit brighter, and the six of them poured the lattice through me, and I felt the thing my mother had written, the resonance stopping being addition and becoming geometry, six bonds multiplied into a volume of power that had no business fitting inside one man’s chest and fit anyway, because the founders had built the array to hold exactly this.

And the name on my crest resolved the last of the way, from structure into legibility, and I read it.

I read my own true name.

I could not render it as one ordinary word, because it was not a word. It was a meaning, the path I was always meant to walk, read whole off my own crest in the light of the first anvil, and what it meant was this: the one who names what was taken. Not the one who repairs, not the one who forges, not the smith who fixes broken classes, though I was all of those. Under all of it, at the center, the true name my mother died reaching for, the thing I was always meant to be: the one who can look at an absence and say what used to be there. The namer of the unmade.

And I spoke it.

Octavia called the last breath-form and I shaped my own name in my own mouth and spoke it into the chamber, and it went loose in the world the way my mother had written a name goes loose, unexcisable, already spoken, and the chamber detonated with golden light.

Inside the chamber the light became physical, dense and gold against skin and stone, and my crest rearranged under it, the burning ache of the deepest evolution I’d felt, and the card came, the way the cards come, and this one I had earned across every forge and failure that brought me here. I read it through tears.

Class: Class Smith → TRUE SMITH (Stage One: The Name) | New: True Sight (read the true name of any crest, the meant-path, including the name-shaped absence a blank carries), Circle Forge (channel all six bonds simultaneously without rotation) | Note: Stage Two (The Voice) and Stage Three (The Hand) locked. The other strongholds hold the rest. Seeing what was taken is not yet the power to restore it.

I had True Sight. I opened my eyes, and I could see the true name of everything.



And Noll walked into the chamber.

The door failed on schedule, the way we’d always known it would, the day’s grace running out, and he came in through the threshold, and Brennan fired one of his two last rigs, and it broke his stride, and he took the floor it was bolted to, three heartbeats, and it fell into the absence, and Brennan held the very last one back, one rig unspent in his shaking hand, because I’d told him to save one for the anvil no matter what, and he saved it. And Noll came on into the chamber, into the golden light of the Revelation, the last lit place in the dead mountain, and he stopped a little way in, and he looked at me, or near me, with his flat sliding attention, and he said, empty as ever:

“Complete,” he said. “Light increased. Grip simplified.” He took a step toward the anvil. “Observation. Removal. Order complete.”

And I looked at him with True Sight.

With True Sight, I did not have to fight to see him. The Sight that had slid off him for days, the eye that had discarded him every half-second, the labor of simply continuing to look at a man, all of it stopped, because True Sight did not read resonance, it read the true name, the meant-path, and where every other sight found nothing in Noll and slid away, True Sight found the thing that was actually there.

Because a blank is not nothing.

That was the revelation inside the Revelation, the thing my mother had written in her last letter and I had not fully understood until I looked at him with the new eyes, and it landed in me all at once, standing at the first anvil with the golden light still pouring off my chest: the excision had left a name-shaped hole, and the hole still held the shape.

I had been thinking about it wrong the whole road. I’d worked the Millbrook blanking like a crime and failed because I kept looking for what was there, for damage, for a seal, for a tool-signature, the forensics I trusted, and there had been nothing there to read, and it had cost me a bloody nose and a professional dead-end that had opened under my knees. But I’d been reading it like a wound when I should have been reading it like a grave. A wound is a thing that happened to flesh that remains. A grave is a hole exactly the shape of what’s gone. And a blank is a grave. The excision doesn’t destroy; destruction is a change of state, Noll had said so himself over the beast in the grey. Excision subtracts, and subtraction leaves a hole, and a hole has a shape, and the shape is the exact outline of the thing subtracted, the way a missing tooth carries the shape of the tooth in the gum, the way the murdered town carried the ghost of its streets under the ash, the way the grey country was a wound shaped precisely like the hundreds of people who’d been unmade to make it.

Noll had a lost name. It had been taken from him in the inner rite along with his class and his self, the making of an Excisor, the failed Examiner unmade in his own image, and the taking had left a hole exactly the shape of the man he’d been before, and in the craft’s history nothing had been able to see the hole, because everything read resonance and the hole had no resonance, it was an absence, and every sight in the world slid off an absence the way my eye had slid off him for days.

But True Sight read absences. That was the whole of what it was for. That was the meaning of my own true name, the one who names what was taken, and what was taken leaves a shape, and a shape can be read, and a thing read can be named.

And I looked into the hollow man with the new eyes and I saw the name-shaped absence at the center of him, the exact outline of the man they’d unmade, sharp and clear and terrible against the empty dark of him.

The reading hurt in a different register than seal or severing. A seal is cruelty and a severing is cruelty and I had learned to read cruelty and prosecute it, but this was not cruelty, this was subtraction, and what the subtraction had left was a hole shaped precisely like a man, the way the murdered town had left streets under the ash, the way a drawn tooth leaves its shape in the gum. And I could read the shape. There had been a man in it. A decent one, Caelira had said, thorough, clean-handed in tool-signature reconstruction, and I could see the outline of that care in the outline of what was gone, the careful mind, the diligence, and, cut into the very edge of the hole where they’d made the incision, the shape of the question he’d asked that he shouldn’t have, the question that had cost him his class and his name and his self in one stroke of the inner rite.

I could read the question in the shape of the hole. I could read the whole man in the shape of what they’d taken. And most of all I could read the thing my craft had always been for, since the first sabotaged crest I’d ever prosecuted: this was done to you, by these hands, with this rite, and it had a name before they took it.

And I could name it.



I spoke Noll’s true name into the chamber.

It was not a spell. It was the craft I’d practiced since I read Isolde’s sabotaged crest in the Duel Tower, the forensic naming, the accusation. I did not cast anything. I looked at the name-shaped hole in the hollow man and I read the shape of what had been taken and I said it, the way I’d say a tool-signature, the way I’d say who held the instrument, an accusation and a fact both: this was done to you, by these hands, with this rite, and it had a name before they took it, and here is the name.

I spoke it, the true name of the man Noll had been before the Concord unmade him, read off the shape of the hole they’d left, and it went loose in the chamber, unexcisable, already spoken.

And the null cracked.

I felt it happen the way you feel a struck stone split. The absence at the center of him, the hole they’d made, could not hold against its own name being spoken into it, because a name-shaped hole with its name spoken back into it is no longer quite a hole, the name fills the shape, and for three full heartbeats, his own currency, the exact window two centuries of Excisor doctrine had made certain, turned on him, Noll RESONATED.

He became visible. Readable. Grippable. For three heartbeats the hollow man was a man, a man-shaped wound lit from inside by his own returning name, present, there, real, and every eye in the chamber that had slid off him for days locked onto him at last and held, and I said, into those three heartbeats, the word I’d promised:

“Now. All of it. Everything. He’s real for three beats, spend it all.”



And everything landed in the crack at once. It took all of them. It took all six of the circle, the truth the founders had built into a door that needed six, and it came due in three heartbeats of a hollow man made briefly real.

Isolde released the storm.

She’d held it dark all night, fought the whole siege dim, banked every bolt she hadn’t thrown against the one word I’d promised to give, and I gave it, “Isolde, all of it, now,” and she gave the hollow man the whole thunder at once. No more dimming doctrine. No more fighting dark. The vanguard commander who’d learned in the grey that she was enough without the storm and then spent a whole siege proving she could win without it now unbanked the entire night of held lightning in a single strike, and it was bright enough to paint the chamber blue-white, blue-white and blazing, her scars alight from shoulder to wrist, Lightning Step and Storm Strike and Tempest all at once poured into the three-heartbeat window, and it hit Noll while he was real, while he could be gripped, and the storm found something in him to strike, and it struck, and it burned, and I heard her scream with the joy of it, the loud she’d earned, the thunder she’d promised in a keeper-room in the dead country, spent at last on the one target in the world that had ever deserved the whole of it.

Maeve spent her last reserved charge.

The final vent she’d rationed to the very end, quartermaster to the last, the one charge she’d held back through the whole withdrawal while she spent the rest on walls, and she gave it now, copper fire shaped into fire-script and driven into the crack’s edges, not raw flame but structured burning, glyphs of it, widening the wound and holding it open with geometry, the girl who’d been written off for having no control spending her last stored charge with a precision that would have made Sarveth choke to see it, the proof of everything the severing had tried to deny, aim where there had been only misfire, and she screamed too, and hers was half a laugh, the spark-plug grin at the end of the world.

Octavia drove her Ward Break into the crack’s edges.

Her deepened Saint-craft, the sharpened Ward Break she’d loosened a ring for the night before, in an archive, in my arms, and where it touched the crack it unmade the null’s ability to re-seal itself, held the wound in him open past the three heartbeats his own certainty would have closed it in, the professor’s articulation turned from teaching the rite to prosecuting it, and she called it in that faultless voice, exact even now, naming the wound in him open the way she’d named the breath-forms, and the diction that had survived a decade of caution held the crack apart by main force of perfect syllables.

Amaya bound his ground.

Her road-law, her Lantern-Law drawn tight around the chamber, and she claimed the very stone Noll stood on as her road, her final road, and she taxed him, held him, made the ground itself refuse him the way the boundary stone had refused the stalker-pack, a lifetime of keeper’s craft that had never once been allowed to fight now spent pinning a hollow man to a spot he could not leave, and I felt her put all of it in, the whole keeping, into holding him still for the three beats, and her dark eyes were flat and cold and free, and she said, quietly, to the thing that had unmade her way-family, “you do not walk my road, hollow man. Not this stretch. Not one more step,” and he did not walk it, because she would not let him.

Rosalie found something in him to hurt.

Since Millbrook, Rosalie had been trapped before the unhealable: the healer who could not heal an absence because there was nothing to hold, who had watched Millbrook’s boy thank her with a flatness that was the worst sound in the world, who had put a blank beast out of its emptiness with a blade because there was no gift left to do it kinder. She had carried the unhealable the whole road. And now, with his name spoken and the null cracked and the man real for three heartbeats, her Woundbloom found something in him TO reverse, a scrap of present flesh where before there’d been only absence, a place where the crack had made him real enough to be hurt, and she reversed it, Woundbloom driven into the wound, the offensive healing her family had sealed at age eight for fear of exactly this, “unladylike,” “dangerous,” the branch they’d cut out of a little girl because offensive healers threatened the medical monopoly, unsealed now and driven into a hollow man at the heart of the First Forge, and Rosalie Arden hurt him, and I saw her face while she did it, and it was not cruelty, there was no cruelty in Rosalie, it was Millbrook, it was the town with no name and the way-family and every blank he’d ever left standing hollow, and she gave all of it to him in one strike, a complete answer to everything she had carried since Millbrook. The caretaker finally had something to hurt that deserved hurting, and she did not flinch from it.

And the lattice threw itself full-bright at last.

The coals were gone, spent on the approaches saving four lives, and we didn’t need them, because I had the Circle Forge now, the thing the True Smith card had granted at the anvil, all six bonds channeled together at once, live, without rotation, no pre-woven shield required, the geometry of six that had opened the door turned in the same instant into a weapon. I threw the whole circle full-bright into the crack, gold and blue-white and copper and shell-colored and Saint-white all at once, every lane in the circle firing live through me into a single wound in a single instant, the door’s own key made into a blade, and I felt every one of them pour through me at once and understood, in the pouring, why the founders built the door to need six, because six bonds channeled live at the first anvil was the most power a smith had held in two hundred years and it was exactly enough.

And Brennan fired his last spring at heartbeat three.

His very last rig, held back for exactly this, and he fired it into the crack at the third heartbeat, the mechanical pulse Noll could never perceive, a physical shove of spring-force with nothing resonant in it, and it hit at the instant the three heartbeats would have closed the window, and it held the window open one beat longer, a spring wedged into the crack of a thing that saw only light, the artificer’s craft doing the one thing resonance couldn’t, and it was the difference, that one borrowed beat, between a wound that closed and a wound that didn’t.

It was not victory by power. He was stronger than all of it. It was victory by three borrowed heartbeats of his own arithmetic reversed. We did not overpower a thing that could not be overpowered. We waited for the one window the Excisor record had never imagined, where he was real enough to be struck, opened by a name, and we put everything through it in the three beats it stayed open.



Noll broke.

Not destroyed. Broken. The crack in the null bled light he could not re-seal, his own returning name loose in the wound and unexcisable, and his craft misfired, he reached, on reflex, for the anvil itself, tried to excise the first anvil the way he’d excised the outer halls, and it failed, three heartbeats of held contact against founders’ work that had performed the Revelation twice and would not be unmade by a broken thing, and his hand came off the anvil having done nothing, and I watched something happen in the hollow man that nobody in the chamber had seen from him.

He retreated.

The first retreat we’d forced from him. He stepped back, and then back again, and his flat sliding attention was not a surveyor’s, it was something else, something with a crack of the man in it, uncertain, and he walked backward out of the chamber, backward out of a room, which a thing certain of everything never does, and at the threshold, at the very edge, with the crack in him bleeding light and his name loose in the world, the empty voice fissured.

“…I remember a garden.”

Four words, in a voice that had been empty since the Concord made him, and there was a man in them, a fissure of a man, someone who had, before they unmade him, had a garden, and remembered it now, in the crack his own spoken name had opened, and then he was gone, backward into the dead halls, toward the gates, toward the capital, damaged, wounded, remembering, not destroyed, loaded with a wound and a memory, the hollow man cracked open enough to be in pain.

We did not chase him. There was no chasing a thing like that, and we were spent, all of us, everything spent, four coals gone and the storm thrown and the last bank vented and every rig fired, and we let him go, walking backward out of a room into the dark, remembering a garden.



The circle stood, alive, all of us, battered and spent and standing, around the first anvil, in the golden light of the completed Revelation, and the mountain’s surviving lamps nearest the chamber began to re-light, hall by hall, as the absence receded with the thing that made it, the resonance creeping back into the parts Noll had suppressed but not actually excised. The rooms he had taken stayed dark, blank stone and dead archive gaps and mural scars, but the First Forge remembered how to be lit where there was still something left to answer.

And Caelira, half-conscious against the far wall where Rosalie had propped her, her ruined crest flickering, watched me with a new, dangerous uncertainty, recalculating two centuries of Concord certainty while the fifteenth smith stood alive in the room where fourteen had died reaching, having done the one thing her whole order was built to prevent, and she said nothing, because there was nothing left in the transaction to say, and she only watched, and flickered, and lived.

The anvil rang, once more, and went quiet.

Somewhere in the dying-and-reviving dark, a hollow man walked toward the capital, remembering a garden.


Chapter 23: The Circle at the First Anvil

The mountain came back to itself over a full day, lamp by lamp, hall by surviving hall, while we rested because we were spent past the point where doing anything else was possible.

The inventory was the first cold fact, and I made myself do it, because a smith counts the cost. What Noll had unmade was gone. Not damaged. Gone, the way the grey country was gone, and no Stage of any Revelation was going to bring it back this year: the entry ledger of the First Forge, two thousand years of names, unmade; two of the mural halls, the painted histories of the craft, subtracted to blank stone; one of the founders’ workshops, though not Brennan’s, his had held; and a stretch of the archive, though Octavia had gotten the third author’s text out first and clutched it like a child through the whole battle. The scar stayed. Victory with a bill. The mountain would be lit again and whole in the parts that survived, but the parts he’d taken were taken, and I stood in one of the blanked mural halls, blank stone where two thousand years of history had been, and understood in my body what my mother had written, that you cannot repair what was never allowed to remain, that Stage One saw and did not restore, and that the next concrete work was finding the other two strongholds.

Caelira was gone by the second dawn.

Rosalie and Octavia had stabilized her through the first night, the healer and the Saint working over the ruined half-unmade Examiner, and they’d gotten her to a state that would live, her Examiner class in rags but her self intact, half a self where the third heartbeat would have left none, and she woke on the second morning and refused thanks and refused questions and refused, above all, help, and she was gone before the sun was fully up, road-worn, alone, walking away from the First Forge into the frontier on her own two feet, and she left one line, in her precise hand, on the parley table:

“The reading was accurate. Consider us even for the turn. I owed you nothing and now I owe you less. Where I go is not in anyone’s ledgers, which is the only safety left to a woman the Concord has stamped for retirement, so do not look for me and do not send ravens. If our accounts ever cross again it will be because I have decided they should, on terms I will name, as before. C.”

And she was gone, into the blank spaces on the maps, un-personed and half-unmade and utterly herself to the last sentence, and Thalia read the note and filed it, and said, quietly, “pending, still. But I’ll tell you a thing, Garrick, and it’s the only sentiment you’ll get from me about her: the only person in the world who could ever repair what’s left of Caelira Orent is the smith she was sent to kill. She knows it. That’s why she said don’t look for me. She’s not running from the Concord alone. She’s running from the fact that the fifteenth smith is the one thing that could put her back together, and she can’t decide yet whether she wants to be.” A thin cold smile. “Her account isn’t closed. But not today. File and move on.”



The circle found its footing in the day that followed, each woman choosing what came after in her own hand.

Isolde ran victory drills at full storm.

She took the anvil hall and she ran the vanguard through the forms at the brightest she could burn, scars blazing, Lightning Step cracking off the founders’ stone, the whole storm loose and joyful, and I understood it was her love language, that a woman who’d fought the whole siege dark now needed to be bright, needed to burn everything she’d banked and more, and she drilled Maeve and drilled the forms and threw lightning at the mountain’s heart for the pure joy of not having to fight dark anymore, and when I asked her about it she said, “I fought a whole war with the thunder banked. I earned the noise. Let me be loud for a day. This is what being glad looks like on me, and if you don’t like it, spar me, and I’ll show you glad up close.”

Maeve fire-scripted Sarveth’s twelve names into the re-founded entry ledger.

The old ledger was unmade, two thousand years of names gone, and someone had to start a new one, and Maeve appointed herself, and the first entries she wrote in the First Forge’s new ledger were not our names, they were the twelve, Sarveth’s twelve severed students, written in fire-script that would not fade, the record’s first entries, the crime made permanent in the place the craft was born. “They’re the first names in the new book,” she said, fierce and quiet. “Not us. Them. Because a smith’s record should start with the people the smiths are going to fix, not the smiths. Twelve names. And when Garrick learns Stage Two and Stage Three, we come back and we cross each one off with ‘restored,’ and the book of the First Forge starts with twelve crimes turning into twelve fixings, and that’s the record I want to keep.” She wrote them in fire, all twelve, Maeve all the way through: too much, exactly aimed, and refusing to let a crime stay unnamed.

Thalia commandeered the archive as an intelligence seat.

“The ravens fly faster from altitude,” she said, moving into the surviving archive with her charcoal and her scraps and her whole counter-Concord network, “and a mountain fortress with a founders’ forge and a full circle is a very useful altitude. I’m running the war from here. We’ve got the survey, the ledger, the dead-zone proof, Sarveth’s confession, and now the fact that a smith performed the Revelation and cracked an Excisor, which is going to move through the capital like fire through a charge-farm. I’m going to make sure it moves the way I want it to move.” She was in her element, the spymaster the road had made her, and she set up her seat in the archive and started drafting, and the ravens started flying, and the war of information had a headquarters now.

Brennan formally annexed his founders’ bench.

He did it with Halverton’s charter, amended by raven, the founding document of an Annex-in-miniature now governing a mountain, and he entered the paired workshop into it as “Artificer Wing, First Forge, Property Of Brennan Aldous Gale, Carefully,” and he moved in, and he started building, and the first thing he built was a proper mount for Maeve’s fire-bracer and the second thing was a better lantern for Amaya and the third thing was a plaque for the workshop door that said “WE HEARD NOTHING” because that was the personal motto and it was going on the wall.

Octavia began the catalog her whole life had aimed at.

She sat in the surviving archive with the third author’s complete text and the founders’ folios and she began, methodically, joyfully, to catalog the surviving trove, the scholarship of a censored decade finally set loose in the one place it belonged, and she looked, doing it, at peace in a way I had rarely seen, the theory professor they’d shelved cataloging the source of the craft in the source’s own halls, and she said, “I’m going to need years. Decades. There’s more here than one scholar can read in a lifetime and I intend to spend the lifetime. They sealed my class and buried my scholarship and told me it was a footnote, and I’ve outlived their syllabus and inherited their library, and I am very nearly indecently happy. Go away, Garrick, I’m working, come back when there’s a group activity.”

Rosalie planted Seren’s bloodmoss cuttings in the keeper’s garden soil.

She’d carried them from Valebright, Seren’s cuttings, the descendant strain, and she planted them in the First Forge’s own soil beside the founders’ source-strain, the child beside the parent, and she tended the whole garden the keeper’s way and the healer’s way both, and she said, “life goes in the soil first, Garrick, before anything else, that’s how you know a place is going to live. Amaya kept a garden alive alone and now it’s got a healer and it’s going to outlive all of us, and Seren’s cuttings are going in beside the founders’ strain, and someday there’s going to be so much bloodmoss in the world that nobody can ever seal it out of a family again.” She patted the soil. “For Millbrook’s boy. When we can bring him back, there’ll be a garden waiting for him. That’s a promise I can keep now, this year, with my hands, even if the rest has to wait.”

And Amaya walked the Forge her line had kept shut for two hundred years.

She walked it slowly, the way she walked everything, the murals of her own oath and her own line, the keepers painted on the walls three handshakes from the miracle, the halls she’d kept the road to her whole watch and never seen, and I found her at the mural of the keeper who’d witnessed the First Revelation, the woman three keepers back, and Amaya stood before her painted face for a long time, and then she said, choosing it out loud, what her freedom was for:

“I kept the road to this door my whole watch, and my line before me, and hers before her, all the way back to the woman on this wall who watched the miracle happen. We kept the road so a smith could reach the door, and a smith reached it, and now the keeping’s done.” She turned to me, and the dry amusement was folded over something vast and free and settled. “But I find I don’t want to stop keeping. I’ve decided what my freedom’s for, smith. I kept the road to this door my whole life. I intend now to keep what’s behind it. Same oath. My wording this time. I’ll keep the First Forge, and I’ll keep the circle, and I’ll keep you, and I’ll do all of it because I choose it, not because a thread makes me, and that’s the whole difference, and it’s everything.” She put her hand flat on my chest, over the sixth point, the keeper’s claim. “I kept a road for other people’s crossings. Now I’ve got my own, and it doesn’t end at a boundary stone, and I intend to walk all of it.”



We came together that night, all six of them and me, at the first anvil, the thing my mother died reaching for assembled and victorious and alive in the room where the craft was born.

Amaya arranged it, hosting to the last, furs laid by the first anvil with a keeper’s ceremony, and she broke her own reverence with one dry hosting remark, “I’ve hosted ten thousand travelers, but seven around an anvil is new geometry, so if it’s wrong you’ll have to forgive an old keeper,” and it broke the solemnity exactly enough, and Brennan took himself off to distant, distant watch with the whistle-code, “We Heard Nothing” reprised over his shoulder, and then it was the seven of us in the forge-light, the anvil warm and singing faintly beside us, and I looked at the six of them, six contrasting bodies in the golden light, and I understood the superstimulus of it, the whole point of a circle of six, the variety and the abundance and the fact that every one of them was mine and I was theirs.

Rosalie anchored it, the way she always anchored, her warmth the ground the rest built on, and she came to me first and pulled me down into the furs and I got the robe off her generous curves and the healer’s glow spilled gold at every touch, the full bust in motion, and she kissed me deep and warm while the others gathered, setting the tone, generous, safe, the anchor.

And Amaya came in beside her, and the two caretakers recognized each other physically, and that was the new note of the night, the thing that could not have happened before Amaya chose us: Rosalie and Amaya, the healer and the keeper, two women whose whole nature was tending, tending each other now, Rosalie’s glowing hands on Amaya’s soft heavy curves and Amaya’s fine pale hands answering, the caretaker-recognition made physical, and they kissed over me, gold glow and porcelain skin, and it was genuine, and it was theirs, and I watched two women who’d each spent their lives holding everyone else finally being held.

Rosalie undressed her the way she did everything, with warm competence turned halfway to worship, drawing the robes off the willowy porcelain shoulders and down over the soft heavy curves below, and where Rosalie’s glowing palms passed over Amaya’s skin the keeper shivered, a lifetime unlooked-at and unlaid-hands-on learning in a rush what a healer’s touch felt like when it wasn’t mending anything, when it was only wanting, and Amaya said, low, wondering, “you tend like it’s a language,” and Rosalie said “it is, and you speak it too, I’ve watched you feed a table for a week, now let someone feed you,” and put her mouth to the pale skin of Amaya’s throat, and the keeper’s still composure went, and she laughed, startled, learning in that sound that she was allowed to be the one cared for. And Amaya answered in kind, caretaker instinct turning want into touch, her fine hands cupping Rosalie’s generous breasts, thumbing the freckled skin, and the two of them tended each other over me while I watched, gold and porcelain, the healer and the keeper, and it was the tender heart of the whole tangle and it made the rest of the night hotter for being founded on it.

Isolde and Maeve came in with storm-and-fire, the spark between them the other new note, the duelist and the channeler, blue-white and copper, and they tangled together laughing, Isolde’s scars blazing and Maeve’s heat-shimmer rising, storm and fire meeting, and Isolde pulled Maeve’s mouth to hers with a fistful of copper hair and Maeve went happily, and I watched the two restored sabotage-victims, the cold-proud and the hot-proud, find each other in the abundance, and it was fierce and it was fun and it was exactly the chemistry the road had built.

Thalia took her pleasure precise and quick and appetite-driven, sliding in against my side with her seam catching the forge-light, her Auditor sight reading the whole tangle, filing it, hungry, and Octavia’s voice conducted the whole thing, pouring, filthy and exact, the Saint’s warmth she’d loosened a ring of the night before flooding gold-white through every place she touched, doubling with Rosalie’s glow.

I ran it. Six of them, and I read every one, the Circle Forge card meaning I didn’t have to rotate the bond, I could hold all six at once now, all six points channeled together, and I moved through them and gave each one her thing and no configuration repeated any we’d made before, because the sixth point made everything new: I had never taken Amaya alongside the others, never had Rosalie and Amaya together, never had the storm-and-fire of Isolde and Maeve in the same tangle, and the whole night belonged to that new geometry.

I worshipped Rosalie’s bust with Amaya’s mouth joining mine on her, two of us on the healer at once, and she came apart loud and gold. I took Isolde with the braid in my fist and Maeve’s copper head against her thigh, storm and fire under my hands at once. I had Thalia’s precise hunger and Octavia’s pouring voice, and I brought Amaya in under me with her ink-black hair spread across the furs and her decades-deep hunger given its first full night in a circle, and the breeding lane surfaced in her voice again, hers alone, unborrowed, “fill me, keep me, breed me, smith,” and I answered it in kind while the others watched and wanted, and no one else took her lane’s words because they were hers, and I claimed her again in front of the whole circle and she took the claiming and gave it back.

I laid Amaya back and took her slow at first, her soft heavy thighs open and her ink-black hair spread across the furs, and Rosalie knelt at her head and cradled her, the two caretakers, and Amaya, overwhelmed by being held and taken both at once, came apart in Rosalie’s arms, and Rosalie murmured to her, “there, we’ve got you, you’re kept now, feel it,” and Amaya’s composure went entirely, and I drove into her deeper and she sobbed the breeding words into Rosalie’s cradling hands, hers alone, “fill me, keep me,” and I gripped the lush curve of her hip and gave it to her.

And then Isolde wanted the storm, and I gave her that, took her hard from behind with the braid wrapped once around my fist, her scars blazing blue-white and the discharge crackling up my arm with every stroke, the thunder she’d promised, and Maeve pressed against her front kissing her and working her clit while I fucked her, storm and fire, and Isolde broke into the gasps and the “sir” that were hers alone, proud jaw slack, and the discharge jumped from her skin to Maeve’s and lit the copper girl up laughing.

Then Maeve dragged herself out of the storm-and-fire tangle and into my lap, brash and grinning and already shimmering, “my turn, I banked a whole festival and cracked an Excisor’s floor, I’ve earned a turn,” and I took her, and I gave her the thing that was hers, the command structure no one else got. I had her ride me hard and then, right at her edge, “bank it,” and she wailed and banked it, held her own release on my word the way she’d held the festival surge, trembling, cursing, “you’re so cruel, you’re actually the cruelest, I hate that I love it,” and I held her there shaking on the knife’s edge until I said “vent,” and she gushed, soaked and laughing and sobbing at once, copper-gold flooding off her crest, drenching both of us, her Cinder venting safe the way it was meant to, and she collapsed forward onto my chest still laughing, “soaked the founders’ furs, that’s going in the ledger, special appendix, ‘Maeve ruined the anvil-room bedding, ten thousand travelers and it took the fire-girl,’” and Amaya, dry from the tangle, said “I’ll allow it, it’s a better record than most I’ve kept,” and Maeve howled.

I had Thalia’s precise hunger, quick and demanding, her repaired seam a silver trace catching the forge-light, and she rode me hard with her full hips working and read my crest as she did it, filing even now, “the sixth point’s settled, they’re all lit, you’re complete, I can see it, God, I can’t stop reporting even like this,” and I flipped her under me and made her stop reporting for a while, and she let me, which from Thalia was its own surrender.

And Octavia conducted the tangle with that voice, pouring filthy and exact, calling one woman’s name and then another’s, orchestrating it the way she’d orchestrated the rite, until I took her over the edge of it too, her heavy curves and her loosened Saint-warmth flooding gold-white where I worked her, the diction dissolving into sound the way it only did for me.

I moved through all of them, commanding, attentive, the smith at his own anvil in the most literal sense, reading each woman’s edge with the Sight and giving her precisely what she needed at the moment she needed it, and every one of them stayed active, hands and mouths and the whole warm golden tangle of six women who were a circle and not a collection, who loved each other and not only me, the F/F chemistry genuine and specific and everywhere, Rosalie’s glow answering Amaya’s warmth answering Octavia’s Saint-light, Isolde’s storm crackling into Maeve’s fire, Thalia’s precise hands everywhere at once, and it built and built toward the shared peak the way the whole road had built toward the door.



And at the shared peak, I engaged the Circle Forge in intimacy for the first time, and it completed my crest where all of them could see it.

I channeled all six bonds at once, through the anvil, the first anvil’s amplification taking the six-point lattice and multiplying it the way the array had multiplied it for the Revelation, and every woman felt every woman through me, the geometry of six made into sensation, and through Amaya the waystation network hummed into the lattice, the whole kept road come home into the bond the way it had the night the sixth point woke, a seventh presence of stone and ward and light, and the six of them crested together, all at once, no rotation, the Circle Forge holding all of them in the same golden instant.

Rosalie’s Woundbloom pulsed gold, her whole generous body arching under my hands and the glow spilling out of the crest between her breasts to wash warm through all of us at once, the anchor’s warmth flooding the lattice. Isolde’s storm discharged blue-white, crackling through every point of contact, her scars blazing shoulder to wrist and the current jumping woman to woman where skin met skin, and she cried out the loud she’d earned, no dimming now, all thunder. Maeve gushed copper-gold and laughing and soaked, her Cinder venting safe the way it was always meant to, the girl who’d been dammed two years now spending freely into a circle that could hold every drop, sobbing and grinning at once. Thalia’s Auditor sight flared, reading all of us at once, reading the whole lattice light up, and she gasped the intel she couldn’t not report even wrecked, “all six, it’s all six at once, I can see the whole shape of it, God, it’s beautiful, I’m filing this forever.” Octavia’s loosened Saint tier flooded gold-white, brighter than I’d seen it, and the anvil’s own light and the surviving lamps of the whole mountain answered her, the founders’ work responding to a Saint coming into her power in the room the power was born in.

And Amaya, the keeper, came apart completely.

A lifetime of held stillness gone entirely, the composure that had outwaited kingdoms dissolved to nothing in the golden light, and through her the whole road came home into the bond, the waystation network and the renewed wards and the boundary stones and the garden older than kingdoms, the seventh presence humming into the lattice, so that at the shared peak I was not only holding six women, I was holding a road, a mountain, a network of kept places strung across the frontier, all of it come home at once, and Amaya wept and laughed and said “kept, I’m kept, we’re all kept,” and meant every register of the word.

And all six crests synced with mine at once, and I finished with all six of them at the shared peak, the Circle Forge blazing, and the golden light poured out through the mountain’s seams the way the Revelation’s had, visible for miles, the First Forge lit from within by a smith and his complete circle at the first anvil.

And my crest completed its form.

I felt it finish under the golden flood, the deepest evolution the road had given me, and the final card came, and it was the snapshot of everything the road had made:

Class: TRUE SMITH (Stage One) | Crest: circle pattern, two rings, SIX resonance points, the true name legible at center | Dormant: Stage Two (The Voice), Stage Three (The Hand) | Note: each bonded woman’s crest now carries a faint answering ring of the smith’s pattern. The bond writes on their crests now, too.

That last was new, and I saw it in the golden afterglow, looking at the six of them tangled around me in the forge-light: on each of their crests, faint, a ring of my own pattern answering, the bond writing back on them now, the circle no longer only marked on the smith but on all seven of us, a thing the founders’ murals had hinted at and my mother’s journal had circled around, the circle becoming, on all our chests at once, a thing that wrote itself.



We lay tangled at the anvil’s foot after, under two hundred years of the murals that survived, six women and a smith in the forge-light, spent and gold and alive, and I did a quiet count in the dark, six heartbeats around me and mine in the middle of them, and I did not philosophize, because there was nothing to add to the fact of it.

“Consecration,” Octavia murmured, half-asleep, the scholar to the last. “Not a celebration. A consecration. The Revelation was performed and the circle was completed in the room where the craft was born, and we, oh, I’m going to write a monograph, I’m going to write six monographs, none of them will ever be published because they’re all deeply obscene, but I’m going to write them.”

“Write the obscene ones,” Amaya said, dry, her ink-black hair spread across three of us, her hand over my sixth point, proprietary. “I kept a road and the only records I kept were names in a ledger and the lost in a sad column. I should like, before I’m done, to have kept a record of something good. Write the obscene monographs, historian. Someone should. The road was very short on good records and I intend to correct it now that I’ve got the time and the company.”

Isolde’s dry closing line came from the tangle, the war-leader satisfied: “The circle’s complete, the door’s open, the hollow man’s cracked, and I got to be loud. I’ve had worse weeks.” And Amaya’s drier amendment followed it, the keeper’s final word: “You’ve had worse weeks. I’ve had worse decades. This is a good one, and I’ve got a great many left to compare it to, which is a thing I could not have said a fortnight ago. Sleep, all of you. The keeper’s watch is easy tonight. There’s nothing on my road but us.”

And we slept, at the first anvil, in the golden light, the circle of six complete and consecrated.



The question came plainly over breakfast, and we left it deliberately unanswered, because it belonged to the road ahead, not the hour we’d earned.

Hold the Forge? Return to Valebright and the movement growing at their backs? Both, somehow, a smith and a circle in two places? Isolde asked it, blunt, over the food, and nobody answered it, because it was a real question with no cheap answer and we’d learned on the road not to make plans before the road had earned them.

What was answered was the state of things, and it was good, and I let myself have the good for one strange peaceful hour. The route was re-armed, the kept waystations renewed, Amaya’s road a fortress-chain from the plateau to the boundary stone. The movement was growing at our backs, the repaired students of Valebright organizing, the first Sundermoor witnesses carrying names and proof, the Annex model spreading, Sarveth’s twelve in the new ledger waiting to be crossed off with “restored.” The Concord now knew what a named Excisor sounded like, knew that a smith had reached the door and cracked the thing they’d built to erase him, and whatever they did next, they did it knowing their two-hundred-year certainty had a hole in it exactly the shape of a spoken name.

And Thalia’s raven-tray was empty for one strange peaceful hour: no dispatches, no intelligence, no threat inbound, one hour of a war paused, and the whole company sat in it, in the golden halls of the First Forge, and had breakfast, and were, for one hour, simply alive and together and done.

And then the gate-watch whistle blew.

Brennan’s code, from the distant watch, the pattern that meant someone was at the doors, and we all came up at once, the peaceful hour ended, and the whistle came again, and I read it, the specifics of it, and Brennan’s code told us the shape of what had arrived even before we reached the gates.

One person. On foot. Alone. Barely.


Chapter 24: The Burn List

She was down at the doors when we reached them, collapsed against forty feet of founders’ oath-metal, a young woman half-dead on the threshold of the First Forge, and Rosalie was on her knees beside her before any of us had finished crossing the great hall, triage first, questions after, because that was Rosalie and it was the whole of Rosalie.

“She’s dehydrated to the edge, she’s walked herself past the point a body’s supposed to survive, but she’s whole,” Rosalie reported, hands moving, the healer’s glow answering under her palms now that we were out of the dead ground and in the reviving halls. “No crest damage, no seal, no excision, she’s just a person who’s walked further than a person can walk. Water. Slow. Someone get the water.” And Maeve had it already, the quartermaster, kneeling with the cup, and between them they got water into the woman at the doors, slow, careful, and she came back from the edge enough to speak, and the first thing she said, before her name, before anything, cracked and hoarse against the oath-metal, was:

“He failed.”

The word landed in the great hall.

“Get her off the stone,” Isolde said, already moving, and she and Brennan made a chair of their arms and lifted the woman between them, careful, and carried her in past the threshold into the reviving warmth of the halls, and Rosalie went with them with her hands still on the woman’s pulse, and Maeve ran ahead for more water and a bedroll, quartermaster’s reflex, and Octavia cleared a space in the archive’s edge where the lamps had come back on, and in the space of a minute the circle had done the thing it did now without being told, folded a half-dead stranger into its care the way it folded everything, because a person at the doors was a person to be kept, and keeping was the whole of what we’d become.

Amaya did not help carry her. Amaya stood at the threshold and watched the woman come in, and her stillness had gone to the particular quality it took when a fact didn’t fit her sixty-one years of a road, and I marked it, because marking was my craft, and I did not ask Amaya about it yet.

“The Excisor,” she said, forcing it out, her huge dark eyes fever-bright and fixed on me because she’d worked out who I was the way people work out who I am. “He failed. You did something to him, up here, I saw the traffic turn before the final order, and then the whole capital saw the light through the mountain, and the reports said he came back to the plateau’s edge cracked and wrong and talking, and an Excisor doesn’t talk, and he failed, and you need to know, you need to know what they do when something fails.” She gripped Rosalie’s wrist. “That’s why I ran. Not because he failed. Because of what they decided to do about it. You have to see. I brought it. I burned three sets of travel papers behind me to bring it and I’ve been moving since the traffic turned and I brought it, it’s in my coat, get it out, read it, before I pass out, read it, you have to read it now.”



I saw her in one beat, because a man reads a room and she was in the room, and then I turned to the thing she carried.

Under the road-filth and the days of walking she was young, twenties, and she had deep brown skin gone ashy at the edges with exhaustion, and a crushed cloud of black curls escaping a traveler’s hood, and huge dark eyes that had not slept in days and were fixed and fierce despite it, and a body the borrowed Concord coat could not make administrative, a lush soft feminine shape even road-thinned, heavy round hips and a full curve of ass that the coat draped over rather than hid, generous even with the road worn into her face, and I noticed it, one beat, the way I notice everything, and she noticed me noticing, one beat, and I watched her file it, with a clerk’s precision, the exact fact of a man’s glance catalogued and set aside for later use, and then we both turned to the thing that mattered. One beat each. Nothing further, because there was a war on the table and the noticing could wait for a time when there was not.

“My name’s Zaria,” she said, while Rosalie got the thing out of her coat. “I was a clerk. Capital, inner archive, the removal operation’s support retinue. Which means I was the one who filed the ravens. Every dispatch that went out about you, about the circle, about the hollow man, it crossed my desk on its way into a drawer, and I read them, because reading them was my job, and I filed them, because filing them was my job, and for a long time I told myself that a clerk is not the hand that does the thing, a clerk is only the hand that writes it down.” Her fever-bright eyes were fixed and fierce despite the exhaustion. “And then the arithmetic changed. I watched the raven traffic and I did the sum the Concord thinks clerks are too small to do, and the sum came out to a number of towns, and I sat at my desk in the inner archive with the new order in my hands and I understood that filing it down was the same as doing it, that a campaign runs on paper and I was the paper, and I decided I would rather die on a frontier than write one more page of what they’ve decided to do.” She gripped Rosalie’s wrist harder. “So I burned three sets of travel papers behind me, which a clerk knows how to do because a clerk knows exactly which papers matter, and I walked, and I’ve been walking four days on a road that’s supposed to kill people who aren’t kept, and something kept me, I don’t know what, the road felt like it was letting me pass.” Amaya went very still at that, and said nothing, and filed it, the way Amaya filed things. “You’re the smith. You’re the one who cracked him. Then you’re the one who has to know what they do about it. Read it. All of you, together, to the last page. I know you don’t keep secrets from each other, it’s in your whole pattern, I read the pattern in the files before I ever read a word you wrote, and it’s the reason I walked toward you instead of away. Read it the way you do.”

“The road let you pass,” Amaya said, before we read anything, and it was the first she’d spoken since the threshold, and her voice had the flat carefulness it took when a fact refused to fit her sixty-one years. She’d come to stand over the woman, looking down at her with the still attention she’d once turned on a blanked way-family. “Days across the plateau’s edge, unkept, alone, and you’re whole. Nothing crosses my deepest bounds without my leave, and I gave you none, and I felt no trespass, and here you are.” Her dark eyes narrowed a fraction. “The road doesn’t do that. It has not done that for the travelers I had to walk out to and fetch. It did it for you. I don’t know what that means yet. I mark it. There’s a thing about you the road recognized, and I intend to find out what, when you’re not dying on my floor.”

“I don’t know either,” Zaria said, hoarse, honest, too spent to do anything but tell the truth. “I just walked, and it felt like the ground wanted me to make it. I thought I was hallucinating. I filed it under ‘dying’ and kept walking.” She got a hand up and gripped Amaya’s sleeve with the last of her strength. “Read the dispatch first. Solve me later. There’s a fire coming and I started before the final order, when the arithmetic showed where it was going, and I got ahead of it and I need you to see it while I’m still awake to point at the parts that matter.”

Rosalie got more water into her, and Maeve got a blanket around her, and Octavia knelt to steady her enough to speak, and the circle arranged itself around the parley table with the half-dead clerk propped in its center, and I watched the thing we’d become do the thing it did, fold the stranger and her terrible news into the same circle of care and lamplight, no secrets, all of us, and then Thalia drew the dispatch out of the coat with two fingers the way she drew every dangerous document, and laid it on the table.

And we read it together, to the last page, the way we do.



She’d brought it in three escalating pieces, and Thalia laid them out on the parley table the way Thalia laid everything out, and the circle gathered, all of them, and we read the shape of the war to come.

The first piece: Noll’s failure had registered in the capital within a day. The first Excisor failure in the recorded history of the craft, and the Concord’s response to it was not fear, which is what I’d have expected, and it was worse than fear. It was an eradication order. Thalia read it aloud, flat, the capital’s answer to a two-hundred-year certainty cracking: not alarm, not a reckoning, not a single question about whether the craft they used was a craft that should be used. A failed Excisor, a cracked operation, and the Concord’s answer was to stop pruning branches and burn the whole grove.

The second piece: Caelira’s file, stamped for retirement, was empty.

“She got there first,” Thalia said, reading it, and there was something almost like respect in her flat voice. “The Concord stamped her file for retirement, which is their word for what they were always going to do to the decoy, and when they went to execute it, the file was empty. She set the deletion before the decoy mission and un-personed herself, erased her own file, so there’s no Caelira Orent for the Concord to retire because there’s no Caelira Orent on any page they hold.” A thin cold smile. “She’s hunting her own examiner now, the Concord is, hunting a woman who arranged to erase herself from their own ledgers, and they’ll never find her, because you can’t retire a person who’s already deleted the record of ever having existed.” She looked up. “I filed her under pending. This is why. She’s not done. A half-unmade woman with no file, loose in the frontier, who knows everything about the craft that made her and hates the order that spent her. Pending. Very pending.”

And the third piece, the hook, the thing Zaria had burned three sets of papers and half-killed herself to put on the table, and Thalia laid it down last and read it, and the whole circle went silent as she read.

The burn list.



“The Concord is done sending individuals,” Thalia read, and her voice was very careful now, the way it went when a thing mattered past all measure. “The order abandons doctrine-enforcement. They’re not going to seal classes and inflate noble heirs and quietly sever the inconvenient anymore. They’ve decided that’s too slow, and the smith proved it’s too slow, because a smith who reaches the door can undo a generation of sealings and the whole edifice depends on no smith ever reaching the door, and one did.” She turned the page. “So the new order isn’t enforcement. It’s eradication. Every forge site in the kingdom, scheduled. Every waystation network, scheduled. Every Smith bloodline record, to be destroyed. And every, I’m reading their words, every ‘resonant sympathizer population,’ scheduled, which means towns, which means the movement, which means every place a severed student went home to and told the truth.” She looked up, and her face was bloodless. “It’s not an operative anymore, Garrick. It’s not a hollow man or an examiner. It’s a campaign. They’re going to burn the whole thing. Every forge, every road, every record, every town that might harbor the craft, all of it, at once, as policy.”

“And the first name on it,” she said, and she stopped, and she looked at me, and I already knew, I knew before she said it, I knew from the whole shape of the war and the whole shape of my life, and she said it anyway because it had to be said aloud:

“The first name on the burn list, chosen for symbol as much as strategy, the forge-town where the last Smith line kept working through two hundred years of hiding, the place the last practicing fragment of the tradition survived, is Fenhollow.”

Fenhollow.

My hometown. The forge-town where my mother repaired class stones by lamplight for people who paid what they could. The workshop behind our house. The kitchen table where the scholarship letter had sat next to the cold forge for three weeks while I decided whether to come. The place I’d walked three days to leave, to come to Valebright, to learn the truth of what happened to my mother, and now the war I’d been running from and toward since I left home was not coming for me at all.

It was going home.

The Concord had reclassified me from contain to remove and sent a hollow man, and I’d cracked the hollow man, and their answer was to stop coming for me entirely and to burn the place I came from instead, first, chosen for symbol, the forge-town where the craft had survived, and the kitchen table, and the cold forge, and everyone in Fenhollow who’d depended on my mother and now depended on nothing, and the war was no longer coming for me. It was going home instead, and it was going there first.

I stood at the parley table and I let myself think about Fenhollow, which I had not properly let myself do since leaving home, because it hurt too much and because there had been nothing to do about the hurt. Three days’ walk from Valebright, in the provincial country, a forge-town like a hundred others except that one house behind one workshop had held the last practicing fragment of a murdered tradition. The midwife whose healing class my mother stabilized three times a year. The farmers whose class stones degraded when my mother wasn’t there to maintain them, whose crop yields dropped, who I had watched come to the workshop by lamplight with what they could pay and sometimes with nothing to pay at all. The retired border guard with the Force Shield that could stop a charging ox. The whole living web of a small place that had leaned on my mother’s hands, and then my mother was gone, framed and murdered and sent to die in a wound the Concord made, and the web had gone on leaning on nothing, and now the Concord was going to burn even the memory of the leaning.

Chosen for symbol. That was the phrase Thalia had read, and it was the coldest part, colder than the fire itself, because it meant the Concord had looked at the whole kingdom and asked where the burning would hurt the tradition most, and the answer was the forge-town where the tradition had survived two hundred years of hiding, which was to say my home, which was to say the place I’d walked three days to leave and had been trying to understand ever since. They were not burning Fenhollow because it was strategic. They were burning it because it was mine, because it was the smith’s, because a symbol dies louder than a target, and they wanted the whole kingdom to see what happened to the town that harbored the craft.

And under all of that, plain as the cold forge on the day I left it, was the simple fact: those were people. Not symbols. People who had known my mother and known me, who had put bread on the Annex bench anonymously after the tribunal, who had taught me the craft was worth something before the academy ever taught me it was worth nothing. And they were first on a list, and the list was coming, and I was the reason, and I understood that the whole shape of my life had just turned over one more time, from survival to justice to this, to the thing my mother’s journal had feared and named and could not stop: the war was going home.



The circle answered it, one line each, unforced, each in their own voice, and all six matter because it was the shape of the next road declared before any of us pretended to have a full plan, and because I remember it exactly.

Isolde’s was four words, flat, a war-leader’s, her hand already on her blade: “Then we defend Fenhollow.”

Thalia’s was the spymaster’s, already moving: “I need every waystation on the route turned into a relay by tomorrow, because a campaign moves on paper and I can read paper faster than they can burn it.”

Octavia’s was the scholar’s grief and resolve both: “They’re going to destroy the Smith bloodline records. Every one. I have the third author’s complete text and the founders’ library and I am going to copy all of it, by hand, and hide the copies in a hundred places, because you cannot burn what you cannot find, and I have spent my whole life learning where the Concord doesn’t look.”

Maeve’s was the fire, fierce and low: “They burned the answer out of a town to make the grey. They’re not doing it again while I’ve got a charge to bank. I’ve got a whole country’s worth of severed students at our backs who’d walk into a fire for the man who fixed them. Let’s go get them.”

Rosalie’s was Millbrook’s boy’s name, the mandate she’d carried since the first fire, said now over a burn list: “Millbrook’s boy is named Tomas. I made myself learn it. And every name on this list is a Tomas, a whole town of them, Fenhollow first. We find the answer, all three Stages, and we save the towns, and we bring back what’s taken. That was always the whole of it and it still is. The list just tells us where to start.”

And Amaya’s was her new oath’s wording, the keeper’s, said with her hand over my sixth point: “I kept a road and I chose to keep the circle instead, and now the circle’s home is on a burn list, and a keeper keeps what’s hers. Same oath. My wording. I’ll keep Fenhollow the way I kept the road, and anyone who comes to burn it will find out what a keeper’s ground does to things that don’t belong on it.”

I closed it, at the gates, looking down the road we’d come by, the kept waystations’ lantern-light strung along the plateau’s descent toward the horizon like a fuse laid the whole length of the frontier, and I said the only thing that needed saying, plain, the way my mother would have:

“Then we go home. Not to hide in it. To hold it.” I looked at the six of them, and Brennan, and Zaria half-conscious in Rosalie’s care, and the whole re-armed road running back toward the kingdom. “My mother kept the craft alive in Fenhollow through two hundred years of hiding, and they killed her for it and burned the geology books to cover the towns they’d already unmade, and now they’re going to burn Fenhollow first because it’s the place the craft survived. So it’s the place the craft is going to make its stand. We’ve got the Forge. We’ve got the route. We’ve got the circle and the movement and the one weapon in the world that can name what they unmake.” I turned back down the road. “Let them come to Fenhollow. It’s where I learned the craft. It’s a fitting place to teach it back to them.”

The final page of the dispatch carried no argument and no signature I could read. Just the order that had already left the capital, cold, without heat, without fear.



Somewhere in the capital, in a chamber larger than Caelira’s operation and older than any registry office, the same order sat under seven fixed-star seals.

No tea. No polished courtesy. No table small enough for one examiner’s hands.

Noll’s fissured report lay in the center of the black stone floor, written in the empty hand of a thing that had forgotten how to be a man. One marginal note had been circled, struck through, and circled again by another pen.

I remember a garden.

The strike-through did not erase the words. It made them louder.

Around that report lay the other failures: academy audit scandals spreading faster than Concord silence could smother them, severed students with repaired classes and public names, blank villages now called blank instead of unfortunate, Caelira Orent’s retirement file empty, and one inner-archive clerk missing with a dispatch that should never have left the capital.

The Concord convened over all of it and did what the Concord had always done when a thing survived naming.

It escalated.

The order was spoken aloud in the dark, four words, and every sealed raven in the chamber took them into its paper throat.

“Burn the forges. All of them.”


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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