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Chapter 1: The Fullest House

I woke to nine bodies and a tenth asleep outside the door.

The Tower bedroom had stopped being merely a room. It was a geography now, mapped in the residue of every woman who slept in it. Vibria’s scorch-marks laddered up the south wall in amber-brown striations, a geological record of every climax she’d laughed through and lost her breath over. Sybara’s scroll-rack stood bolted in the alcove, three tiers deep, color-tabs catching the gray pre-dawn, a new section flagged blue and labeled WEAVE (HOLD-DURATION). Anfa’s flight-leathers hung damp on the balcony hook. Campe’s second-best boots waited by the door, polished to parade even off her feet, her half-cape on the peg above them.

Ayida’s vine had married the fig tree in the corner and never looked back. The southeast quarter of the room had become a small jungle that made figs by day and jasmine by night. One ripe fig hung directly over the bed, waiting for its habitual noon victim.

Nine points on my chest, one center. The constellation had grown from a bruise in a bunkhouse to a galaxy: fire, war, frost, storm, life, deep, forge, storm-silver, reef-amber, and the golden-white root under all of them. Faint amber at rest. Warm with sleeping women.

The tenth body was on the far side of the door, and I only knew because I heard the scratch of a pencil that had stopped mid-word.

Years of practice guided me out of the pile: over Brenna’s kicked-loose boot in the walking path, around Ceto’s coral-red curls and Nure’s slow blue-green nightlight. Morana’s hand found the warm spot where my forearm had been and curled there, the half-second question in her shoulders dissolving before it fully formed. Campe cracked one green eye from the pile’s edge, assessed me upright and unthreatened, and closed it again. Her forearm plates stayed smooth. If they’d gone metallic she’d have been on her feet in a breath.

I dressed with the collar open and opened the door quiet.

Talise was asleep on the corridor stool, back against the doorframe, waterproofed journal open on her chest and rising with her breath. A charcoal pencil was speared through the messy teal-streaked knot of her hair and a second one had fallen from her slack hand to the floor. Her cadet trousers were still damp from an early swim. Her wrist-patches shimmered faint in the low light, that shifting net of caustic gold like sun on a shallow floor, quiet in sleep.

She’d been scheduled to chronicle the dawn weave-baseline readings. Sybara’s roster said sixth bell. It was second bell. She’d arrived four hours early and fallen asleep waiting to observe something that wasn’t happening yet.

Nobody found this strange anymore. The joke covered four hours of unnecessary devotion, so I let her sleep.

The open journal had slid enough that I could read the top of the page without meaning to. Her public chronicle voice, all capitals and invented ceremony: THE SAGAKEEPER TAKES HER POST BEFORE THE SUN, VIGILANT, UNSLEEPING, THE FIRST EYES OPEN IN A SLEEPING AERIE. Then, below it, in a tight small hand that didn’t match the performance at all, a margin note. Hold-two attempt, terrace, yesterday, third bell. Held 1.9 breaths. Nure faltered first, shutter half-closed at the crest, reopened. Sybara logged 2.0. Instrument lag. It was 1.9.

Dead accurate. Down to the tenth of a breath, and correcting the archivist besides, in a private margin she never meant anyone to read.

I’d known Talise since before I’d been worth knowing. For years she’d been at the edge of every gathering, the loud girl, the gossip, the self-appointed voice of the Aerie whose enthusiasm ran a factor ahead of her accuracy that Sybara had once calculated and refused to say out loud. She’d caught Vibria and me at the storage shed my first season here and given us a thumbs-up through the door-gap, delighted, unashamed, the watcher’s blessing. She’d translated Nure’s body language on two expeditions without ever once making Nure feel studied. She’d narrated a whole war I’d fought and gotten seventeen percent of the facts right and a hundred percent of what it had felt like.

And here she was asleep on a stool four hours early, keeping a public chronicle that was theater and a private margin that was true, and she’d never once let anyone see which was which.

I crouched, picked up the fallen pencil, and set it on the journal so she’d find it when she woke. Her wrist-patches shifted at the movement of the air, the dapple-net quickening for half a breath and settling. She didn’t wake. I left her the good seat she’d claimed by arriving before dawn to earn it, and went to find breakfast before the Aerie’s smallest criminals stole it.



Morning chaos began in the Hatchling Aerie and rolled outward, a small, well-organized earthquake with six epicenters.

The fire-brood had graduated from destruction to enterprise. Kira, Torren, and Sera were dog-sized and properly flighted now, and their capacity for trouble had scaled with their confidence. Kira, the first-hatched, wide-winged and reckless in the exact register her mother owned, had appointed herself perimeter guard of everything that mattered and several things that didn’t. When I came through the archway she was doing a low patrol circuit of the nursery redoubt at head height, breathing tiny warning sparks at a moth.

“She’s declared the moths hostile,” Bellic said, without looking up. Copper-red hair in its plait, soot on both cheekbones, the dry eyebrow at rest which meant nothing had exploded in at least an hour. “She lost a rivet to one last week. She hasn’t forgiven the species.”

“A moth took a rivet.”

“A moth landed near a rivet. Kira drew conclusions.” She set down a serving plate. “She’s flying full circuits now. Yesterday she cleared the gallery in one pass, banked off the ceiling beam, and put out a lamp with her wing-wash showing off, then lit it again with a spark to prove she could. I have not decided whether to be proud.”

“Be proud. Then double the buckets.”

“The buckets are already doubled. I have a bucket for ordinary fires and a bucket for Kira fires and a third bucket, which I keep separate, which is the bucket she once set on fire.” She said this without any change in expression. “I have named that bucket. I will not tell you what I named it. Your son has expanded again.”

Torren’s trading post had outgrown the river-stone vault and colonized a full corner of the gallery. Smooth stones sorted by size. Deep-sea shells in graded rows. Green glass. Polished rivets. And now three separate ledgers in what was unmistakably Sybara’s precise hand, because Sybara had at some point stopped fighting the hatchling economy and started auditing it. A slate propped against the vault read, in the archivist’s blue ink: ACCEPTED CURRENCIES: RIVETS, DEEP-SHELLS, HONEY-CAKE CORNERS. WAITING LIST FOR PREMIUM SHELF: SEE TORREN.

“A waiting list,” I said.

“For the good shelf. The one that catches the morning light.” Bellic pointed at the empty spot where her hammer used to live. “I am on that list. I have been on that list for nine days. He will not release my own hammer to me without a deposit.”

“How far in debt are you?”

“Don’t.” She held up a calloused finger. “The answer involves compound deep-shell interest and I’ve stopped counting because counting made it real. He’s barely grown, and he has a better ledger than the Forge.”

Sera would join Campe on her shoulder-plate after Campe finished her dawn flight inspection and shifted back, which meant the smallest of the fire-brood would be accounted for and probably rumble-purring at some cadet’s poor grip on a practice blade. That left the life-brood, and the life-brood was a different flavor of chaos entirely.

Amaya had bloomed the eastern nursery window itself overnight. White and pale gold flowers grew straight from the stone frame, opening as the sun found them, and a life-caste healer stood underneath with a basket collecting the ones that dropped.

Fen had rooted himself to the best sun-spot on the heated slab and would not be moved. When a cadet tried to shift him for cleaning, the small green-prism hatchling dug all four feet into the riverstone, produced a low contented rumble, and grew a thread of moss between his toes and the floor in protest. The cadet gave up. Everyone gave up. Fen had discovered the one argument nobody at the Aerie could win, which was that he simply liked it there.

“Sylva’s got a line,” Bellic said, jerking her chin toward the corridor. “Cadets. Three slots a day, ten minutes each. She heals a scrape, she gets a biscuit. Torren invoices the biscuit.”

“Of course he does.”

“The clinic waiting list is longer than the infirmary’s.” She said it flat, but pride softened the complaint. “Cadets are getting hurt on purpose. Minor. Blade-nicks, mostly. They want the small dragon to lick it closed and look at them like they matter.” She picked the plate back up. “Nobody’s told them the small dragon does that for everyone. Seemed cruel to correct it.”

I crouched by the heated slab where Fen had rooted himself and put a hand on the small warm ridge of his back. He rumbled without opening his eyes and grew the moss-thread a little thicker between his toes and the stone, a life-hatchling’s way of saying he’d heard me and was staying regardless. Amaya, up in the window, dropped a flower on my head with what I chose not to read as deliberate aim. Down the corridor, Sylva’s current patient, a fire-wing cadet with a bandaged thumb she almost certainly hadn’t needed bandaged, sat very still while a hatchling the size of a housecat breathed pale green over her hand and looked up at her with ancient prism eyes, and the cadet’s face did the thing all their faces did, which was go soft in a way that had nothing to do with the thumb.

The campaign had bought a morning loud enough with small lives that the war had to shout to be heard over it. Amaya dropped another flower onto my shoulder. Fen slept through the impact.

Vibria found me at the vault, as she found everyone, arriving in my space before I’d tracked the approach. Copper-gold hair a fresh mess, orange-amber eyes already bright in the gallery’s low light, one strap of her cropped top down a freckled shoulder and no intention of fixing it. Heat rose off her in a visible shimmer. She’d been up since first light for the same reason she was up every first light, which was that she liked being awake more than anyone I’d ever met.

“You saw the striped one moved,” she said, without preamble, tugging me toward the nest by the front of my shirt. “Come look. It rolled. Two inches. Toward the wall, which is where the morning sun hits, which means it’s not asleep, it’s sunbathing, which means it’s mine, because who else sunbathes.”

“Every one of your children sunbathes.”

“Because they’re mine.” She said it like it settled the argument, which for Vibria it did.

The five fire-eggs sat warm in the padded nest. Four amber, self-heating, radiating at their own distinct frequencies I could feel through the Mark if I held my hand near them, three warm points and a fourth, each an individual before it had breathed air. And the fifth, the striped one, amber-and-gold in narrow bands, warm and alive and, when Vibria leaned down and hummed the low fire-clan lullaby her father had hummed to her, rumbling softly back. The healers had no file for the striping. They had no file for the fact that it answered a song.

“Vibria’s stance,” she announced, to no one, to the nest, to the gallery, “is that nobody worries at my nest. You want to worry, you worry in the corridor. In here we sunbathe.” She straightened, and for one flick of a second the performance dropped and I saw her look at the striped egg the way a mother looks at a child she can’t quite explain and loves more for it. Then it was gone, and she was loud again. “Breakfast. You look thin. You always look thin after a night of nine people. Come eat before Bellic’s grandchildren invoice the eggs.”

Beyond the two broods and the fire-clutch, two frost-eggs slept off the Forge’s back wall in the cold vault on Sybara’s freeze-schedule, patient by design, slow because their mother had built them that way.

Six hatchlings on the wing. Seven eggs in two temperatures. Every routine on the mesa turned around the nurseries now.

Vibria hooked two fingers through my belt and pulled me toward breakfast before Fen could root my boot to the floor.



The cadet hall ran until midnight and started again before dawn, and by the time Vibria dragged me to a table it was full of the smell of Jessa’s kitchens: roasted grain, spiced stew, and the honey-cake that had become the Aerie’s currency of diplomacy ever since the ocean-clan had tasted sweetness for the first time and immediately ordered it in bulk.

Jessa was a stone-wing matron who’d fed five hundred cadets for fifteen years and had recently learned to feed a hundred more freed and an embassy of ocean-clan who couldn’t taste sweet in the deep and wept the first time they could on the surface. She slid a plate in front of me without being asked and one in front of Vibria that was twice the size, because Vibria’s fire-metabolism burned through a week’s rations in two days and Jessa had stopped pretending otherwise.

“Eat,” Jessa said. “Both of you. There’s a war on somewhere, there always is, and armies fight stupid when they fight hungry.”

“There’s no war,” Vibria said, through a mouthful.

“There’s always a war. I’ve cooked through four.” Jessa refilled my tea, black, prepared as she knew I took it. “I keep a kettle on the nights bondings happen. I keep the good stew on the mornings after. You learn the rhythm of a place by what people need at what hour. Right now people need feeding and the mountain’s quiet. I’ve seen quieter mountains get loud.” She said it without weight, as casually as she’d note weather, and moved on down the table.

Ceto had claimed the far end with Nure and Talise’s empty chair, which she’d reserved with a folded jacket that was mine and had gone missing two days ago. Coral-red curls escaping their tie, warm golden-tan skin, amber ring-glow at her throat catching the lamplight, she was mid-negotiation with Torren, who had flown down from the nursery to conduct business at the table.

“Two honey-cake corners,” Ceto was saying, holding them just out of reach, “for the return of one jacket, which you stole, which makes this a ransom, which I respect as a business model.” Torren tilted his head at Sybara’s familiar angle. “Three corners. Final. And you tell Bellic where her hammer is.” The hatchling considered, took the corners, and gave up nothing, because that was the deal Torren always made, which was no deal at all delivered with total confidence.

“He is going to run the continent,” Ceto told me, delighted, sliding my jacket across the table to me anyway because she’d wanted it back to me all along and the ransom was the game. “I have decided to be on his side early.”

Morana sat across from Anfa, the two storms, dark charcoal crop and silver-white jaw-length, their paired-sweep so old now they passed the salt without asking. Morana still woke every morning a half-second surprised to be allowed at the table, and the surprise got smaller every day. Anfa had stopped watching for it. That ordinary ease showed how far she’d healed. Ayida drifted in last with soil under her nails and a life-hatchling asleep in the crook of her arm, Sylva worn out from a full clinic, and the flowers on the near end of the table opened a little wider when she sat, because they always did.

Ivora passed the table on her way to the western wall-walk, small and stone-grounded, brown braid, a roll of old charts under her arm. She’d been quiet-watchful my first season here, the cadet who sat at my table and passed me the temperature of the Aerie without seeming to. She stopped only long enough to set one of the charts by my plate, a coastal survey, cream and rust, the western shoreline drawn in a hand two centuries old.

“The west maps are old,” she said. “Nobody’s surveyed that coast in two centuries. If we’re going to look that way, someone should fix them.” She let that sit, because Ivora never pushed, she only placed. “You used to do that work.”

“I did.”

“Thought you might want to again.” She went on toward the wall. The old chart woke my cartographer’s itch, the pull of an edge nobody had walked.

Six of the nine bonded women were at the table. Campe was making her nest-gallery round, Sybara had already gone to the archive, and Brenna was opening the Forge. Talise, still unbonded, slept on a stool three corridors away. I sat with my back to the wall, black tea in hand, while Ceto negotiated with a hatchling who had no intention of honoring the bargain.



Weave practice ran at sixth bell on the Training Terrace, the open platform Campe had commissioned into the mesa’s southern face, five hundred feet of drop-edge to the Flooded Crater and anchor-points along the perimeter for the days the wind meant it.

Talise arrived at the terrace three minutes into it, awake now and moving fast, pencil back in her hair-knot and the journal against her chest, wearing the specific flustered energy of a woman who’d meant to be first and had slept through her own head start.

“The chronicle apologizes for its tardiness,” she announced, dropping onto her stool at the inner edge. “The chronicle was maintaining a pre-dawn vigil so complete it transcended consciousness. That’s not sleeping. That’s total commitment to the post.”

“You were asleep on a stool,” Vibria called from the wall.

“I was witnessing the inside of my own eyelids, which is a form of witnessing.” She flipped her journal open, found her pencil, and was already writing. Then she paused, half a beat, and looked at me sideways, because she’d found the fallen pencil set neatly on her page where she hadn’t left it. She didn’t mention it. Her pencil made one small, probably accurate margin note, then covered it with her hand.

Sybara ran the drill like a curriculum, because to Sybara it was one. She stood at the terrace’s inner wall with a slate and her spectacles and her written articles pinned to a board, and she’d been trying for a season to turn Vibria’s mid-climax discovery into a discipline anyone could hold on purpose.

“A Harmonic spikes, peaks, and ends,” she said to the seven of us who’d assembled and the two who’d wandered up late. “The Weave-place behaves more like a room we have learned to enter. We know the door opens. Now we measure how long we can stand inside before the weight tells.”

She tapped the slate. On it, in blue, a column of figures.

“One breath is reliable. Every partner. We can enter the shared perception, hold it, and release clean. Two breaths cost far more than twice as much. The weight steepens with duration and distributes across every bond. I want three by midsummer.”

“You always want three,” Vibria said. She was sitting on the wall with her bare feet swinging over the drop, heat-shimmer rising off her bronze shoulders, entirely unbothered by five hundred feet of nothing under her heels. “You’ll get three and then you’ll want four. You’re never satisfied.”

“I am a scholar. Satisfaction is a terminal condition for a scholar.” Sybara didn’t look up from the slate. “Shutter drill first. Article Four.”

The articles were pinned in her precise hand, fourteen of them, the Weave Etiquette she’d written and every partner had annotated in the margins until the board looked like a war-map. Article One: Any shutter closes any share. Always. Stated first, honored always. Article Four: Practice holds are scheduled, not ambushed. Article Nine had once been a full paragraph about voluntary transparency during off-hours. Vibria had annotated it so many times that Sybara had finally struck the whole thing and written, in resigned block letters, VIBRIA. That was the entire article now. Article Nine: VIBRIA. Everyone understood it.

We ran the shutter drill. Mundane or not, nothing we practiced mattered more. Each of us opened our bond-share to the group and then closed it, cleanly, on command, no residue, no drag. The point was consent made muscle. In the Weave-place ten perceptions became one, and the only thing that kept that from being a violation instead of a gift was the absolute law that any woman could shut her door at any instant and the whole share would honor it before her next heartbeat. Sybara drilled it until it was reflex, because a capability you couldn’t stop wasn’t a capability. It was a wound.

“Open,” Sybara said. Nine shutters opened. “Close.” Nine shutters closed. “Open. Anfa, close. Only Anfa.” Anfa’s storm-share dropped out of the group clean, one door among nine swinging shut without disturbing the others, and Anfa’s electric-blue eyes didn’t so much as flicker. She’d been the hardest to teach, at first, because a woman who’d spent three years holding a wall alone had to learn that a door she controlled was not the same as a wall she carried. Now she shuttered like a soldier: instant, total, no argument.

“Vibria, close.”

Vibria did not close.

“Vibria.”

“I’m demonstrating trust.”

“You are demonstrating Article Nine.” Sybara didn’t look up from the slate. “Close your shutter, ember.”

“Article Nine is my article. It has my name on it. I get to interpret it.”

“Article Nine has your name on it because you interpreted the previous version into uselessness.” Now she looked up, over the glasses, the archivist’s flat stare that had ended arguments across a continent. “Close.”

Vibria closed her shutter with the aggrieved dignity of a woman surrendering a point she’d fully intended to lose, and Ceto laughed, and Morana snorted, and the drill went on. That was the shape of the discipline: Sybara supplied rigor, Vibria supplied sabotage, and grind plus quench made the practice stronger.

Then we held.

Nine shutters opened. My chest went from nine warm points to nine open doors, and through them the terrace fractured into nine simultaneous angles: Vibria’s heat-sight of the drop, Campe’s threat-scan of the sky, Sybara’s cold precise measure of the air, Anfa’s read of the wind before it arrived, Morana’s storm-echo of Anfa’s read a half-beat behind, Ayida’s green pulse of every living thing on the mesa, Nure’s tide-sense reaching down into the crater’s dark water, Brenna’s steady structural read of the stone under our feet, Ceto’s warm bright hunger for all of it at once.

One breath. The room. Ten of us standing inside a single perception, and under it the golden root holding the floor.

It ranked with the strangest things I’d ever learned to do, and I’d learned to survey a landscape blind and ride a storm dragon through a thunderhead. For that one breath I wasn’t a man looking out of one pair of eyes. I was the terrace seen from nine directions at once, the wind felt before it arrived and a half-beat after, the crater’s black water sensed as depth and cold and current, every living root and bloom on the mesa registering as a low green hum, the stone under my boots read for its grain and its faults. Ten people, ten kinds of sense, one perception, and no one lost in it, because the golden root under the whole thing was me, holding the floor they stood on.

Then Sybara’s clipped voice reached me from very far away and right beside me: “Two.”

The second breath arrived and it had weight. I felt it hit the floor and spread, felt each woman take her portion. Nure’s tide-sense pulled taut. The weight climbed toward a crest and Nure’s shutter flickered, half-closed at the top of it, and reopened a heartbeat later, and Sybara called the release before it could cost us anything.

We came out of it breathing hard, nine women and one man, blinking on a windy terrace like we’d surfaced from deep water.

“One point nine,” Sybara said, writing.

“It was two,” Vibria said.

“It was one point nine. Nure’s shutter cycled at the crest. The instrument logs the hold, not the intent.” She adjusted her glasses. “The intent was excellent. The hold was one point nine.”

I’d learned to notice the dual-mode contrast too. Half an hour before, Anfa had been a fifty-five-foot storm dragon flying dawn patrol, silver scars along her spine crackling as she cut through the wind that no local dragon rode as clean. Now she stood on a windy terrace in flight-leathers with her share dropping in and out of a shared perception on a woman’s clipped one-word command, obedient as a cadet, and neither version was less true than the other. The apex predator and the disciplined partner were the same woman, four hundred yards and thirty minutes apart, and the gap between them never stopped undoing me.

At the terrace’s inner edge, Talise sat cross-legged with her journal, and she’d stopped writing.

She’d narrated the entire drill in her saga voice, low and constant and gloriously wrong. THE NINE STOOD AS ONE UPON THE PRECIPICE, THE SKY ITSELF LEANING IN TO WITNESS, AND THE SCHOLAR-QUEEN OF FROST DID CALL THE HOLD IN A VOICE LIKE WINTER’S OWN DECREE. Cadets three terraces over could hear her and did. She made the drill sound like the founding of a kingdom, and it worked, because half the reason cadets showed up to watch a resonance exercise was to hear Talise turn it into an epic. But the moment the hold broke she’d flipped, without seeming to notice she was doing it, from the saga to the small hand, and I was close enough to see the figure she wrote in the margin.

1.9. Nure crest, shutter cycle. Matches S.

Beneath the saga lay the truth. She had it before Sybara said it aloud, because she’d been watching Nure’s face and not the instrument, and the loud girl who got everything wrong on purpose had gotten the one number that mattered right without being asked.

I’d noticed it before. This time I held onto it.

“You could give her a proper chair,” I said to Sybara, quiet, as the others broke to stretch.

Sybara followed my look to Talise. “She has a stool.”

“She catches Nure’s shutter faster than your glass does.”

Sybara’s cobalt eyes went to Talise, then to the margin figure she couldn’t read from here but apparently trusted anyway, then to me, with the specific tilt she used when a data point refused to fit a model. “The chronicle is inaccurate,” she said. “The chronicler is not. I have wondered about that discrepancy for four years.” She wrote something on her own slate. “I will consider a chair.”

I drifted to the inner edge. Talise was already scribbling, saga voice under her breath, THE FROST-QUEEN DECREED A THRONE FOR THE CHRONICLER, A REIGN OF GLORY BEGINS.

“Your margin had it before her glass did,” I said. “One point nine. The shutter cycle. You were watching Nure’s face.”

The pencil stopped.

It was a small thing and I only caught it because I’d learned to watch for the small things, with the same care I used to read a slope for water. The loud girl went quiet. Not long. A breath, maybe two. Her wrist-patches deepened a shade, cheerful teal going richer, the dapple-net stilling for that held moment. Then she was back, at full volume, all at once, like surf returning.

“Well,” she said, “someone has to keep the scholar honest. She logs the instrument. I log the truth. It’s practically a profession.” She wrote something. “Don’t tell her I said that. Tell her I said she’s infallible. That one’s for the record.”

I didn’t tell Sybara. But I remembered the two breaths of silence, the third time now, and I was starting to understand that the quiet was where Talise kept the real chronicle.



The deep archive was three levels into the mesa rock, lanterns every twenty steps, the air going cool and dry and smelling of old paper and cold stone. Sybara’s reading chamber on the second level held the folder that governed the year’s quiet floor, and she took me there after the terrace because she wanted me to see the newest page before the council did.

LISTENING stood across the folder in Sybara’s hand.

“Vandra’s relay came through the crystal chain at dawn,” she said, laying three pages on the reading table. Vandra ran the garrison-settlement at the Shattered Peaks now, war-wing senior, forearm plates like Campe’s but her green eyes darker, and she sent mountain reports like supply requisitions: dry, precise, and uninterested in reassurance. “The seal holds. The settlement has grown to two hundred souls, mostly freed, and they are building a granary. The instruments show nothing.”

“A quiet reading?”

“A flat silence.” She tapped the flat line drawn across the monitoring parchment, twelve inches of it, no variation. “The signal beneath the mountain was a flat cold hum since the burial. Then the True Resonance woke it and it answered every spike we made, patient, a pressure-pulse hours later, learning the shape of what it heard. Two months ago it stopped answering.” She looked at me over the glasses. “I have been calling this silence attentive. I want you to know I am aware of how that sounds. A scholar should not attribute intent to an instrument reading.”

“But.”

“But the last thing it did before it went silent was learn to listen. And a presence that has just learned to listen does not go deaf. It goes quiet, so it can hear better.” She squared the pages. “Vandra put it more plainly. Her report ends: The mountain has stopped talking. I do not find this restful.”

She crossed to the second shelf and took down the cold-jar she kept there, and inside it the spark-fossil turned in the lamplight: a storm-discharge caught inside a frost-crystallization, a flash of light held mid-dance, labeled in her hand us. She kept it where she could see it while she worked. I kept my father’s folding knife close for much the same reason. She turned it once and set it back.

“I understand the buried Alpha better than I understand almost anything in this archive,” she said, “and I understand it not at all. He was the first true Alpha, bonded and chosen, before his own clans lost a war and forged him into the weapon that won it and unmade them. His Mark is inverted now: dark points that consume light instead of casting it. Seven of them. The same shape as the true Alpha’s, turned inside out. He has one flicker at the bottom of himself that is not hollow, and an age of emptiness surrounds it, and he has just learned to listen.” She set her hand flat on the folder. “That is the entire content of the LISTENING file, and it is the most frightening page I have ever written, and it fits on one line: he is paying attention now, and we do not know to what.”

I looked at the flat line. Twelve inches recording an ancient presence that had recently decided to pay attention.

“You said the folder stays open,” I said.

“The folder stays open.” She closed it anyway, for now, and set her hand flat on it. “It is the floor of the year, Dane. I intend to leave it untouched where it is and check it every week and not stare at it. Staring at a listening enemy only teaches it the sound of your attention.”

That was as close to afraid as Sybara got, and she said it like a research note, which was how I knew she meant it.



Before the Hatchling Aerie, breakfast, and weave practice, Campe had run the dawn inspection as sixty feet of armored war-dragon.

I’d watched the last of it from the Tower balcony with the wary attention due bad weather: her dark metallic plates catching the low sun, the overlapping armor that five hundred cadets feared, the battle-scarred green eyes sweeping the crater rim in a slow professional arc. Rissara’s cadet wing flew formation off her flank, tight and correct, because nobody flew loose when the commander was in the sky. She was the armored answer the Aerie kept between itself and the dark. In the morning light she carried a drawn blade’s severe beauty. You were glad she was on your side.

An hour later she was in the nest gallery in human form, Sera on her shoulder with a tail wrapped around the auburn braid, walking the length of the expanded nest with the flower Ayida had tucked in her hair the night before still riding above the armor she hadn’t reached up to remove.

She stopped at the same place she always stopped.

The expanded nest ran the width of the gallery, Campe’s most honest possession. She’d built the first version of it two years ago for Vibria’s first clutch, and she’d added a wing for every clutch since, and Brenna had reinforced the frame so many times that it had stopped being furniture and become architecture. Five fire-eggs at one end now, warm and self-heating, four amber and one striped. Thermal blankets rated for high-altitude incubation. Impact padding. And threaded all through it, the hoard: my second-best pencil, a waterglass, a button off my flight jacket, a corner of scorched pillowcase, a spare charcoal stick, a rivet Torren had certainly not authorized, small objects taken one at a time across two years and arranged with a care she gave nothing else, because the nest-drawer downstairs had overflowed into the nest itself. Together, the nest and its little hoard formed a war-dragon’s love letter written in objects she’d stolen from the people she’d die for.

At the far end, past all of it, the empty side. The part of the nest she’d built and lined and warmed for every clutch but her own.

She studied it with the fixed intent she gave a horizon she meant to cross.

I came and stood beside her. Sera made the rumble-purr at Campe’s own war-frequency, and Campe reached up without looking and steadied the hatchling with two fingers, and neither of us spoke the vow aloud.

The vow lived in the Ember Garden, made a season ago and witnessed by the life-mother. I’d promised her hers. When the mountain slept. Not before, because a war-dragon commander carrying a clutch was a war-dragon commander who couldn’t take the sky, and neither of us had been willing to ground her while the mountain was still answering.

The mountain had gone silent after the sealing.

She knew what that meant. I knew she knew. Her forearm plates were smooth in the gallery light, resting-warm, olive skin where the armor sat retracted, and she looked at the empty side of the nest with the expression of a commander reading a map of ground she’d wanted for fourteen years and was finally cleared to take.

“The mountain sleeps,” she said. Not a question. Her contralto, dropped low, more command in the quiet than any parade shout.

“It’s listening,” I said. “Which is a kind of sleep. Sybara’s word.”

“I know Sybara’s word.” Sera chewed the end of the braid, the tired-signal, and Campe let her. “I have read the folder. I read it every night I stand the cold-vault watch.” She looked at me then, forest-green, direct, and there was nothing of the commander’s mask in it for exactly one second. “I am not asking you tonight. I am telling you I am going to ask you soon, so that when I do, it is not a surprise. Commanders do not like surprises. Not even good ones.”

“Understood.”

“Good.” The mask came back, or most of it. She squared a corner that didn’t need squaring. Then she tended the empty side with the same care as the full one, keeping it ready and warm.

“Fourteen years I’ve guarded other people’s futures. Two years I’ve built this nest for them,” she said, not to me, to the nest. “I have laid every clutch in this gallery to bed but the one I wanted. I am done doing that.” She said it flat, the parade voice, and it landed harder than any softness would have. “Not tonight. Soon.”

She turned to finish her round, Sera riding the shoulder-plate like a decorated officer, and left the flower in her braid. At the gallery arch she gave the empty side one last measuring glance.

“Soon,” she said, and continued down the stairs.



Dusk came down over the crater in copper and rose, and I was on the western balcony when the relay-glass ticked.

The western balcony was new emphasis, if not new stone. The Aerie had never had to look west. Two years I’d lived here and I’d rarely stood watch on this rail, because there’d never been a reason. East was the Shattered Peaks and the old threat. North was the mountain aeries and the clans that fed the academy its cadets. South was the campaign we’d won. West was the ocean-clan road home: mountain passes and river valleys leading to the distant coast, then the open ocean beyond the Drowned Reach and the edge of every map I’d ever surveyed, the place where a cartographer wrote HERE THE COAST ENDS and drew the little waves that meant he’d stopped believing there was anything to draw.

Brenna and Nure had built the relay-glass into the balcony’s western rail, an instrument of salt-alloy and grown-shell that took the ocean-clan’s light-script from Thessaly’s contingent at the Drowned Reach and rendered it into the crystalline ticking that Sybara could read and I was learning to. It carried tide reports, weather, the ordinary traffic of an alliance that now had a permanent embassy on the far coast.

It ticked in a rhythm that wasn’t ordinary, and Nure was at the rail before I’d finished turning toward it.

She read light as I read a landscape, taking in every contour in one sweep, and her bioluminescent rings were bright as she watched the glass render Thessaly’s script. Her dark hair fell wet down her back. Her pale luminous skin caught the last light and threw it back blue-green. The branching patterns drew into narrow, deliberate paths as she concentrated with her entire body.

“A tide-kin fisher on the far coast,” she said. “One of Talise’s mother’s people. He reported it to a salt-clan relay, who passed it to Thessaly’s contingent, who passed it to us.” She read it twice, which she never did. “Wing-shapes. Over the open ocean. At extreme range, very high, in a spread formation.”

Sybara came out onto the balcony behind us, drawn by the ticking, robe-hem sweeping the stone, glasses catching the last light. She read the glass over Nure’s shoulder. Her thumb stopped against the robe seam; behind the lenses, her eyes locked on a single pulse while her mind raced ahead.

“How many shapes,” she said.

“The fisher counted nine before they climbed out of sight,” Nure said. “He said there were more.”

“Whose formation?”

“That is the report.” She turned to look at me, and the rings around her dark irises had stopped scattering the light, which meant she’d stopped performing understanding and gone somewhere older. “No Aerie song has a name for it. No ocean-clan light-script has a name for it. Thessaly forwarded it with a single question-mark, Thessaly’s loudest possible response. The fisher said the shapes were gone by morning. He said they were flying a formation built for a crossing.” She let that sit. “There is nothing to cross to, Dane. There is nothing out there. The tide-kin have fished that water for a thousand years and there is nothing beyond it but more of it.”

The relay-glass ticked once more and went still.

“That spread formation was deliberate,” Sybara said to the glass, the dark water, and herself. “Someone chose its width and altitude, then held both across open ocean. That requires training, doctrine, and people who have practiced it together.” She took her glasses off and cleaned them on her sleeve, which she only did when she wanted her hands occupied. “I will need the pre-Accord shelf. Not tonight. Tonight I will need to not think about it and fail.”

I put my hand on the western rail. The salt-alloy was cold. Below us the courtyard basin glowed amber where Ceto’s reef-garden had seeded the warm shallows, and beyond the mesa the crater ran black at its center. Past it, the western mountains hid the distant coast where a cartographer’s map eventually ended.

Nure looked west, where a fisher had watched a formation he had no name for climb into the last light and vanish by morning.

“Something crossed the open water.”


Chapter 2: The Empty Side

Aurelion handed me a war without ceremony, in a room too small for the occasion.

The council anteroom was a stone antechamber off the horseshoe chamber, meant for the private conversations that decided things before the formal session pretended to. She was already there when I arrived, seated with the dragonbone staff across her lap, silver-white crown braid precise, moon-silver temple-scales catching the lamplight. Four hundred years old and looking a hard forty, she’d led the Aerie for forty-three of those years and watched five Alphas come through her institution. I was the fifth. She’d measured my Mark when it was a faint amber bruise and she’d never once told me she believed in me, which was how I knew she did.

“Sit,” she said. “This will be short. I have found in forty-three years that the important things always are. It is the unimportant ones that require committees.”

I sat.

“Three separate relays have confirmed the strangers over the western ocean,” she said. “Two sightings in three days, forwarded by three separate relays, corroborated by a tide-kin fisher who has no reason to invent wing-shapes and no imagination for it. Something is out there, it flies in trained formation, and it is looking at our coast. I am too old to pretend that is nothing.” She turned the staff a quarter-turn in her hands. “You hold the western defense outright: command, disposition, and engagement.”

“You’ve never handed an Alpha a command outright.”

“No.” Her pale moon-silver eyes held mine, ancient and not soft. “Five Alphas I have watched. Three of them died. One of them I buried before his pairing window opened and never forgave the mountain for it. Every one of them, I handed a peace and hoped it would hold long enough for them to grow into the title. You are the first I have handed a war before it arrived.” She let that stand. “Take it as the compliment it is. I do not give them often, and I do not give them twice.”

“And you?”

“I will stand the wall. Under your command, when it comes.” She said it plainly, a headmistress assigning herself to a post, and her refusal to dress it up made it land like a coronation. “I have commanded this institution for forty-three years. I know exactly what it means to put myself under a younger authority in front of the Council. It means I have decided you are the authority. Let them watch me decide it. That is worth more than a vote.”

She rose, and the brief audience was over.

“One more thing,” she said at the door. “You were a surveyor. The western maps in our archive are two hundred years old and drawn by people who never expected anyone to look that way. If you are going to defend a coast, you had better know its shape better than the enemy does.” The faintest incline of her head. “I imagine you already want to. I have watched five Alphas. I know the look of a man itching for the work he understands.”

She was right. She usually was. I’d learned across two years that Aurelion’s gift wasn’t power, though she had plenty of it. It was that she’d been watching people for four centuries and had stopped being surprised by any of them, and a person who cannot be surprised can see you clearly, which is rarer than power and worth more.

“You’re not afraid of them,” I said, at the door. “The strangers.”

“I am four hundred years old, Alpha. I have been afraid of a great many things and outlived most of them.” She settled the staff. “The strangers concern me. The silent mountain and the timing concern me more. Two years we have rung the largest bell in this world’s history. And now, from a direction we never watched, something answers.” Her pale eyes held mine. “Fear is a poor counselor. But it is an excellent scout. Listen to what it points at and then send it away. It points west. Go west.”



The defense took shape through people doing their jobs.

I found Ivora on the western wall-walk with her old charts spread across the parapet and stones holding down the corners against the western wind, and I gave her the western watch before she could pass me another map.

“Coastal scout-commander,” I said. “Every western approach. Your watch, your scouts, your call on what gets flown down to me and what waits till morning.”

She looked at me for a moment, small and stone-grounded, amber-brown eyes steady. Two years ago she’d been the cadet who sat at my table and told me who was upset in the cadet hall. She’d been passing me the temperature of the Aerie ever since, quietly, from the edge, never once asking for the middle.

“You’re sure,” she said, confirming the ground was solid before she built on it.

“You’ve been watching this place better than anyone in it for two years. You read terrain from altitude nobody else can read. You can feel void-spaces and water tables through solid rock from a thousand feet up. And you’re the only person at this Aerie who thought to bring me a map before I thought to ask for one.” I put my hand on the old chart. “It should have been you years ago. I’m slow. Take the watch.”

The hard line of her mouth eased before discipline restored it. “I’ll take it.” She rolled the top chart and tucked it under her arm. “First thing I’m doing is grounding the assumption that nothing comes from the west. Every scout I’ve got has flown their whole career watching east. I have to teach them to watch an unfamiliar horizon.” She paused. “It’ll take a week to break the habit. Habits are the enemy of watching. You watch what you expect and you miss what arrives.”

“That sounds like something Sybara would write.”

“It’s something my grandmother said. Sybara reads it in books.” She went to find her scouts, and I watched her go. Handing a quiet watcher the western sky might have been my best decision all season.

Campe drafted the defense plan in a single evening, at the commanders’ table, in her perfect hand-calligraphy, and when she slid it across to me it was complete: sightlines, relay-stations, a rotating aerial watch, fallback positions if the western wall was breached, evacuation routes for the broods that she’d drawn before anyone had asked her to think about the broods. Fourteen years of commanding combat wings, distilled into an evening’s work, and the only thing she’d left blank was the line for who flew and who commanded from the ground.

“You’ve left yourself off the flight roster,” I said.

“I have.” Her forest-green eyes didn’t move. “Read every page before you argue with me.”

I did. At the bottom, in her own hand, she’d written her own assignment: COMMAND, TOWER PLATFORM. GROUNDED. And she’d signed it, her name and her rank, a steady line, no tremor, a war-dragon commander ordering herself out of the sky.

“You want to be in the sky,” I said.

“I want a great many things I am not going to have this season.” She squared the pages. “I am the best combat commander this Aerie has. The best combat commander reads the battle, moves the pieces, keeps her mind clear, and plants her feet on the platform. Every instinct in my body can scream for the sky. It will not compromise a single order.” She held my eyes. “You will not ask me to change this. I wrote the correct order. Only I have the authority to ground me, so the signature needed to be mine rather than yours.”

I looked at the signature, the steady line of a woman ordering herself to stand still while others flew. The cost showed in that unwavering stroke. Saying so would only insult her.

“Understood, Commander.”

“Good.” The faintest give at the corner of her mouth. “The roles are on the second page,” she added, before I could go. “I have used the harem before and I will use it correctly. Anfa and Morana as the fast wing, the storm-pair, interception and pursuit. Ceto grows the western crater shallows into shell-bastions. Ayida’s fortress faces the western approach. Sybara grounds and overwatches. Nure holds the crater water-lanes. Vibria on fire-support over the nursery redoubt, where she will want to be, where she should be, because a fire-mother defending her own eggs is the deadliest defender on any wall.” She tapped the page. “Brenna arms them all. Aurelion at my shoulder. You in the center, doing whatever it is you do, which the archive has no word for and which wins.”

“And you on the platform. Grounded.”

“And me on the platform.” No change in her voice. “I will fight this war through other people’s wings, Alpha, and I will do it better than any commander who insisted on flying it herself. Now go fix the maps. Brenna and Nure have the relay-lines. I have the plan. You have the coast in your hands and nothing to do with them, and I have watched you for two years. You are unbearable when you have nothing to survey.”



She was right about that too.

I spent the next afternoon doing survey work, and I was happier than I’d been in weeks.

The work was plain, practical, and entirely mine. Ivora flew me over the reachable western approaches in her stone-dragon form, thirty feet of granite-scale that needed no harness at low altitude, and I rode the ridge of her spine with a board braced against my knee and charcoal in my cold fingers and the old two-hundred-year chart pinned beside a fresh sheet. The wind over the mountain approaches smelled like cold stone and pine, and the relay reports from the distant coast supplied what an afternoon’s flight could not.

The work took over as it always had. Bearing, distance, slope, and shelter. My mother’s lessons lived in my hands as I checked the old chart against the ground a piece at a time.

The approaches had changed since the last survey. Slopes do. A western saddle the old map showed as bare now carried a stand of pine thick enough to hide a scout wing. A wash the surveyors had drawn as passable had cut itself into a ravine. The basalt shelf above the crater had fractured into two defensible terraces.

I fixed what I could reach. Bearing by bearing, the cartographer’s muscle-memory that my mother had put in my hands before she taught me letters. For the Reach itself, three days away by hard flight, I worked from Thessaly’s relay intelligence and the existing Accord charts. My mother had taught me that imagined terrain could be more accurate than remembered ground. Five years proved her right. Two years at an Aerie that needed no new maps had let the lesson rust.

By dusk, the blank western edge had become pine cover, broken basalt, relay sightlines, and two defensible terraces. I signed the fresh chart in charcoal and handed it to Ivora.

On the way back, Ivora banked us over the western relay station above the crater. I marked its sightline and the two new approach corridors on the fresh chart. Far beyond our reach that afternoon, the Drowned Reach remained the obvious landfall, so I copied its upper plaza, harbor, and deep-water mooring from the Accord chart and checked each mark against Thessaly’s latest relay.

Brenna and Nure were working the station below, one link in the chain of salt-alloy and grown-shell relays running from the distant Reach through the western mountains to the Aerie. I had Ivora set down long enough to inspect it.

Brenna knelt with her forge-scale forearms glowing faint amber in the mountain wind, seating an alloy fitting into stone she’d shaped that morning. Nure stood in the station’s spring-fed catch-pool with a grown-shell node cupped in both hands, feeding it the low deep pulse that let the coast send warning inland faster than any dragon could fly it. They didn’t talk much. They didn’t need to. The maker and the tide, one shaping dead ore and one growing living shell, meshing the two materials into a single line.

“It’ll hold,” Brenna said, when I came up the headland, which from Brenna was a full report. She checked the fitting’s seam twice, her stress-tell, then a third time. “Salt corrodes standard alloy in a season. This won’t. Nure’s shell bonds into the grain. It’ll outlast the war it’s built for.” She looked west, at the water. “Assuming there’s a war.”

“You too.”

“Everyone says it,” Nure said, not turning from the sea, her branching patterns pulsing slow. “It is the word you say when a thing is coming that you have no name for. If there is a war. If they come. We say if because if is a word that lets us keep building the wall.” She set the shell-node into its cradle and it took the light and held it, a faint blue-green glow in the gray stone. “The wall does not care about if. Build it anyway.”

“You drew that fast,” Ivora said, when we landed back at the Aerie, looking at the finished sheet.

“I’ve been drawing coasts since I was fourteen.”

“It’s good.” From Ivora, that was an oration. “It’s the first western map worth the parchment it’s on. When they come, we’ll know the ground and they won’t.” She rolled it carefully. “Assuming they come.”

“They’ll come.”

“Yeah.” She tucked the map away. “I’ve been watching the horizon for three days now. You get a feeling. The ocean’s holding its breath.”

On the way back through the western wall I passed Maren at her post. Fire-type, freed, the young woman who’d wept over her first ember at the Peaks and then invented a palm-flame salute because a fist felt like the old world. She stood the ward-watch in Campe’s issued armor, and when she saw me look west she followed my gaze.

“The strangers,” she said. It wasn’t a question. The freed heard everything; they’d spent their whole made lives listening for the next command, and the habit of listening outlived the brand. “Everyone on watch is talking about it. Some of them are afraid.” She said it plainly, no shame in it. “I told them the difference. Whatever’s out there, it’s not him. It’s not the empty-cold. It’s not a Lord. It’s just dragons, and dragons can be talked to, and if they can’t, they can be fought, and either way we’re not property this time. We’re the wall.” Her small ember burned steady in her palm. “I’ll stand it. Tell the commander I’ll hold my post as long as she needs me to.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Good.” The ember dimmed to a warm coal. “I spent a long time being something someone made. I’m going to spend this being something I chose. A wall is a fine purpose to choose.”



Vibria was running the egg-census when I passed the nest gallery, which she did daily, loudly, on a schedule she’d invented and defended with total conviction.

“Four eggs, on schedule,” she announced, to the eggs, to me, to the gallery at large. “And when I say on schedule I mean on MY schedule, because the healers keep bringing me the old fire-clutch tables like I didn’t lay my first three, hatch all three, and then lay these five. I know my own timing. Fire incubation runs a season, give or take a week, and these four are exactly where they should be. Don’t tell me it’s early to make predictions. I called all three of the others before they cracked and I was right every time.”

“You knew Kira would be first.”

“Mothers know.” She pressed her palm flatter to the amber shell, eyes half-closing, reading the heat as carefully as I read the Mark. “This one runs hot and steady. This one’s going to be big and slow, like Torren, a thinker. This one’s fast, I can feel her already, she’s going to be a scout, she’s going to be trouble in the good way.” She made each prediction as she touched them, and I didn’t doubt a single call, because she’d been right the first time and mothers did know, apparently, whatever the healers’ tables said. Then she moved to the fifth egg, the striped one, and her voice changed, dropped out of the performance and into something quieter. The amber-and-gold bands caught the gallery light. “This one, though. This one I don’t name yet.”

I crouched beside her. “Because you don’t know what it is.”

“Because it knows what it is and I don’t, and I’m not naming something before it tells me.” She hummed the low fire-clan lullaby, her father’s song, the one she wrote home about, and the striped egg rumbled back, soft and unmistakable, a warmth against my palm that answered the tune. Then Sera swooped down from a beam and landed on the nest-rim, the smallest of the fire-brood, war-metallic along her spine from Campe’s nest-bonding, and Sera made the war-dragon rumble-purr at Campe’s own lullaby frequency, and the striped egg rumbled back at that too, a different note, matching a different song.

“See,” Vibria said softly. “It answers everybody. Fire-song, war-song, doesn’t matter. It just wants to sing back.” She sat with it a moment, and I sat with her, and neither of us named the anomaly the healers refused to put in a file. Then she was loud again, because Vibria only stayed quiet as long as a moment required and not a breath longer. “Anyway. Nobody worries at my nest. You want to worry, you take it to the corridor. In here we sing and we sunbathe and we wait, and the eggs decide when they’re ready, and I am always right about the timing. Go away, I have three more shells to insult about their posture.”

I went. At the gallery door I looked back and caught her, one hand on the striped egg, worrying at her nest in the same posture she’d banned, and I didn’t say anything, because standing beside her was the only useful answer.



Campe came to the Tower that evening in uniform, off-duty, and the first thing she did was hang her half-cape on the peg beside Brenna’s flight-leathers.

The half-cape declared her intent before she did. Brenna slept nearest the door, tools in the cup by the window, the forge-keeper’s post. Her flight-leathers on that peg meant she lived here. Campe hanging her cape beside them, silver-edged, the half-cape she removed only for aerial combat and sleep, was Campe declaring the same. She meant to stay. A commander does not leave her colors in a place she means to leave.

She stood in the middle of the room in her sharp combat uniform, braid tight, boots mirror-polished, and she did not carry a pretense.

The missing pretense caught me first. The first time she’d come to me, two years ago, she’d carried my lost spoon, a reason, a cover, cover enough to knock without admitting what the knock meant. Fourteen years of command and four of loneliness had needed the spoon. She didn’t need it now. She’d walked here on her own legs, colors on the peg, and stood at attention in the center of my quarters. Her plates trembled against the cuffs.

Her thighs pressed together. The vee of her uniform collar had opened enough to show the beauty mark, and one auburn strand had escaped at her nape. She’d polished her boots and squared her braid for this.

“You’ve read the tables,” I said. The question had to be asked. She was thirty-eight, fourteen years past the doctrine’s strongest-offspring window, and knew every figure.

“I wrote half of them,” she said. “I know the window better than anyone alive except Sybara. Outside the window, the tables predict weaker offspring, though conception remains possible.” Her chin came up a fraction. “I have spent my whole life inside the doctrine. I have laid every clutch in this Aerie to bed by the doctrine. This clutch is not for the doctrine, Alpha. This clutch is for me. I am not asking the tables’ permission and I would thank you not to ask on my behalf.” The parade voice, absolute. “The eggs will decide what they are. I have decided what I want.”

“The mountain sleeps,” she said.

“It’s listening. But yes.”

“It has given no answer for two months. Vandra confirms the silence weekly. I have read every report.” Her contralto stayed level, parade-flat, and under the flatness her forearm plates had begun, very faintly, to vibrate. “You made me a promise in the Ember Garden. Witnessed by the life-mother. You told me that when the mountain slept, I would have mine. The mountain sleeps.”

“I remember the promise.”

“I am calling it due, Alpha.” She held my eyes, and there was nothing in her posture that wasn’t a commander requisitioning a thing she was owed, and everything under it that was a woman who had guarded everyone else’s future for fourteen years and had finally, after a lifetime, decided to want one of her own. Her plates vibrated harder. The beauty mark on her collarbone showed where the uniform vee had deepened with a breath she hadn’t quite controlled.

I crossed the room to her. I didn’t reach for her yet. She’d walked here to ask, and she deserved to finish. Years ago, I’d learned never to close the distance with Campe faster than she invited.

“You could have had this a season ago,” I said. “The moment the mountain went quiet.”

“I could have.” Her chin stayed level. “I waited the full two months to be sure it was quiet and not just holding its breath. I do not requisition a clutch on a guess. I read the folder every night. I made the call as I make every command decision: when the data supports it, never before.” And then the parade voice cracked, just at the edge, and the real one came through, low and unguarded, the voice she used with no one. “But I have wanted it every night of those two months, Dane. I have stood the cold-vault watch and looked at the empty side of the nest and wanted it so badly I could not breathe correctly. And tonight the data supports it. So.” Her hands came up and found the front of my shirt, and her forearm plates were smoothing already, ahead of her, her body agreeing before her voice finished. “Give me mine.”



She set the pace, and she had never done that before.

That was the first thing, and it undid me before either of us had touched. Every time in two years, she’d surrendered the tempo the moment the door closed, handed me the command she’d carried all day, kneeled and let me decide. Tonight she reached up and took my hands and put them on the top button of her uniform jacket and pressed them there, and she guided them, button by button, unhurried, a woman conducting her own undressing like a ceremony, because tonight it was one.

The jacket came open one button at a time. Her hands pressed over mine, holding each pause while the fabric loosened across her chest. The bound fullness beneath it pushed the next button toward my fingers before she guided them there.

The binding came away last. She guided my hands to the seam and let me peel it slowly. Her massive tits spilled free into my palms, warm flesh pressing between my fingers, dark pink nipples stiffening as the cool air found them. She watched my face through the whole reveal.

“Slow,” she said. “We have no dawn patrol waiting to steal this hour from us. Take your time.”

I took her at her word. I lifted her breasts in both hands, thumbed across the hard peaks, and watched her plates draw back another inch. When I bent and took one nipple into my mouth, a low involuntary sound displaced every command she might have made. Her hand came up into my hair, not guiding, just holding, and the war-rumble stirred under her skin for the first time, faint, waking. Four years of being untouched and then two more of being loved and she still reacted to reverence like it was the first warm thing after a long cold, because part of her would always be the commander who’d been told she could not be touched and had believed it.

The forearm plates were already retracting past their rest-line, further than I’d seen them go this early, smooth olive climbing where dark metal had been, and she looked down at them going. The hard set around her mouth eased, like a soldier setting down a pack carried so long its straps had become part of her.

“You see how fast they go tonight,” she said. “They know. My body knows what this is. It is not hiding anything from you.” She took my face in her hands and looked at me, unarmored to the elbow already. “I do not want it to.”

She kneeled.

She knelt for paizuri and made it look unlike any time before. She gathered those heavy tits in both hands and wrapped them around my cock. Soft heat pressed around me as she looked up the length of my body with forest-green eyes that had commanded five hundred cadets and buried a war. There was no gap between authority and yielding tonight, no inversion, no game. There was just a woman doing the thing she loved with a man she’d chosen, unhurried, her eyes never leaving mine.

She worked me slow between them, and dipped her head at the top of each stroke to drag her tongue across the crest of my cock where it emerged from the soft press of her cleavage, and the war-rumble woke fully and stayed, a low constant vibration that ran up through her body and into mine through every point we touched, the weeks of wanting made into sound.

“You feel that,” she said, the rumble in it, her lips against me. “The barracks trained me to silence, but my body stopped obeying years ago. Tonight I want you to feel every part of it. I want you to feel how much I have wanted this.”

I felt every part of it. The soft heat of her wrapped around me, the friction and the give, the drag of her tongue, the rumble climbing through it all, and her eyes holding mine as if she’d put me on report for looking away. She built me right to the edge like that, patient, watching my face for the tell she’d learned, the tightening she could read, and when she found it she pulled back, because she’d chosen where I would finish, and it wasn’t there.

“Not there,” she said, low. “You know where. Put it where it belongs.”

I pulled her up into my hands and laid her back on the bed, and she went, and she locked her strong military-conditioned legs around me and put her hands flat on my forearms, not to stop me, to permit me, to feel the muscle move while I took her. Her braid had loosened, strands escaping at the nape, auburn against the pillow. Her tits fell to either side heavy and full. The retracting plates had climbed to her shoulders now and stalled there, half the armor gone, and I could see her willing the rest of it off.

I pushed into her slow. She was slick and hot and tight around me, and she made a sound in her chest that the rumble carried, and she pulled me deeper with her heels until I was seated all the way inside her. Then the war-register started, spare and devastating as ever, aimed at a future instead of a single night.

“Breed me, Alpha.” Low. Certain. The rumble under it. “Give me my clutch. I have guarded everyone’s. Every egg in this Aerie has been laid to bed by my hands, every clutch warmed in a nest I built, and I have never once had my own.” Her hips rose to meet each stroke, her whole strong body moving with me. “Give me mine. Fill me up. Put your clutch in me and breed me, Dane, I have waited long enough.”

I gave her slow and deep and she took all of it, her hands gripping my forearms hard enough to mark, her heavy tits moving with every stroke, the beauty mark on her collarbone dark against the flush climbing her throat. Newly carrying or not, she wasn’t fragile, but I read the difference in her body and she felt me read it and let me. She never asked for gentleness, and the harder pace suited her. Her breath came in time with the rumble. Her eyes stayed on mine.

And then the plates went.

All of them, in one long wave. From her forearms, up past her elbows, across her shoulders and collarbones, every scale smoothed into bare olive skin. She watched the dark metal disappear down the length of her body. Her eyes went wet at the edges.

“There,” she breathed. “All of it. Off. Every plate. My body’s giving them up for the clutch and I am not stopping it.” Her hands slid from my forearms to my back and pulled me down against her bare chest, her heavy tits crushed soft between us, her heart going hard under mine. “Breed me while it’s off. Breed me with nothing between us. I have waited fourteen years, Dane. Give me mine.”

I felt it building in her, felt her walls start to flutter and grip, felt the war-rumble climbing beyond its old peak under her skin. I drove deep and stayed deep and let it come. The green point on my sternum blazed first, then the golden center answered it, the whole Mark flaring bright enough to wash her bare olive skin in warm light. I finished inside her, hard, the load pulsing into her in long strokes, buried to the root as both doctrine and woman demanded, and her climax broke at the same instant, her whole unarmored body seizing around me, her back arching off the bed, her strong legs locking me in so I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d wanted to and I didn’t. The war-rumble rose to full volume, past full, a subsonic wave that rolled out of her entire body, and the shutters rattled in their frames and a linen-pile shifted on the floor and the flame in the wall-sconce guttered flat and flared back up, and cadets in the yard below would swear at breakfast there’d been an earthquake.

And then the rumble changed.

At the crest of it, one heartbeat after I finished, the war-rumble dropped. It fell out of its combat register and settled into a lower, rolling, cradle-deep note, a frequency neither of us had ever heard from her body and both of us had heard a thousand times. It was the lullaby. Sera’s frequency. Campe’s own, the one she’d hummed to eggs that weren’t hers. Her mother’s. The war-dragon’s body, one breath after conceiving, already singing to the clutch it had just begun.

Campe’s face changed when she understood what she was doing. Her eyes went wide, and her hand came off my forearm and pressed flat to her own abdomen, and the cradle-rumble kept rolling out of her without her permission, her body voicing a truth before her mind caught up.

I’d heard that frequency in Sera’s sleepy rumble and in the lullaby Campe hummed over every clutch she guarded. Now it rolled beneath my palm from inside her own body.

She turned her face into my shoulder, and I felt her breath go ragged, felt the woman who commanded five hundred cadets and had ordered herself out of the sky with a steady hand come apart quietly against my skin, not from the climax, from the rumble, from her own body announcing a thing before she’d let herself believe it.

“Dane,” she said, into my shoulder. Just my name. Not the title. She’d said the title through most of two years, and she spent my first name rarely, reserving it for moments that mattered. It mattered now. And she let the rumble sing.

She’d kept her shutter closed throughout, private, hers, the one bonding in years she’d wanted no one to share. At the very end she opened it, one pulse, to every partner, an announcement, a colors-raised, and then closed it again.

Approximately four seconds later, Vibria’s whoop came up the Tower stairs from somewhere two floors down, muffled through stone, unmistakable, delighted. And in the ground-floor nest two floors below, Sera, asleep, produced a rumble-purr back at the new frequency without waking, the daughter’s version of the mother’s version of the grandmother’s song, answering it in her sleep.

Campe lay flat on her back with one hand on her own abdomen and the other still on my forearm. The smooth olive of her fully retracted plates caught the low light while the Mark settled from its conception-bright flare to a steady green-and-gold pulse under my skin. Each slow beat answered the cradle-rumble in her chest. She stared at the ceiling while the cradle-rumble surfaced again. This time she didn’t fight it. She let it roll and put her other hand over the first one on her belly and listened to her own body sing to something that was three heartbeats old.

“Sybara will want readings,” she said.

“She’ll want a monograph.”

“She will want to know how a thirty-eight-year-old war-dragon conceived on the first attempt when the tables give her half the odds of a cadet.” A dry note in it, the blade-humor, and under it a real question she wasn’t going to voice tonight. “She will have a theory. It will involve the bond-foundation and the True Resonance and forty pages of hypotheses, and she will be thrilled and frustrated in the exact proportion she is always thrilled and frustrated.” The rumble rolled. “She can have all of it. Tomorrow.” She turned her head and looked at me, forest-green, crow’s-feet, the flower from her braid long gone, entirely unarmored. “Tonight nobody measures anything. Tonight I am not a data point. Tonight I got the one desire I have never put on a requisition form, and I am going to lie here in the middle of this pile and have it.”

She reached over to the nightstand, and I watched her hand hover, and recognized the reflex before she caught it: even now, even tonight, the nesting instinct wanting to take a small thing, a token, a piece of the moment to carry down to the drawer. She caught it. She put her hand back on her own belly instead. She didn’t need to steal a piece of tonight. The night itself was hers.

“You’ll tell no one it changed,” she said, drowsy, the cradle-rumble surfacing under the words. “The rumble. When it dropped. That is mine. Sybara can have the readings. She cannot have that.”

“That’s yours.”

“Good.” A long breath. Her fingers spread over her abdomen as the cradle-rumble rolled beneath them. Then she reached for my hand, covered it with hers, and moved it an inch lower, positioning me with a commander’s precision over a warmth too new for either of us to detect. “Stay there,” she murmured. “I want the clutch’s first night to know your hand.”

She did not go to the edge of the pile. All these years she’d slept the outer shield, the commander’s post, ready to be up in a breath and scanning for threats. Tonight she pulled me down mid-pile, into the middle of the warmth, between Vibria’s furnace-heat and Ayida’s breathing flowers, and she slept there the whole night, one hand on her own belly and the cradle-rumble surfacing and settling in her sleep. For one night she was not the shield.



I woke before Campe did, which almost never happened, and I lay still and watched the pack come awake around the fact of her.

Vibria surfaced first, because Vibria surfaced loudest, and she took one look at Campe sleeping mid-pile with a hand on her belly and the faint cradle-rumble still rolling under her breath, and her face lit like sunrise. She’d known since the whoop last night. She knew again now, fresh, delighted, and she pressed the back of her hand to her own mouth to keep from waking the commander with a second one.

“She’s one of us now,” Vibria whispered, fierce, her orange-amber eyes wet at the edges. “The club. The carrying club. I’m going to make an entire ceremony out of it. She’s going to hate it. She’s going to love it and pretend to hate it, which is the best kind of Campe.” She scrubbed at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Smoke. Got smoke in my eye. Shut up.”

I hadn’t said anything.

Across the pile, Ayida’s gold point warmed against my chest and she smiled without opening her eyes, the life-mother feeling the new clutch begin through the grammar the center-point and the life-line shared. Sybara’s hand had migrated to the notebook in her sleep, ready, and I knew that the moment she woke the readings would begin, and I knew Campe would give her all of them except the one that mattered, which was hers.

Campe slept through all of it, mid-pile, kept, and did not wake to stand a watch, and nobody made her.



Ivora’s first coastal report as commander came later that morning, and she flew it to the Tower herself instead of sending it up the chain, which told me the shape of it before she opened her mouth.

“Second sighting confirmed,” she said, standing in the Tower common room with the wind still on her. “Closer than the first. Twelve wing-shapes this time, and my scout got a longer look before they climbed off. Same spread formation. And they’re riding the shore-wind in a lattice, spending nothing, climbing on air my fastest cadet would fight for an hour to gain.” She frowned, which for Ivora was a paragraph of concern. “That detail refuses to leave me. My scouts are good. Storm-cadets, wind-readers, the best I’ve got. They watched these things work the shore-wind and they couldn’t do it. Whatever these are, they’ve forgotten more about flying an ocean than we ever knew. You don’t learn to ride wind like that in a generation. You learn it over a very long time, with nowhere else to go.” She set something on the table, wrapped in cloth. “And my scout brought this back off a sea-stack where one of them roosted overnight.”

I unwrapped it. A shed scale, palm-sized, dark, still carrying the day-long warmth of a freshly shed scale. It matched no clan I knew. Not fire, not war, not frost or storm or life, not the ocean-clan’s grown-shell, not anything in the Aerie’s living memory.

Sybara arrived at the door glasses-first, summoned by Ivora’s landing, robe thrown over her sleep-shift. She took the scale in both hands, removed her spectacles, and held its notched edge close enough to study with her naked eye.

She turned it over. She held it to the light. She ran her inkstained thumb along the ridge of it, and her cobalt eyes sharpened as the scale rejected one model and began to fit a worse one.

“This scale belongs to a clan absent from every living roster,” she said quietly. “Its pattern still survives in our oldest records.” She set it on the table and looked up, and there was no wonder in her face now, only the cold focus that came before wonder. “The scale-shape. The ridge-pattern, the notching along the edge. I have seen it before. Not on a living dragon. In the archive. Carved into ward-stones we found in the western mountains and the southern ranges. Spiral pattern. Geometric figure. Pre-Accord markers, older than academy records, from clans we call extinct.”

“Extinct clans don’t fly formations over the ocean,” I said.

“No.” She picked the scale back up, as if to be sure it was real. “The sighting looked like a new arrival. The scale proves an old force has returned, Dane.” She held the scale up to the window-light one more time, and her voice, when it came, had gone quiet and precise, which from Sybara was the sound of a scholar reaching a conclusion she didn’t like. “There is a rhyme every cadet half-knows. A bedtime thing, older than the tune it’s sung to. Something about clans that flew west beyond the water when the Mark ruled, and were never seen again. I have always filed it as myth. Founding-era nonsense invented to explain a gap in our memory.”

“And now.”

“And now a scale off a sea-stack matches a ward-stone carving older than this academy, and twelve wing-shapes ride an ocean-wind our best scouts can’t touch, and they’re flying toward the one coast we never watched.” She wrapped the scale back in its cloth with a care that was almost tenderness. “The rhyme says they fled the Mark. There has only ever been one Mark worth fleeing a continent over. The first one. The forged one. The buried Alpha.”

She turned toward the stair, already moving, the scale closed in her fist.

“I need the pre-Accord shelf. The mis-shelved lament. Everything from before the burial.” She stopped at the door, and for once she looked less like a scholar delighted by a hard problem and more like a woman who’d found the edge of a very old map and did not want to know what was drawn past it. “Before the Accord, something happened on this continent that made entire clans vanish from the records. We have always assumed they died. I am no longer certain they died.” She looked at the wrapped scale in her hand. “I think some of them left. And I think they never learned it was over. And I think they just heard us ringing the bell.”


Chapter 3: The First Two

The pre-Accord shelf lived on the third level of the archive, in the oldest air the mesa held, and finding what we needed there took four people, three of whom were archivists and one of whom had never filed a scroll correctly in her life.

Sybara ran it like a campaign. She’d cleared the reading table, laid out the western scale beside a rubbing of a ward-stone carving from the southern ranges, and set Tessara and Nivara to the catalog, the two junior frost-wyrms who’d both adopted her glasses-habit so thoroughly that the archival caste now pushed spectacles up their noses whether they wore any or not. They followed Sybara’s method, subject by subject, cross-referencing the mis-shelved and the water-damaged and the deliberately obscure.

Talise sat on a stool in the corner with her journal and got in the way, which turned out to be the point.

Sybara had followed through on the promised chair after the terrace. She told Talise the archive needed fresh eyes for the western problem and ordered her to bring the journal. Talise arrived treating the summons as either a great honor or an elaborate trap and narrated accordingly. THE CHRONICLER IS SUMMONED TO THE DEEP VAULTS, she’d announced on the stairs, WHERE THE FROST-QUEEN GUARDS THE OLDEST SECRETS, and Sybara had said, without turning, that the oldest secrets were mostly mislabeled and if Talise could label them correctly for once it would be a genuine service, and Talise had gone quiet for exactly two seconds, which I’d noticed and Sybara had pretended not to.

“You keep saying pre-Accord lament,” she said now, an hour in, watching Sybara set aside another scroll that wasn’t it. She’d stopped performing somewhere in the last hour, as she did whenever a problem became interesting enough to erase the audience. “That’s a genre. You’re hunting a genre. That’s like hunting a fish by looking for water. There’s a lament with a west in it. I’ve read it. Not read it, exactly. I saw it. Fourth level, no, that’s wrong, it got moved when Nivara reorganized the water-clan shelf, so it’s second level now, in the miscataloged box everyone ignores. It’s mostly ocean-clan road-songs and one thing that isn’t.” She was already up, pencil in her knot, moving through the stacks with the unhesitating certainty of a woman who navigated the archive by memory and not by catalog. “It’s got a bad copy and a worse copy and the worse copy has the west line. Everyone files it as a founding-era drinking song because it scans like one. It isn’t one.”

Sybara followed her, and Tessara and Nivara followed Sybara, and I followed all of them into a corner of the second level where a box of miscataloged scrolls sat under a lantern that hadn’t been trimmed in a month.

Talise found it in under a minute. She didn’t hunt. She reached in, past the ocean-clan road-songs, and pulled out a scroll with a cracked seal and a water-stain across the top third, and she held it out to Sybara without opening it.

“That one. The worse copy. The west line’s near the bottom, after the part about the mountain that everyone thinks is a metaphor.”

Sybara took it and read while Tessara held the lantern. Quills stopped scratching. Even the attendants in the next aisle lowered their voices.

“How did you know where this was,” Sybara said, not looking up.

“I read everything.” Talise shrugged, and for once there was no performance in it. “I don’t file it right and I don’t remember it right and I get the facts wrong on purpose because a saga’s not a ledger. But I remember where I was sitting when I read a passage, and I remember the shape of the page, and I remember that this one gave me a bad feeling I couldn’t name, so I put it back in the wrong box on purpose so I’d never have to think about it again.” She looked at the scroll. “Guess I have to think about it now.”

Sybara looked at her for a long moment over the glasses, the specific look she gave a data point that had just improved a model she’d thought complete. “You have been in this archive perhaps a dozen times in two years,” she said. “I have headed and catalogued it for four years. I could not have found that scroll in an afternoon. You found it in a minute, from a corner, by a bad feeling.”

“That’s not a filing system,” Tessara said, pushing her glasses up, half-scandalized and half-awed.

“No,” Sybara agreed. “It is better than one, for one purpose, which is finding whatever nobody meant to keep.” She unrolled the scroll. “Note it, Nivara. The chronicler is a search index of a kind the catalog cannot replicate. I would like her back.”

Talise opened her mouth to make a joke about it, and then didn’t, and wrote something small in her margin instead, and her wrist-patches deepened a shade in the lantern-light.

Sybara read it aloud. Most of it was what the catalog said it was: a formal grief-song in an old meter, written after the founding clans lost something they could preserve only in music. But the water-stain gave way near the bottom to lines the drinking-song filing had buried, and Sybara read them slow, translating out of a dialect older than the academy as she went.

“They flew west beyond the water when the Mark ruled. They would not be taken. They would not be made. They chose the empty sea over the full cage, and the sea took some and the far shore took the rest, and we who stayed sang the Mark’s song and lived, and they who fled sang the old song and were gone.” She lowered the scroll. “There is a name for them in the last line. The copyist’s hand is bad and the dialect is dead. But it renders, closest, as the Sundered. The ones who cut themselves off.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. The lantern hissed. The oldest air in the mesa sat around us, cold and dry and full of the century’s worth of dust that had settled over a thing the Aerie had chosen to file as a drinking song.

“Every cadet half-knows the rhyme,” Tessara said quietly, pushing her glasses up. “Clans that flew west when the Mark ruled. We sing it to hatchlings. We put it to a tune. Nobody ever thought it was a record.”

“It was made into a lullaby,” Sybara said. “A culture does that to a memory it cannot bear to keep as history. You do not sing your worst grief to your children as history. You sing it as a rhyme and a tune, and in three generations it is nonsense, and in ten it is a bedtime rhyme. The same act preserves the truth and makes everyone forget it.” She rolled the scroll with great care. “It is the most efficient method of remembering ever devised, and the cruelest, because it works by making everyone stop believing the history they’re remembering.”

I did the arithmetic that the room was walking around, and I said it, because someone had to.

“The Mark they fled was the first forged one.” I looked at the scale beside the ward-stone rubbing. “They left before the burial. Some of the clans chose the open ocean over his cage, and some of them made it.”

“The scale proves that much,” Sybara said. “The lament says the sea took others. They began the crossing knowing it could kill them.”

“And their songs end with the Mark ruling.” Twelve wing-shapes had ridden an ocean-wind toward a coast we’d never watched. “Nobody crossed after them to say the tyrant was buried. As far as they know, we’re still his.”

Talise had gone quiet in the corner. When she spoke it wasn’t in either chronicle voice.

“A whole people grew up on a hard shore, watching the water for a monster that was already buried,” she said. She closed her journal without writing. “Now they finally heard our chord, and they’re coming to die over it.”

Sybara filed the scroll with careful hands. Tessara and Nivara reshelved the box correctly at last, and the five of us climbed toward warmer air without speaking.



Sybara couldn’t stop moving after that. Pacing was her clearest tell. She paced the reading chamber, glasses catching the lamplight, and worked the second half of the problem aloud, because Sybara solved things with her mouth when her hands weren’t enough.

“The first question is answered. Who they are, where they went, why they never came back. The second is why they are crossing now.” She turned at the wall and paced back. “Two years ago, the Harmonic reached them across an ocean nothing crosses and put a war-flight in the sky.” She stopped. “And I know what it was, because I am the one who has been measuring it, and I did not connect the two facts until this moment. I am going to be angry at myself about that for some time.”

“The bell,” I said.

“The bell.” She pressed her inkstained fingers to the bridge of her glasses. “Two years ago, Dane, your Mark first sang at full power. The 1.0 Harmonic. Then the True Resonance rang across a mountain when we freed Vael. Then, this past season, a nine-tone chord that I logged as Home, sustained, ringing on after we stopped, the largest bond-event ever recorded. Three times, escalating, we have made the loudest sound this world’s resonance-field has carried since the burial.” She looked at me. “Salt water carries resonance like a wire, and I have spent two years treating it as empty distance. Nure heard your Mark at zero-point-nine-seven through four hundred miles of ocean in her first year, before she’d ever met you. Last season’s chord entered the deep trench, and that continuous body of salt water runs west beneath everything to the far shore.”

“So they heard it.”

“They heard all of it.” She sank into the chair at last. “Their civilization has waited since the exodus for one dreaded sound: a Mark at full power. Then, two years ago, we started ringing the largest bell in the world, louder each time.” She took her glasses off and cleaned them, hands not quite steady. “They cannot tell a true resonance from a forged one. The knowledge of the difference was burned on this continent after the burial and never existed on theirs. To them, a Mark at full power carries a single meaning in their history. The tyrant has risen, or his heir has, and he is at full strength, and this time they are not going to flee.”

“They’re coming to kill him first,” I said.

“They are coming to kill him first.” She put the glasses back on. “And the terrible arithmetic, Dane, the one I have been building toward for the entire conversation, is this. We rang the bell. We rang it to free people, to seal a mountain, to build a home, and it was the right thing every time. And it carried across an ocean to a people trained since the exodus to hear exactly that sound and answer it with a war-flight.” She folded her hands on the table. “We have been ringing the largest bell in history and assuming the rest of the world was deaf. A shore we forgot existed heard every note. Its people are afraid of us, and they are already on their way.”

“They should be easy to talk down,” I said. “The truth’s on our side. The tyrant’s buried. You’ve got the seal readings, we’ve got Vael, we’ve got the freed. We can show them.”

“We can.” She didn’t look convinced. “Their songs, laws, and children’s rhymes all say a Mark at full power means death. Instruments they cannot read and testimony they cannot trust won’t overturn that in an afternoon. A true Alpha claiming to be different is precisely what a forged one would say.” She sat back. “They need visible proof their fear cannot explain.”

I held the problem’s shape in mind and read it as I would a slope for water. I already disliked where it drained.



The Aerie kept turning while the archive did its cold work, because an Aerie full of nurseries doesn’t stop turning for arithmetic, and I was glad of it.

Brenna delivered Campe’s re-tailored uniforms to the nest gallery that afternoon, and she did it without being asked or saying a word about it. She’d measured Campe by eye, using a forge-caste’s eye for stress at a seam, and let the uniform-tunics out where a carrying body would need them let out, weeks before Campe herself would need it, and she folded them over her arm and set them on the gallery bench and said, “New kit.”

Campe inspected the seam-work.

The exchange ended there. Few gestures I’d witnessed between two people had been more romantic. Campe picked up the top tunic and turned it inside out and ran her thumb along the re-tailored seam, checking the stitch, the give, the room left for a body that would change across a season, and from a woman who polished her boots to a mirror every dawn, that inspection was a love letter. She found nothing to correct. She set it down. She looked at Brenna and gave her a single nod, and Brenna gave one back, and between them the two forge-and-war women had said: I saw what you’d need before you did, and I built it, and it will hold.

“It’s good work,” Campe said, which from her was a sonnet.

“It’ll hold,” Brenna said, which from her was a wedding vow. She lingered a moment, which Brenna didn’t do, and added, in her curt level way, “I let the collar out too. In a month your throat’ll thicken a little. Carrying does that. Nobody tells you.” She said it to the tunic, not to Campe, forge-caste language for I have already thought about your future body and built for it. “And I put a hidden gusset in the cape-seam so it still falls right off the shoulder when you go dragon, even carrying. You won’t have to give up the cape.”

Campe’s forearm plates locked halfway between metal and skin. The cape was the one ornament she’d added after the first clutch-laying, silver-edged, the small vanity of a commander who allowed herself one, and Brenna had built her a way to keep it through a season of changing.

“Thank you,” Campe said. Gratitude roughened the two words without reaching her face.

“It’s just a gusset.” Brenna picked up her tools. “You’re holding the line. I’m building the wall. Same job.” And she left, because Brenna compressed enormous feelings into the smallest sentences and then removed herself before anyone could make her feel them.

Torren flew down to appraise the new uniform buttons. He appraised everything, and brass shine was prized currency in his economy. He landed on the bench, tilted his head at the Sybara angle, extended one claw toward a button, and then recoiled, physically recoiled, because the buttons were sewn to a uniform that smelled of Campe, and Campe was the one adult in the Aerie who could make a fire-hatchling reconsider a theft with a single flat look. He withdrew the claw. He resettled. He appraised the buttons from a respectful distance and issued, in his own estimation, a formal declaration that they were overvalued and he wanted nothing to do with them, which fooled no one, least of all Campe, who did not look up from her seam-inspection and said, “Correct.”

At breakfast, Vibria had heard the conception news formally. She’d known since the whoop and made everyone go through the announcement anyway.

She sat Campe down at the commanders’ table with a plate of food twice the size of anyone’s, and she made a whole production of clearing her throat and standing up on the bench so she’d have the height on the seated commander for once, and she looked down at Campe with her orange-amber eyes already wet at the corners.

“I have an announcement,” Vibria said. “Our combat commander, the terror of five hundred cadets, once made me hold formation for six hours after I broke ranks to chase a thermal. Now she’s carrying a clutch.” She sniffed. “And that makes her one of US now. The club. The carrying club. I’m the president. I did it first and most. Ayida gets vice-president on dignity, and Sybara’s a corresponding member under the cold-incubation provision, even if her eggs are in a vault. And now Campe’s in the club.” She wiped her eye with the heel of her hand. “Smoke. There’s smoke. Somebody’s cooking. Shut up.”

Nobody was cooking. Jessa’s kitchens were three corridors away.

“Ember,” Campe said, and there was a warmth in the old cadet-address that I’d almost never heard her use, “you are crying.”

“I am NOT. I am a fire-drake. My eyes run hot. It’s a biological thing.” She sat back down hard and shoveled food into her mouth to stop her chin trembling and then abandoned the attempt entirely. “I just. You waited fourteen years, Campe. You built the nest for MY eggs. You built the wing on it for Ayida’s. You stole Dane’s spoons and lined it with love and you never once put your own clutch in it, and now you are, and I’m HAPPY, and happy makes my eyes run hot, and that’s SCIENCE, so leave me alone.”

The rest of the table had gathered by then, because a Vibria announcement drew a crowd as surely as flame drew moths. Ayida sat with a life-hatchling asleep in her lap and smiled her real smile, the vice-president of the club acknowledging a new member. Sybara took actual notes, having confirmed three distinct warm points in Campe’s forming clutch that morning and murmuring something about conception-rate anomalies that Campe pretended not to hear. Anfa leaned in the doorway with a dry look that meant she was pleased and would die before saying so. Morana watched the celebration with the careful attention of a woman still learning what an ordinary family celebration looked like from the inside. Ceto arrived late, heard the news, and immediately began composing what she announced would be a formal ode, to be performed at the laying, with Talise, in harmony, whether Talise agreed or not.

Then Vibria became pure Vibria, which was to deliver a clutch-veteran briefing to Campe with total authority and two clutches of experience, as if Campe, who had midwifed every clutch in the Aerie for years, needed to be told how eggs worked.

“Okay so the first month you won’t feel much except tired and hungry, and you’re always tired and hungry so you won’t notice, which is a problem, so let people bring you food. The plates’ll keep retracting, that’s the body diverting armor to the shells, don’t fight it, it’s supposed to happen, you’ll be softer for a while and you’ll hate it and it’s fine. Around the middle the eggs start warming and you’ll feel them, three points if it’s three, and you’ll never sleep right again because you’ll be listening to them all night. And the LAYING.” She pointed a fork at Campe with enormous seriousness. “The laying is work. It’s the best work and it’s still work. And then.” Her voice, which had been running at full comedic speed, dropped all at once, and the fierce funny fire-drake was suddenly just a mother who’d endured one full hatching and watched three individual eggs fight their way out of their shells. “And then you wait. And that’s the worst part, Campe. That’s the part nobody warns you about. They’re in the shell and they’re alive and you can hear them and you cannot help them. You can’t fight the eggshell for them. It’s the only fight you’ll ever have that you’re not allowed in. You just sing.” She set the fork down. “You sing, and you wait, and they do it themselves, or they don’t, and you have to let them. That’s the worst part. Everything before it is easy compared to that.”

The table was quiet. Campe reached over and put one hand over Vibria’s, plate-smooth olive over freckled bronze, and said, “Thank you, ember. Truly.”

“Yeah, well.” Vibria turned her hand over and gripped Campe’s. “That’s what the club’s for.”



Vibria claimed the night, on behalf of the club, and she informed me of this rather than asked.

“Tonight’s for Campe,” she said, appearing in the Tower doorway that evening with the specific bright purpose that meant she’d already decided everything. “You and me and her. And before you say anything about how you and she just had your night, this isn’t that. This is initiation. You don’t get to join the club and not get welcomed properly. I welcomed Ayida. I welcomed everybody. I am the welcomer. That’s my role.” She was already crossing the room, already pulling her crop top over her head, bronze skin and heat-shimmer and hard nipples and total lack of ceremony. “Also I made Talise check every chronicle entry. Every entry from the last two years. You know how many times you’ve paired me directly with Campe? Made the night about the two of us together?”

Campe came up the stair behind her, out of uniform, in a loose shirt, her braid still down from earlier, and she leaned in the doorway with the ghost of amusement behind her command mask, because she’d clearly already heard this once tonight.

“She has been informing me of this since the archive,” Campe said. “At length. With figures. She had Talise cross-reference two years of chronicle entries to confirm the absence of a pairing, and Talise did it, gladly, and then wrote a lament about it.”

“A saga,” Vibria corrected. “Laments are shorter. This is a saga. THE UNPAIRED YEARS. It’s got three verses and a refrain and the refrain is just ‘not once’ sung really sadly.”

“Not once as a pairing,” Vibria said again, before I could answer. “NOT. ONCE. Not with the night centered on us. Every recorded night. The first bond and the second bond, the cadet and the instructor, me and the woman who terrified me into being a good pilot, and we have never had this. It’s an outrage. It’s a hole in the record. Talise nearly cried when she found it.” She kicked off her shorts. “We’re fixing it tonight. Get on the bed.”

She said it to me, but she was already turning to Campe, and the fierce comedy of her dropped by a degree, because under the noise Vibria always knew what she was doing and why. This wasn’t only about a hole in the record. It was about welcoming a woman who’d guarded everyone else’s future for fourteen years into the future she’d finally let herself have, and doing it loud, and doing it with joy, so that Campe couldn’t mistake it for pity or duty. Vibria welcomed people. It was her defining gift, and the deepest part of her.

“Come here, Commander,” she said, softer, holding out a hand to Campe. “You built the nest. Let us fill it around you for once.”



Vibria took Campe’s braid down herself, and that was where the night turned.

She stood behind the seated commander and unwound the auburn-brown length of it slowly, section by section, and she talked through every section, because Vibria narrated her own tenderness as some people narrated their nerves.

“You taught me formation-holds when I was seventeen,” she said, working a strand loose. “I was terrified of you. You had a voice that could stop my heart at forty feet. I broke ranks to chase a thermal because I was a stupid fast little fire-drake who thought rules were for slower dragons, and you made me hold position for six hours until I understood that a formation is a promise.” Another strand. Campe held perfectly still, this woman who commanded five hundred, sitting motionless under a cadet’s hands. “Hold still. This is my formation now. You held me in position for six hours. I’m going to hold you for one night. That’s the trade. That’s fair.”

The braid came down over Campe’s plate-bare shoulders, auburn against olive, and Vibria gathered its heavy length in both hands. She presented Campe to me over her shoulder like a quartermaster presenting arms, grinning, fierce, and underneath the grin, entirely serious.

“Here,” she said. “The best one I ever trained. Welcome her right.”

Campe let the loose shirt fall off her shoulders, and Vibria helped it the rest of the way, and there was the commander bare in the low light, the massive natural bust falling heavy and free, dark pink nipples stiffening in the cool air, the wide mother-hips, the strong thighs, the smooth olive where the day’s armor had already begun to give. Vibria looked at her the way I looked at her, openly, appreciatively, a woman admiring another woman with zero jealousy and total delight.

“Look at you,” Vibria breathed. “I trained with you for two years, shared every kind of crowded night with you since, and never got a night centered on this. It’s a crime. It’s a documented crime now, Talise wrote it down.”

Fire-warmth met war-plates first. Vibria’s hands ran hot everywhere, and everywhere they traveled across Campe’s skin the remaining plate-lines rippled and smoothed, the metallic scale softening to olive under a fire-drake’s touch. She cupped Campe’s tits from behind, her small bronze hands sinking into the commander’s soft fullness, and thumbed the hard nipples until Campe’s war-rumble skipped. She narrated her progress in the tactical vocabulary Campe had drilled into her four years ago.

“Left flank’s clearing. Look at that. Plates down to the elbow already.” She dragged one hot palm up Campe’s forearm and the armor smoothed ahead of it, then brought the hand back to her breast. “Commander, your defensive line is collapsing. Textbook. I’d write you up.” She pressed a kiss to the smoothed skin of Campe’s shoulder, then the back of her neck, then the line of her jaw as Campe turned her head. “Six hours you made me hold formation. Six. I counted every one.”

“You deserved eight,” Campe said, and her breath had already gone uneven, and her hand closed in Vibria’s copper-gold hair with the firmness of an old stance correction, though the old correction had become an intimate claim. She turned in Vibria’s arms and kissed her, the commander and the cadet, four years of one kind of relationship folding into another, and Vibria made a pleased noise into her mouth and pressed her hot compact body against Campe’s soft heavy one, bronze to olive, small to full, the widest body contrast in the harem and never once staged before this night.

I watched them for a moment, because they were worth watching, the two of them tangled together at the edge of my bed, and the Mark on my chest pulsed hard with both their points together, amber-bright fire and deep green war, and my blood was already up.

I took the two of them into the bed, and their signatures came out side by side, which the record had never once allowed.

Campe knelt for her signature, but Vibria refused to let the moment become a repeat of the previous night. She dropped to her knees behind the commander, cupped Campe’s heavy breasts in her smaller fire-warm hands, and pressed them together around my cock for her.

“Formation hold,” Vibria said into Campe’s ear. “I maintain pressure. You handle the advance.”

Campe’s forest-green eyes lifted to mine. She dragged her tongue over the head of my cock once while Vibria moved both their hands together, soft flesh sliding around me in three slow strokes. The war-rumble started under Vibria’s palms. Heat-shimmer gathered where bronze forearms bracketed olive breasts.

“Efficient,” Campe said, voice rough.

“You trained me.” Vibria kissed the side of her neck, then deliberately released Campe’s breasts before the rhythm could settle into anything familiar. “Signature honored. Now this night is about you and me.”

She pulled Campe upright by both hands, turned the commander into her arms, and kissed her. Campe’s plate-smooth palm covered Vibria’s mouth when the fire-drake tried to narrate the kiss. Vibria laughed against it, licked the center of her palm, and ground her compact body against Campe’s fuller one until the commander’s rare laugh broke loose. The sound changed the room more than another full sequence on her knees could have.

Vibria slid two fingers between her own legs, coated them, and offered them to Campe. Campe caught her wrist and cleaned them with one slow pass of her tongue, green eyes fixed on the fire-drake rather than me.

“Okay,” Vibria said, suddenly hoarse. “New information about the commander. Talise gets none of it.”

“A sound tactical decision,” Campe said.

Vibria kissed her again and walked her backward toward me. “Now let him take you while I hold the formation.”

Instead of lying back where she had the night before, I sat against the headboard and drew her between my spread legs, her back to my chest. Vibria knelt in front of us and took Campe’s hands.

I lifted the commander by her wide hips and lowered her onto me. She sank with a controlled shudder, seated deep while I held her upright against my chest. The angle kept her belly free and put every shift of her heavy breasts into my hands. Vibria kissed her face-to-face, copper and auburn hair mixing as their fingers laced, while I set the pace from behind. The first bond and the second bond held eye contact over Campe’s shoulder. Vibria’s free hand found one hard nipple; mine covered the other, and the rumble climbed between our palms.

“Fill her clutch strong, Alpha.” Vibria, breathless, grinning, gripping Campe’s hand. “Trust me, Campe, ask for it, it’s better when you ask, it’s ALWAYS better when you ask, come on.”

“Mine.” Campe, sparse, devastating, her hips rising to take me deeper, the war-rumble rolling under the word. “Finally. Breed mine strong. Fill me up.”

“There she goes. Louder, Commander, you earned loud.”

“Breed me, Alpha.” The rumble climbing toward the cradle-frequency now, the two songs in her body braided, war and lullaby. “Give my clutch everything. I have waited. Fill me. Fill me up.”

Vibria kept conducting, one hand laced with Campe’s and the other on her own tits, riding the edge of the shared bond-echo, feeling Campe’s climb through the open shutters and her own building alongside it. “That’s it, that’s it, she’s close, Alpha, I can feel her through the weave, she’s right there, give it to her, breed the commander, fill her clutch, do it, DO it.”

I drove up into her while keeping her seated against me, my forearm firm around her waist. Campe’s thighs spread over mine; her heels dug into the mattress as she met each upward stroke. Her walls fluttered and gripped.

Vibria traced the last retreating edge of armor along Campe’s collarbone. “There. Feel that? Nothing left between you and what you asked for.”

Campe caught her wrist and pressed the fire-warm palm over her lower belly. “Then help me hold it there, ember.”

Vibria’s grin softened. She kept her palm flat while I pulled Campe down onto me again. The green and amber points on my sternum pulsed together against Campe’s bare back. Her rumble traveled through all three bodies and into the headboard.

“Breed her deep,” Vibria said, voice rougher now. “Give her enough that those eggs know exactly who their father is.”

“Deeper,” Campe ordered in a whisper, then corrected herself as her thighs opened wider. “Please, Alpha. Deeper. Fill my clutch while she feels it start.”

I planted my feet, locked both hands under Campe’s thighs, and lifted. Her body rose and fell in my grip while Vibria steadied her from the front, mouth on the beauty mark, palm over the forming clutch. The supported motion stripped the last discipline from Campe’s posture. Her head dropped back to my shoulder. Her plates smoothed in a rolling wave from forearms to collarbones.

“Mine,” Campe said, voice breaking against my jaw. “Hold me while she watches.”

I drove her down and held her there. The cradle-rumble surged beneath the war-note, both frequencies rolling through the headboard. Campe clenched around me in deep, powerful waves. Vibria kept her palm over the forming clutch and kissed the commander through every contraction, turning the climax into something the two women carried together.

When Campe softened against my chest, I lifted her off me and settled her safely against the pillows. Vibria had spent the night tending, conducting, and welcoming. Now I caught the fire-drake by the hips and pulled her across my lap.

“Your turn to hold formation,” I said.

Her grin flashed. “Finally.”

I entered Vibria from behind as she braced over Campe’s thighs, her compact bronze body stretched between us. Campe gathered Vibria’s hands in hers and held them against her own chest while I set a hard pace. The instructor kept the former cadet steady; the former cadet looked back at her with glowing eyes and trusted the hold.

“You opened the door,” Campe told her, low beneath the cradle-rumble. “Let him reward you for it, ember.”

Vibria’s heat surged. “Breed me, Alpha. Let her feel what the first bond feels like.”

I gripped her tight ass and finished inside her, each hard pulse drawing a loud cry and a fresh burst of heat through the open bond. Vibria came around me with ember-sparks in her breath, her inner walls contracting fast and hot while Campe held her hands and watched her face. The curtains smoldered at the hem. Campe’s cradle-rumble answered Vibria’s laughter, a new mother and a veteran sharing the finish instead of replaying the previous night’s conception.

We lay tangled together while the two women came down, Campe’s cradle-rumble settling into a slow contented roll and Vibria’s heat-shimmer fading from a blur to a glow. Campe rested one plate-smooth hand on her belly, tending the clutch her body had begun the night before, while Vibria sprawled across us both with my finish still warm inside her.

Their hands stayed laced across my chest, bronze and olive. Vibria studied the joined fingers with the satisfied expression of a cadet who had finally completed a formation Campe assigned years ago.

“Better,” she said.

“Much,” Campe agreed, eyes closed.

For a moment even Vibria was quiet.

“I volunteered first,” Vibria said, finally, small and honest for one sentence. “Back at the start. The ceremonial first-bond. I elbowed three cadets out of the way to get to you. I wanted it that bad.” She turned her head on the pillow. “She waited fourteen years. She built everyone else’s nest first.”

Campe’s eyes were closed. The cradle-rumble surfaced and settled in her chest.

“You held the door open, ember,” she said. “You were loud and reckless and you elbowed three cadets and you made this place a family instead of a program. I walked through the door you held.” A pause. “I could not have done it if you had not held it. I want that noted. In your chronicle. The accurate one.”

Vibria’s eyes went wet again. “That’s not smoke,” she admitted, thickly. “That one’s not smoke.”

“I know,” Campe said, and gripped her hand.



The relay-glass ticked long past midnight, and this time it didn’t stop at one message.

I was awake for it, as I was for most relays now, and Nure was already at the western rail when I got there, her branching patterns dim and slow as she read Thessaly’s light-script pulse by pulse.

“The wing-shapes made landfall,” she said. Her voice was very level. “At dusk. Not on some empty stretch of coast. At the Drowned Reach.”

The Reach. The ruined Accord city where the ocean-clan held the tideline, the exiles’ first landfall since the crossing, which meant it had been their ancestors’ last sight of home before they flew west into water that has no far side. They’d crossed an ocean and come to ground at the place their people had left from.

“How many,” I said.

“Dozens, when Thessaly first counted.” The glass ticked. Nure read it. Her stillness had gone past composure into something older. “Then more. They are still arriving. They came out of the west all night and they are still coming, and Thessaly’s contingent holds the tideline and has not moved and neither have they, because both sides have law and neither wants to be the one who breaks it first.”

The glass ticked a final time, a long string of it, Thessaly spending more light-script in one message than the stern ocean-clan elder usually spent in a week. Nure read it through twice, and then she read it aloud, flat, word for word, because I needed Thessaly’s own phrasing.

“They walk the plaza like a graveyard,” Nure read. “They touch the old mosaics and they weep and they do not speak our tongue or yours. They roost among the Accord ruins and they hold formation even at rest. They have not raided a single roost or fired a single stone.” She paused, and read the next part slower. “There is one among them the others defer to. Old. Char-dark. She stood on the upper plaza at dusk and looked east, toward us, toward the mountain, for a long time, and she did not weep. And there is another beside her, older still, who touched every mosaic on the plaza one by one as if she were reading them, and sang to them, and the singing was in a tongue my elders half-know, a tongue from before the Accord.”

Nure lowered the glass. Her branching patterns had gone slow and deep.

“They have crossed an ocean nothing crosses,” she said, “to stand on the ground their ancestors fled from, and weep over the ruins, and look east at the mountain where the Alpha they fear is buried. Thessaly is right to send this at midnight.” She looked west, into the dark water where a fisher had once watched a formation he had no name for climb into the last light. “They are not raiding. They are arriving. And an arrival is worse than a raid, Dane, because a raid ends. An arrival is the beginning of a thing.”

Behind us, a footstep on the balcony stone. Campe, in her loose shirt, hair still down, one hand resting flat over her own belly, a new unconscious habit. She read the glass over Nure’s shoulder in silence, and when she spoke it was in the flat command register, the plan already assembling behind her eyes.

“Then we do not wait for them to finish arriving,” she said. “A contact wing at first light. Small. Fast. Seen being peaceful, told to observe and not engage. We meet them at the edge of it, while an afternoon for words still remains, before the arrival hardens into a siege.” She looked at me, and her choice lay bare in it: the war-mother who would command a defense through other people’s wings while her own body built a future she’d waited fourteen years for. “I will write the order tonight. I will assign myself to the platform. I will hate it, and I will do it correctly.” Her hand pressed flatter to her belly. “I intend to keep every life on this mesa alive.”


Chapter 4: First Contact

Campe wrote the contact-wing order at the commanders’ table at dawn, and she wrote herself out of it, and I watched what it cost her.

“We send a small contact wing,” she said, laying the disposition out in her calligraphy while the sky over the crater went from gray to copper. “An army arriving on their beachhead tells them we are the tyrant they crossed an ocean to fight. A small wing, seen being peaceful, tells them we are something they did not expect. Anfa flies point, she is our fastest flier and the least likely to be caught if this goes wrong. You ride her. They need to see the Mark with the wing, and I need you close enough to read the meeting yourself. Morana flies as her wing, because the storm-pair needs no signals and a pair that needs no signals looks like discipline, and discipline reads across any tongue as we are not afraid of you.” Her pen moved. “Ivora runs scout-command, high and back, eyes on the full field. Nure paces you by water, deep, unseen, in case peace fails and someone needs a wall of ocean between our people and theirs. A life-caste healer goes with you. She stays behind the storm-pair unless someone comes down hurt.”

“They will not attack a small peaceful wing on sight,” she went on, “because they are not raiders and their matriarch keeps the old law, which means they will hold their fire long enough for a first meeting, which is all we need. An accident is the likeliest danger. Two peoples share no tongue, occupy the same sky, and arrive keyed to their worst fear. One misread gesture. One spooked scout.” Her pen paused. “That is the fight I cannot plan for, and it is the only one likely to happen. So I send the wing least likely to make the mistake, and least likely to die if someone else makes it.”

“And you,” I said.

“I command from the tower platform. You go with the contact wing, as written.” She wrote the line without her hand shaking. That perfect steadiness showed the cost more clearly than a tremor would have. COMMAND, TOWER PLATFORM. GROUNDED. She signed it, name and rank, and then she sat with the pen still touching the paper for one breath longer than she needed to, and that held breath exposed the cost, a war-dragon commander sending her fastest wing to the most dangerous first meeting of her career and ordering herself to stand on a platform half a continent behind them because her body was building a clutch and a grounded mind that could read a battle was worth more than one more sword in the sky.

“You want to be flying point,” I said.

“I want a great many things.” She lifted the pen and squared the order. “I want to be the one who meets them. I have met more enemies across a truce-line than anyone at this Aerie, and I am the best-suited soul on this mesa to read a war-flight’s intentions from its formation discipline, and I am going to do that from a platform through Ivora’s relayed reports because I am carrying, and a commander who cannot be objective about her own risk is not a commander, she is a liability with rank.” She slid the order to me. “Sign under me. It makes it yours as well as mine. When Anfa is out there and it goes wrong, I want her to know two people ordered her home.”

I signed under her. Her hand found mine on the table for a moment, plate-smooth, and neither of us said anything, because there was nothing to say that the signatures hadn’t.

Anfa found me on the Flight Apron before dawn while Brenna checked the harness a fourth time, and she stood at the rail watching the west go gray, and she offered her customary preparation before meeting an unknown force: almost nothing.

“They fly it clean,” she said. “Ivora’s scouts have been watching the screen for a day. They fly an ocean-wind nobody in my clan could touch.” She rolled a shoulder, the pre-flight loosening. “I’ve never met a flier better than me. I’m looking forward to it and I hate that I’m looking forward to it, because the smart response is fear.” A pause. “I’ll bring your wing home, Alpha. All of it. That’s the order and it’s the only one that matters.”

“Observe. Don’t engage. Be seen being peaceful.”

“I heard the order.” The faintest edge at her mouth. “I’m telling you the one under it. Whatever happens up there, everybody in our wing comes back down. I’ve buried enough. I’m not adding to it over a misunderstanding.”



I flew out with the contact wing because Campe and I had agreed the first meeting needed the Mark present, not watching from a platform half a continent away.

Anfa flew point, fifty-five feet of storm dragon, silver-white lightning scars running her spine, cutting the shore-wind cleaner than anything I’d ever ridden. I rode her spine-ridge in the harness Brenna had built and rebuilt, and the Mark synced my breathing to her wingbeats as it had for years, thin air compensated for by the bond. Morana flew her wing, dark charcoal-gray scales with living silver veining, the two storms sweeping the coast in a paired formation so old now that neither of them signaled a single turn.

Ivora hung high and back in stone-scale, reading the field. An unnamed life-caste healer held the protected rear position in dragon form, carrying the field kit. Nure was somewhere below the swells, a shadow in the deep, pacing us at a depth where a hundred-and-eighty-foot abyssal dragon could travel without a ripple reaching the surface.

The Drowned Reach was three days of hard flight west. We compressed the crossing into long daylight legs, sleeping one night on a mountain shelf and the next above the coastal tree line, and flew it in a silence that wasn’t peaceful. Below us the ocean ran out to a horizon that never got closer, gray-green and enormous, the water that had no far side except that now we knew it did. I’d surveyed a lot of country in my life and I’d never once flown over a thing that made me feel as small as that ocean did, four hundred miles of it between us and a shore that had waited through the long exile. Somewhere out there a people had loaded their whole civilization onto this water and lost many of their own crossing it, and I flew over the graves of them without a marker in sight, and I understood a little better why Nure’s people sang to the deep instead of mapping it. You could not map a thing that size. You could only make your peace with not knowing what it held.

Ivora’s scouts had marked the gale-clan screen a half-day out from the Reach, patrolling the approaches, so we found them before we found the Reach itself.

We found them, and their flying was beautiful.

A gale-clan scout screen, a dozen of them, riding the shore-wind in a spread lattice a mile wide. They didn’t beat their wings. That stopped my breath. They set their wings and rode, climbing on updrafts my eye couldn’t even find, holding a lattice-formation across a mile of moving air while spending almost nothing, sliding along the wind like the wind was a road they’d been given a map to and we hadn’t. Their scales were storm-gray and green, sun-bleached at the wingtips, and they moved with the specific economy of a people who had crossed an ocean and could not afford to waste a wingbeat because there was nowhere to land for four hundred miles.

I’d spent two years watching the best fliers on the continent. Anfa was the fastest thing I’d ever ridden. Vibria could loop a fire-drake through a gap a heartbeat wide. Rissara’s cadet wings flew formations tight enough to shave. And these scouts made all of it look like effort. They found lift where the air looked flat. They banked a mile-wide formation on a shared read of a gust none of us had felt yet. Every dragon in the lattice adjusted at once, a single nervous system tuned to the wind. Signal-kites trailed off three of them, bright streamers reading the air currents, and they flew by the kites as I navigated by a compass, the wind made visible and legible to a people who’d had generations without ground to teach them.

Ivora’s voice came faint through a relayed flash. Even her. Even the stone-dragon who felt water tables through solid rock had never seen flying like it, and her signal was two flags I’d never seen her use together, which the field-code rendered as respect and caution in the same breath.

Anfa watched them work the wind, and I felt her wingbeats change under me, felt storm-born pride and envy braid through her wingbeats, and when she spoke through the bond-echo it came as feeling first and then as the words she’d say later, on the ground.

“They fly like the air owes them,” she’d say. “I fly like the air doesn’t exist. They fly like it’s family and it’s paying a debt.”

We came in slow. We came in high and open, wings wide, no dive-line, nothing that read as attack in any tongue. Ivora flashed the peace-signals from her position, the old Accord truce-flags the archive said the pre-Accord clans might still know, bright cloth against the gray sky, held long and steady. The gale-screen saw us. The lattice tightened, wings adjusting a fraction, a wariness rippling down the formation, but they didn’t break and they didn’t charge.

For a long moment, a half-mile of open air between the two formations, we hung there, two peoples looking at each other across an age of divided memory. I could see the scouts studying us, and I let them, and I felt Anfa under me holding a slow open glide with every instinct in her screaming to close the distance or open it, holding neutral because the order was neutral. One of the gale-scouts flashed something back, not the Accord signal, something older, a wing-script pattern Ivora didn’t know, and for one breath I thought they might have a signal for parley too, that ten thousand years hadn’t burned everything, that we might land on the same stretch of beach and find enough shared tongue to say we are not what you fear before anyone drew blood.

For a long breath, it held.

A gale-scout on the screen’s southern edge, young, fast, and jumpy on the exposed edge of a formation facing an unknown enemy, dropped her gaze to the water. And the water moved.

Nure, a hundred and eighty feet of abyssal dragon, had risen from her deep pacing to a shallower depth to stay under us as we slowed, and her shadow slid up through the swells beneath the gale-screen, an enormous dark shape rising out of a bottomless ocean, three times the size of anything in either sky. The gale-clan scout had crossed an ocean nothing crosses and spent her whole life over water with nothing in it larger than a whale. A shadow that size rising under the formation looked like the sea opening its mouth.

She flared her alarm-kite, a bright signal-streamer snapping open off her spine, and she screamed a warning in a tongue nobody in our wing understood, and the gale-screen responded as a trained formation responds to a wing-sister in mortal danger.

Through the bond-echo I felt Nure register the alarm. Above her, the gale-screen folded into attack-lines.



The scouts dove at the shadow with the coordinated fury of a formation defending its own.

Nure dove first. Deep-water discipline, a century of patience. She dropped back into the dark rather than become the monster their fear needed her to be, and the gale-scouts’ first strikes cut empty water where the shadow had been.

But the alarm was rung, and a rung alarm doesn’t un-ring. The gale-screen came out of its dive already committed, already keyed to threat, and it turned on the only remaining target in the sky: us.

Anfa met them.

I have ridden Anfa through storms. I had never ridden her through this. She rolled us hard out of the first pass, and my body slammed into the spine-ridge, the harness taking the load, the crater and the sky trading places twice before I found the horizon again. The gale-scouts came at us in threes, diving out of the wind-lattice on lines they’d flown a thousand times, and they were faster than us in the straight line, faster than anything I’d ridden, and their command of the air could take Anfa a lifetime to learn.

But Anfa was a storm dragon in a coastal shear-line, and the shear-line was hers. She read their wind-language, imperfectly but well enough, and she used an advantage they lacked: she made her own weather. She flung a discharge across the space where a diving scout would arrive and the scout hit her own wind gone suddenly charged and wrong, and she flinched off her line, and Anfa was already rolling us the other way. Through the bond-echo I felt Anfa’s storm-mind working, the wind read and the enemy read and the wing-sister tracked, all of it at once, and under it the cold fury of a woman whose people had been forced to a fight they’d flown a day to prevent.

Morana swept in on the paired line, no signal, at Anfa’s open flank, and the two storms attacked the gale-screen with the seamless coordination they’d used against every enemy since they’d been flight-sisters in a mountain aerie. One high, one low. One drawing the dive, one closing the trap. Dark charcoal and silver-white, living silver veining and lightning scars, sweeping the coastal air in a pattern that needed no signals because the two of them had flown it since before they could speak.

The gale-clan formation was better at the wind. The storm-pair was better at the fight. It came out even, the first time I had ever seen an Aerie wing meet a foreign one with neither able to land a killing line. Because the gale-scouts fought to drive us off their wing-sister and not to kill, and the storm-pair fought to hold and not to slaughter, and both sides were disciplined enough, even keyed to threat, even in a fight nobody chose, to keep it exactly there.

A gale-scout came under Anfa’s wing so close I felt the tremor of the near-miss through the harness, the wind of the other dragon’s passage buffeting me sideways. Anfa rolled hard, silver scars blazing white down her spine, and gave the scout a warning-discharge that raked the air a body-length off her wingtip, close enough to snap the smell of burnt air across the sky, and the scout broke off. Another came diving on Morana’s flank, and Morana didn’t discharge, she rolled into it, took the closing line away, and clipped the wind-rider’s trailing wing-membrane with the flat edge of a tail-sweep, not to cripple, to unbalance, the exact controlled violence of a fighter who’d learned the difference between winning and killing the hard way. The scout wobbled, lost the wind, recovered ten feet lower and broke away.

A third scout got inside Anfa’s turn and I saw the strike coming before Anfa did, claws and a mouthful of storm-teeth on a line for her throat, and I shifted my weight and shouted the warning through the bond and Anfa answered it a half-beat faster than she could have alone, the Mark carrying my read into her body, and she folded a wing and dropped us out from under the strike and the scout tore through the space where Anfa’s throat had been. Nobody died. Everybody in that sky was one bad half-second from it, ours and theirs both, and the only thing keeping the beach below from getting a body was two peoples’ discipline and a great deal of luck.

Water ended what water had started.

Nure surfaced. Fully. She’d been diving and pacing beneath the entire fight, feeling it through the water and through the bond, feeling her wing above her trading passes with a formation nobody could catch, and when the storm-pair’s even fight showed no sign of ending clean she made the one move that could end it without a death. She came up.

A hundred and eighty feet of abyssal dragon rose out of the swells in one vast unhurried motion, three times the length of Campe’s war-dragon, bioluminescent scales streaming ocean in sheets, gill-slits flaring along ribs the size of ships’ keels, and she did not attack. She rose to her full towering height half out of the water, the swells breaking white around her, and the sky itself dimmed in her shadow the way it dimmed whenever her form passed overhead, and she simply existed, at full scale, in full view. The largest living thing in either sky by a factor no one in the gale-screen had a category for. She didn’t strike. She didn’t roar. She rose to her full height, and the fight changed at once. The gale-clan had crossed believing no creature of that scale could be real. Now Nure towered above them.

Through the bond I felt Nure’s old isolation flare as every foreign eye fixed on her. She held her jaws closed and her currents flat.

The gale-screen broke.

They broke west at a speed nothing in our sky could follow, riding the shore-wind out toward the Reach faster than Anfa at full dive. Their retreat showed me how they’d crossed an ocean and why nothing had ever caught them. They were built to outrun the sea. When the sea stood up to its full height in front of them, every inherited instinct said run, and they ran, and they were gone over the horizon before Ivora could flash a signal. The formation kept its head and executed the maneuver its entire civilization was built around: disciplined, all-out flight from a rising sea. Its precision made the retreat terrifying. A people does not get that good at fleeing without a great deal of practice at needing to.

Nure sank back into the swells behind them, having never landed a blow, having become the monster their fear required and then chosen not to be one, and through the bond I felt her old grief at it, a woman who had spent a century being the largest thing in an empty dark and had just been seen as a horror. She would carry that quietly for days. I made a note to be with her when she wanted it and not before.

All but one.

The scout Morana had clipped, the young one whose wing-membrane the tail-sweep had unbalanced, couldn’t hold the wind at that speed with a torn membrane. She fell behind the screen, then out of it, then down, in a controlled desperate glide that still wasn’t enough, and she came down hard on a shingle beach at the ocean’s edge, tumbling, folding the torn wing, coming up into a fighting crouch on the wet stones with her back to a sea-cliff and nowhere left to run.



Anfa banked us down out of the empty sky, flanks heaving, scars still bright. She put us on the shingle forty feet from the fallen scout and shifted to human form.

The young scout told us everything about the far shore without saying a word.

She was gale-clan lean, built for long crossings, all length and light muscle. Her hair was sun-bleached wind-blonde, the only blonde I’d seen in years, pale gold gone paler at the tips from a lifetime over bright water. Her eyes were storm-gray-green, and they were wide with a terror that had nothing to do with the fall. She was young, twenty-one, maybe, and she was hurt, the torn wing translating to a wrenched shoulder in human form, and she was cornered against a cliff by four dragons and an Alpha, and she should have been fighting or begging.

She did neither.

She stopped. She looked at me, at the Mark glowing through my open collar, and the last hope drained from her face. She stopped fighting entirely. She went to her knees on the wet shingle. And she reached up with both hands and pulled her wind-blonde hair away from the back of her neck, baring it, and she bent her head forward and held it there, rigid, silent, certain, offering the back of her neck to me.

Cold had nothing to do with her shaking. Her lean body was locked in a rigidity that took effort to hold, the effort of a person making themselves stay still for a thing they’d been raised their entire life to expect and dread, and she held it, teeth clenched, breath hissing, because whatever came next she was going to meet it on her knees with her neck bared and not give the Mark the satisfaction of a struggle. It was brave and broken in equal measure.

I didn’t understand it for a second. Then I did, and it went through me like cold water.

She was baring her neck for the brand.

She expected iron. She expected a rune carved into her scale-patches, a compulsion burned into her by the tyrant’s Alpha. The Mark had caught her, so she followed the procedure drilled into her since childhood: hold still, expose the neck, deny the captor even the satisfaction of a struggle.

I’d seen the freed at the Peaks. I’d seen Morana kneel and wait to be judged after her capture, and Vael stand where the violet had been burned into him. But I had never seen someone offer her own neck as a routine consequence of capture. Her terror wasn’t panic. It was procedure.

That reflex told us more than a parley could. The Farshore believed in the Mark’s cruelty deeply enough to train the response into every scout’s body.

“Nobody’s going to brand you,” I said.

She didn’t move. She didn’t understand the words, or she didn’t believe them, or both. She held the back of her neck bared and waited.

The life-caste healer Campe had assigned crossed the shingle now, moving slowly toward a wounded scout who might bolt. She knelt in front of the scout instead of behind her, so the scout could keep her hands in view, and she put no hand near the bared neck. She let the scout watch her reach for the wrenched shoulder, then took it gently in both hands and let her healing magic bloom.

Warm light spread beneath the healer’s fingers. The torn muscle knit, and the pain went out of the scout’s shoulder like a tide going out. The scout who’d braced her whole body for iron in her neck felt healing in her wing instead, and she made a sound that wasn’t a word in any language, a small broken sound, the sound of a belief coming loose from its moorings.

The scout lifted her head a fraction and looked at the life-caste healer, at a woman healing her wing when she’d bared her neck for a brand, and her face broke open with an incomprehension so total it was worse than the terror had been.

A cadet came down the beach with a field-kettle, because Jessa had packed the contact-wing rations in her usual quantity, enough for an army, and the cadet crouched and offered the foreign scout a cup of hot soup.

The scout looked at the soup. She looked at me, at the Mark, at the life-dragon knitting her shoulder, at a cup of soup held out by a stranger’s hand, and she did not take it, and she did not understand it, and the offered cup cracked a certainty that fall, fight, and fear had left intact. Whatever the far shore believed about this continent, whatever the exodus songs had taught her about the Mark and the ones it caught, none of it had a cup of soup in it.

Anfa stood a little apart, back in human form now, silver-white hair wind-wild, watching the aftermath with her arms folded and her electric-blue eyes still bright from the fight. She came to stand beside me while the scout stared at the soup.

“They fly like the air owes them,” she said, low, and there was no bitterness in it, only a fighter’s honest awe. “I’ve flown my whole life. I fly like the air doesn’t exist, like I’m daring it to stop me. They fly like it’s family and it’s paying back an ancient debt.” She watched the scout not-take the soup. “I couldn’t have caught that screen. Morana couldn’t. Nobody at the Aerie could. The only reason we’ve got one is Morana clipped a wing and the sea stood up.” She was quiet a moment. “And this one bared her neck for a brand the second she saw your Mark. Didn’t fight. Didn’t beg. Just knelt down and got ready for it.” Her jaw tightened. “That’s not a soldier’s fear. That belongs to an entire people. You don’t teach a body to do that in a lifetime. That’s carved in bone.”



Morana claimed the keeping before anyone thought to assign it.

She’d shifted to human form and stood a little apart, as she always stood a little apart at first, and she watched the scout not-take the soup and not-understand the healing, and recognition sharpened her storm-gray eyes, an old wound recognizing a fresh one.

She came to me, low, direct, no room in it for argument.

“I keep her,” she said.

“Morana.”

“I keep her. Not you, not the healer, not Kaia’s protocol yet, not the infirmary. Me.” She kept her eyes on the scout. “You know why. You’ve seen it. Anfa sat ten feet from me for six hours when I was your prisoner. She let me talk first, never touched me, and demanded nothing. That patience is why I am standing on this beach instead of dead at the Peaks. I know the method works. It worked on me. I know this job because I understand expecting punishment and waiting for the kindness to reveal its hook.” She finally looked at me. “She’s me two years ago. Except she chose nothing, where I at least chose Delphyne. She didn’t even get to choose wrong. She just got caught. I keep her.”

I looked at the two of them, the freed storm and the terrified scout, and I thought about the chain: Anfa had freed and kept Morana, sat with her, let her talk first, and now Morana wanted to keep this scout. Its shape ran backward through our family and forward beyond my sight.

“You’re sure,” I said. “You spent two years climbing out of that hole. Sitting back down in it with her, even to help, that’s going to put your hands on things you’ve spent a long time putting down.”

“I know what memories this will put under my hands.” She didn’t look away from the scout. “That’s why it has to be me. A life-caste healer’s too gentle, the scout won’t believe gentle, she’ll wait for the hook behind it. Kaia’s protocol is good but it’s built for the freed, and this one isn’t freed, she was never taken, she’s just terrified of being taken, which is a different wound and I’m the only one here who’s had it.” She finally met my eyes, and there was no fragility in it, only the flat certainty of a woman who’d found the one job in the world she was uniquely built for. “I spent two years as Delphyne’s tool, and then months being told I could be my own before I believed it. She thinks the second she trusts one kind soup she’s signed something. I know that feeling from the inside. I can sit in it with her without it swallowing me, because I already climbed out once, and the rope’s still there.” A beat. “Let me keep her, Dane. I need to give it forward. You gave me the sentence. Let me be the one who gives it to her.”

“Keep her,” I said.

Morana crossed the shingle. She didn’t approach from behind the bared neck. She came around the front, into the scout’s line of sight, and she sat on the wet stones ten feet away, matching the distance Anfa had once kept from her, and she folded her hands and she waited, and she let the scout talk first, except the scout had no words either of them shared, so Morana just sat, present and unhurried, a woman who’d been on the other side of this exact distance and remembered every inch of it.

Anfa watched from the fire. After a while she moved to the camp’s edge nearest the two women, folded her arms, and took the guard position without being asked.



It took the rest of the day for the scout to speak, and when she did it wasn’t defiance.

We’d made camp above the shingle, out of the wind, in the lee of the sea-cliff, and I’d flown a fast report back up the relay-line to Campe on the tower platform: the beautiful terrible flying, the accidental skirmish, Nure’s choice, the captured scout who bared her neck. Campe’s reply came back down the relay in her clipped command hand: HOLD POSITION. DO NOT BRING HER TO THE AERIE UNTIL SHE WILL COME AND NOT BE CARRIED. A CAPTIVE IS A GRIEVANCE. A GUEST IS A WITNESS. And under it, a second line, softer, the mother under the commander: FEED HER. She had read the meeting from a platform half a continent away and understood the shape of it better than I had standing on the beach, which was why she commanded and I fought.

The life-caste healer had finished setting the shoulder, and the scout had, eventually, when Morana drank from the same kettle first and set the cup down within reach and looked away, taken the soup. She drank it in small suspicious swallows, watching all of us, waiting for the cost. There was no cost. That contradiction seemed beyond her ability to parse. Everything at the far shore had a cost. Kindness was bait. A gift was a hook. She kept waiting for the hook and it kept not coming and it was breaking her down faster than any interrogation could have.

Campe was right: the war might turn on whether Bolla experienced our home as a prisoner or a guest. Binding and interrogating her would confirm every Farshore warning about us. Food, healing, and an unlocked door could make her a witness worth more than coerced intelligence. It was a slower road and it was the only road that led anywhere but war, and I was not at all sure we’d be given the time to walk it.

Morana sat at that ten-foot distance through the afternoon, and she didn’t push, and slowly the distance did its work. The scout stopped trying to track all of us and focused mostly on Morana. She watched Morana eat and drink and move and not once reach for her. She watched Morana turn her own scarred forearms up to the fading light, the dead-lightning scars gone back to living silver, and she looked at those scars for a long time, because they were the scars of someone who’d survived something, and a survivor recognizes a survivor across any tongue.

Morana learned her name by pointing at herself and saying it and waiting. The scout watched this for a long time. Then, in the evening, in a voice rough with disuse of any tongue but her own, she pointed at her own chest.

“Bolla,” she said.

“Bolla.” Morana said it back, got the vowels right, said it again. “Morana.”

Bolla tried the name in her mouth. Then, haltingly, in the broken trade-pidgin the coast shared, watching our faces for the moment the kindness turned to a hook, she gave us the first fragments of the far shore.

Her people were the Sundered Flight. That was the word, the same word the lament had used, rendered through her tongue and the pidgin into something close. The far shore was the Farshore, a hard place, volcanic in its heart and salt at its edges, and her people had lived there a long time, so long the word she used for it meant, roughly, always. She named the char-dark one Thessaly had seen: Lamya, the war-matriarch, who led the Flight, who offered terms before she killed under the old law. She named the older one who sang to the mosaics but the pidgin failed her and Morana didn’t push. And she said, in the flattest way, without self-pity, as if reporting weather, that the Flight was most of what her people could still put in the sky. That they were fewer every generation. That the clutches came smaller and failed more, whole clan-lines ending, a people rationing their own future. She said it in the flat register of knowledge carried since childhood and stopped feeling, and it was the most frightening fact she gave us, worse than the war-flight. Only profound fear could make a people risk everything they had left.

She looked down at her own hands, turning them over, at the backs of her hands and up her forearms to where her gale-clan scale-patches sat, storm-gray-green, unmarked. She stared at them for a long moment. She touched the unmarked skin. She looked at the Mark on my chest across the fire, and back at her own unbranded hands, and incomprehension opened in her face again, deeper this time, the terror gone and something worse in its place, which was a question her whole civilization had no answer for.

We flew her home the next morning, unbound and riding by her own decision. Morana walked her to the life-caste healer’s dragon form, and the healer knelt low to the shingle and waited, and Bolla stood a long time looking at the offered spine-ridge before she understood she was being invited to ride and not being loaded. She climbed up herself. Nobody made her. Campe had known from the start what mattered: a scout who flew home as a guest was a witness, and a witness was the only weapon we had that the war-flight couldn’t answer.

She spent the three-day flight mostly silent, watching the coast she’d crossed an ocean to reach unspool beneath her, watching the relay-stations Brenna and Nure had built, watching the mesa rise out of the crater at the end of it green where nothing should be green at that altitude. Morana flew beside her for all three days, no closer than she had to, present the whole time.

When we landed, the Aerie gave Bolla the same treatment it gave everyone who arrived braced for the worst, which was refuse to be the worst. The freed ward-watch stood their posts and did not reach for weapons, and Maren gave the strange gale-scout the same small palm-flame salute she gave everyone, a fist replaced with a little light. Jessa sent up soup nobody demanded payment for and honey-cake nobody had asked for. Kira did a low flyby to inspect the newcomer, decided she was neither a moth nor a threat, and lost interest. A life-hatchling, Sylva, wandered over to sniff the stranger’s boots, licked a shingle-scrape on her ankle closed without being asked, and fell asleep against her foot. Torren appeared, appraised Bolla’s gale-clan buckle, tilted his head, and offered her a green glass bead from his hoard in exchange for a loose brass thread at the buckle’s edge. Bolla made the trade, solemnly, and closed her fingers around the bead.

Bolla stood in the middle of the fullest house on the continent, a war-scout from a people who’d crossed an ocean to kill everyone in it, with a sleeping baby dragon on her foot, green glass from a fair trade in her hand, and soup she hadn’t paid for going cold beside her, and understood none of it.

She whispered three words in her own tongue to her hands, that first night in the quarters Morana had claimed beside her own, a small hearth-fire burning between them. Then she looked at Morana across the low flames, and she found the words in the broken pidgin, careful, testing, for the question she’d been circling since the beach.

“Why,” Bolla said, staring at the unbranded backs of her own hands, “am I still mine?”

Morana didn’t answer fast. She’d waited years to be on this side of that question, and she wasn’t going to spend the answer cheaply.

“That’s how it works here,” she said, finally, quiet, in the same broken pidgin so Bolla could follow it. “The Mark doesn’t take. It’s not what you think it is. Nobody’s going to brand you. Nobody’s going to make you anything.” She held Bolla’s storm-gray-green eyes across the fire. “And nobody’s going to make you believe that in a day. I know they won’t, because it took me a lot longer than a day.”

She turned her own forearms up to the firelight, the dead-lightning scars that had come back to living silver, and let Bolla look at them.

“I knelt and waited to be killed once,” she said. “I’d made myself a weapon for a bad woman who found my anger and used it, and when it all came apart I was sure I’d earned death and sure that being killed was the only ending left for someone like me. And Anfa sat down ten feet away and let me talk first, and didn’t touch me. Later she told me she’d chosen Dane. Nobody had made her.” Her voice stayed level, but the silver scars flickered along her forearms. “I didn’t believe her. Not for a long time. I kept waiting for the hook. There wasn’t one. It took me months to believe that.”

She looked back at Bolla, and she said the sentence forward, the one she’d been given and now got to give, the third link in a chain nobody at the fire could see yet.

“You’re not what anyone makes you. You’re what you choose. Nobody here is going to make you believe it in a day. I didn’t. But you’ve got time, and you’re still yours, and that’s the truth beneath all of it. Everything else can wait.”

Bolla looked at her hands. She looked at the Mark across the fire. She looked west, toward the Reach where the gale-screen had fled, toward the war-flight and the war-matriarch and the people who thought her taken or dead, toward a whole civilization that would tell her the woman across the fire was lying, that the soup was bait and the flowers were a trick and the healing was the first move of a longer cruelty. Then she looked back at Morana’s unbranded forearms and her own.


Chapter 5: The Chronicler’s Eye

Bolla talked because Morana never asked her to.

For six days Morana matched the scout’s pace. She ate when Bolla ate, stopped when Bolla’s shoulders tightened, and slept in the next room with both doors open. Bolla checked those doors through the first two nights. On the third, she slept until morning.

I sat beyond the Mark’s direct glow while Bolla drew the Farshore in charcoal whenever the trade pidgin failed. Morana never interpreted for her or hurried the pauses. By the sixth day, the map covered half the floor.

The Sundered Flight was what remained of the clans that fled. The Farshore was where they’d fled to, a hard country, a volcanic heart ringed with salt harbors, and they’d been there so long the word Bolla used for it meant home and always in the same breath. Three clans left of however many had crossed. Gale-clan, the long-crossing fliers, the scouts, her own. Ash-clan, from the volcanic heartland, the heavy war-forms, Lamya’s caste. Salt-clan, the coastal ones, the ones who’d first heard the tyrant’s song come through the water.

“Never again,” Bolla said in her own tongue and then the pidgin. Farshore children learned the phrase before letters or flight. The Sundered had crossed an ocean to make it true and taught the crossing to children who would never see the shore they’d left.

She told me about the songs. The Farshore kept its history in songs; this continent had compressed the same history into a lullaby, except the Farshore had never let theirs decay into nonsense. They sang the exodus every year, all of it, the loading of the clans, the crossing, the third lost to the sea, the first landfall on a hard black shore. She could sing the part about the sea taking her own line’s founders, and she did, a little, low, and it was a beautiful, terrible melody built for an entire people to sing over water, and it ended, every year, on the Mark ruling and the clans in flight, because that was where their story stopped. It had no next verse. Nothing had happened on the far shore worth adding, in ten thousand years, except the slow thinning, and you did not sing about that. You just watched it.

She drew me the Farshore on the floor in charcoal. A ring of mountains around a burning heart, salt harbors at the edges, roosts cut into black cliffs. Every charcoal line carried love for a place she feared she’d never see again. She marked the ash-clan heartland near the volcanic center, the gale-clan roosts on the high wind-cliffs, the salt-clan harbors where the water came in. She drew it small, because it was small. An entire civilization on one hard shore, getting smaller.

She told me the clan-names that had no living members, and there were four of them, four clans sung about in the old songs with nobody left to answer to the names. She said them flat. She’d grown up with the flatness. To Bolla, a dead clan was simply a fact of the world, as ordinary as drought, and it did not occur to her that it was strange, because she had never known a world where the clans didn’t thin.

Bolla named four dead clans in the same tone she’d use for weather. The clutches came smaller each generation. Shells weakened. Young grew rare. The Farshore called it the price of freedom because it had no surviving knowledge of the true bond.

Sybara’s extinction theory had found its living proof across the ocean. The Sundered had fled both the poison and the cure, unable to distinguish them.

“And two years ago,” Bolla said, and here her flat voice changed, went quieter, went to a place that had no flatness in it, “the song came back.”

The tyrant’s song. That was what they called it. A Mark at full power, ringing across the water, the one sound their civilization was built to dread, the sound their exodus had fled and every later song had warned of. Bolla said the salt-clan heard it first, because the salt-clan lived closest to the water and the water carried it. Faint, at first. A note where there had never been a note, out of the east, out of the direction they didn’t look. Then it came again, stronger. Then, this past season, a chord rather than a solitary note, many voices braided into one, coming into the salt-clan harbors through the deep water and up through the stone of the roosts, and once you’d heard it you could not un-hear it, and the salt-clan had come to Lamya’s council and sung what they’d heard, and the Flight had gone cold.

“To us,” Bolla said, “a Mark that loud has only one meaning. We do not have your word for it. We do not know a Mark can be true.” She looked at me, and she was not being cruel, she was explaining a fact of her world with the plain certainty used to explain that fire burns. “On the Farshore, a Mark is a brand and a chain and the end of a clan. There is no other kind. So a Mark at full power, ringing across the sea, means the tyrant has risen and taken again and grown strong enough that we can hear his song from home.” A pause. “We heard you free your people. We heard you seal your mountain. We heard your pack sing at once, that chord, the loudest resonance since the burial. And every one of those was the best thing you have ever done.” Her flat voice cracked, once. “And to us, each one was the tyrant getting louder.”

My center-point tightened beneath my palm. The Harmonic, Vael’s freeing, and the chord Sybara logged as Home had reached the Farshore as three escalating warnings. Bolla watched my face and lowered her voice.

“Each time,” she said, “we thought you were closer.”

“Lamya said we do not flee this time,” Bolla said. “The old ones fled and lost a third to the sea and the young to the thinning. Lamya said we are already dying. Better to die killing the Mark than die running from it again.” She looked at her hands. “She brought everything. Every war-form we can still put in the sky. It is most of what we have left. She knows it. She came anyway.” A long pause. “That is how afraid of you we are.”

She spoke of Lamya with a fear that had respect braided all through it. The war-matriarch kept the old law to the letter, every letter, even now. The law placed words before blood, so she offered terms even to a tyrant. Hatred did not bend the sequence. She kept every truce she made. She had never, in all Bolla’s life, broken a given word. The Flight followed her into an ocean nothing crossed because a matriarch who kept the old law was the only kind worth dying for. “She will offer you terms,” Bolla said. “She will mean them. And when the words are spent, she will kill you, and she will mean that too. To her there is no contradiction. Both are the law.”

She spoke once of the old one who traveled at Lamya’s shoulder, the keeper, the one who held the songs, and here Bolla’s pidgin failed her and she went quiet and drew, on the floor in charcoal, an old woman with her hand on a stone, and she couldn’t say more than that the keeper was older than anyone, and that the keeper remembered things the songs had lost, and that even Lamya listened when the keeper sang.

Late on the sixth day, when the door had become ordinary and the soup no longer looked like bait, she gave us the last piece, and it was the one that turned a tragedy into a trap.

“There is a witness,” she said. “A man of this continent. He escaped the tyrant. He joined us after our crossing, at the Reach, half-dead, scarred here.” She touched her own jaw. “He testified before the clan-fires we built among the ruins. He told us of branded armies made in the tyrant’s hatcheries, dozens upon dozens obeying without will. He told us of a boy the tyrant kept, marked violet, kept in a fortress. He told us of women bound to the tyrant’s Mark. He had seen it all. He wept telling it.” She looked at me, and there was no doubt anywhere in her, only the clean belief of a person who had heard a true-sounding account. “Everything he said, we could check against what our scouts saw when they came close to your coast. The branded, the marked boy, the women. It all matched. We believed him. I believed him.” She frowned, for the first time, at how still I’d gone. “You know him.”

I didn’t know his name yet. But I knew the method. Branded armies made in hatcheries. A violet-marked boy in a fortress. Women bound to a Mark. Every bit of it was true, and every bit of it was twisted a quarter-turn sideways. The hatcheries were real, and they’d been Delphyne’s, at the Shattered Peaks, and we’d burned them. The branded were real, dozens of them, and they were freed now between the Aerie and the Peaks settlement, walking our corridors, standing our walls, choosing their own names. The violet boy was real and his name was Vael and he’d kindled a true Mark out of the ruin of the forged one and stood free in a wall-cloak that Aurelion had given him. The women were real and they were the harem and they were chosen, every one, and the Mark had never once compelled a single choice.

A lie built entirely of truths. The hardest kind to unmake, because every thread you pulled to unravel it was a true thread, and the frightened person holding it had checked every thread themselves. Whoever the witness was, he knew the Peaks from inside Delphyne’s network. He knew which true details to choose and exactly how far to turn each one. That made him a Purist insider and a practiced liar. It did not yet tell me what work those scarred hands had done.

“I don’t know his name,” I said. “But I know where those details came from, and I know what he’s doing with them.” I looked at Bolla, at the clean belief still in her face. “Everything he told you is true, which guarantees that my denial won’t matter. You checked it against your own eyes. There’s no lie in the world harder to un-believe than the one you proved to yourself.”

Bolla studied me. She’d spent days learning to read the people in this room, first with a captive’s vigilance, then with a guest’s growing ease, and she’d started to be able to tell when I was lying and when I wasn’t, and she could tell I wasn’t now, and it troubled her in a way the soup and the flowers hadn’t. Those had been kindnesses she could dismiss as bait. This was a man going still and grim at the mention of a witness she’d trusted completely. She didn’t know what to do with a response that offered no bait.

“He wept,” she said, quietly, almost to herself. “When he told us. He wept.”

“I’m sure he did,” I said. “The best of them always do. It’s the tears you check least of all.”



The council handled urgent decisions personally and on its feet.

Aurelion sat the horseshoe’s center, dragonbone staff across her lap, and the twelve seats held the shape of the alliance now: Tessara at the archivist’s place, Tarsa folded and attentive, Thessaly standing at the western edge for the ocean-clan, and my own chair at the center of it where Aurelion had put me after the siege two years ago. I laid out what Bolla had given us across six days, the Sundered Flight and the three clans and the four dead ones, the thinning that was killing them, the inherited law of never again, and, last, the witness, the man of this continent with the scarred jaw who’d testified before the clan-fires and been believed. The chamber sat with it. It was a great deal to sit with, an entire civilization out of the deep past, dying, afraid, armed, and aimed at us by a man who knew exactly how to aim the frightened.

Then Morana stood.

She didn’t ask leave. She stood up from the place she now held at council, dark charcoal crop, storm-gray eyes, the earned flight-leathers, and she named the shape of it from the one place nobody else in the room could name it from, which was the inside.

“That is Delphyne’s method,” she said. “I want it said plainly, on the record, by someone who survived it, so nobody in this room wastes a week being confused about what we’re facing.” She looked around the horseshoe. “Find the wound. A frightened people, a dying people, a people who lost their home and future and can’t say why. Dress the lie in enough true detail that checking only makes it stronger. Then step aside and let terror finish the argument. Point their fear at your chosen target.” She let it sit. “I know it because it worked on me. Delphyne found my anger, dressed her cause in enough truth that I could check it, and let me convince myself of the lie. She never once ordered me to believe anything. I did all the believing myself. That’s why it holds. You can’t argue someone out of a lie they think they discovered on their own.”

The chamber absorbed Morana’s diagnosis after she sat. Nobody else could have named the mechanism; she recognized the aim from having once flown the same poisoned course.

“One more warning,” Morana added, quieter, before she sat all the way down. “The witness. Whoever he is. He’s not doing this for the Flight. Nobody dresses a lie that carefully for someone else’s war. He wants something on this side of the water, and the war is his cover for getting it. That’s how Delphyne worked. The cause was never the point. The cause was the crowd she stood in front of while she reached for her true objective.” She looked at me. “Find out what he’s reaching for. That’s the real war. The Flight is just the weather he’s making to hide it.”

I held onto that harder than anything else said in the chamber, because it was true. I still lacked the answer, and Morana had survived the same machine now pointed at us and I would be a fool to waste the map she was drawing.

“Then the parley is pointless,” Tarsa said, the old frost-wyrm, not unkindly, just following the logic.

“The parley buys time and lets them see us keep the law,” Aurelion said. “Prepare it. Send the truce-signs in the old Accord dialect. Bring every piece of proof we possess, but do not expect an afternoon to erase the exodus.”

She rose and handed the order to Tessara.



Talise petitioned me that evening, and she did it formally, which from Talise meant she’d rehearsed it and was terrified.

I’d been watching her, since the search-day margins and the archive scroll, with the concentration due someone I was beginning to realize I’d misread for years. Everyone at the Aerie had a Talise in their head: the loud one, the gossip, the saga-keeper who got everything wrong on purpose, the good comic relief you didn’t take seriously because she’d built her public life around not being taken seriously. I’d carried that version of her for two years. And then I’d read a margin figure that corrected the archivist, and watched her find a scroll four years of Sybara’s cataloguing couldn’t, and heard her go quiet in a cold archive over the grief of a people she’d never met, and I’d started to see the second Talise under the first, the one who saw everything and wrote none of it down where it counted, and I’d started to wonder what it cost her to be the one nobody looked at twice.

She found me and Nure together on the western balcony, and she’d clearly waited for both of us to be in one place, and she stood in the doorway with her journal clasped against her chest like a shield and her pencil, for once, not in her hair but gripped in her hand like a thing she might need to defend herself with, and she’d put on her field-notes voice, the mock-academic one, except it kept slipping.

“I have a formal request,” she said. “Note: the following is a formal request. The chronicler wishes to submit a petition regarding the scope of her chronicle.” She stopped. Started again, less academic, more herself. “I want to chronicle the pack from inside. Properly. Not the cadet-hall version, not the saga, the real one. I’ve been writing this Aerie for years from the edge of it. From walls and doorways and the good seat when I can get it. And I’m good at the edge, I’m the best there’s ever been at the edge, but I keep getting the important parts secondhand, through walls, and I write them wrong because I have to guess, and I’m tired of guessing about the one story I’d like to get right.” She was talking fast now, the noise-as-armor rising. “I’m asking to be let in. As a witness. To the real chronicle. That’s the petition. There’s no subtitle. I didn’t make it funny.”

I looked at Nure. Nure looked at Talise for a long moment, her bioluminescent rings steady, and then she did what she did best: cut to the center in the fewest words.

“She has watched everything since before any of us were worth watching,” Nure said. “She translated my body when I had no words and a century of silence, and she never once made me feel studied. She should at least get the details right.” She inclined her head. “I grant it first. Witness my scene. Tonight, if you like. The crater shallows. My water, my rules, my invitation.” A pause, dry as the deep is wet. “You will bring your notebook. You will fail to use it. But you will have the good seat, and that is what you came for.”

Talise opened her mouth. Nothing came out. She’d come with a petition and a field-notes voice but no plan for being told yes. Years of asking from the edge had not prepared her for the door swinging open on the first knock. She went quiet, the rare silence, the four-second kind, her wrist-patches deepening from cheerful teal to something richer and darker, the dapple stilling. She gripped her notebook against her chest and nodded, once, and did not manage a single word.

I’d seen her go quiet enough times to recognize the trigger now. It was always plain sincerity aimed at her, with no joke to deflect it. Praise she could turn into a bit. Being wanted, being taken seriously, being told yes without a catch still left Talise with no words, no matter how many times the people around her offered it.

“Bring the notebook,” Nure said, gently, into the silence. “You will not use it. That is allowed too.”

“Nure chooses the chair and the distance,” I said. “Any shutter closes the share. You can leave whenever you want.”

Talise nodded at each condition. Her pencil stayed still.



Nure hosted, because it was her water, and she hosted with total deep-water composure and a relish she didn’t bother to hide.

The courtyard basin and its channel into the crater shallows were her domain, grown across two years into a warm-watered garden. Ceto’s reef glowed amber at the edges now, living coral the Aerie had never hosted before, and the twenty-seven deep-water fish that had followed the redhead up the aquifer schooled through it in the dark, and Nure’s own light moved through the water in slow branching blue-green, and where the two lights met they made the moiré patterns neither made alone, slow rotating spokes of gold and teal. Water, darkness, and layered light made the basin the most beautiful place in the Aerie.

She set a lantern on the rocks. She set Talise’s chair herself, carrying it down to the water’s edge and placing it at her chosen distance, close enough to see everything, far enough to be the edge and not the center, and she settled Talise into it with one webbed hand on her shoulder.

“Write that I am magnificent,” Nure told her, deadpan, luminous. “Spell it correctly. It is a difficult word and you will want to get it right for the record.” A pulse of light. “That is a joke. I have made a joke. You may note that as well.”

Talise laughed, a little shakily, and wrote something, and it was the last thing she’d write for a while.

She undressed me in the shallows, unhurried, her element, her ceremony. She peeled the shirt off me and set it on a dry rock with more care than it needed, and she ran her webbed hands down my chest to the Mark and pressed her palm flat over it, feeling the nine points and the center against her skin, and the Mark pulsed under her hand and lit the water around us faint gold. The warm water came to my waist. Her black hair floated on the surface around her, so dark it looked wet even wet. She opened her shutter to the pack with a single announcing pulse of light that ran the length of her branching patterns, a flare that said watch, this one is witnessed, and I felt eight distant points warm in acknowledgment across the Aerie, and the scene began.

Talise started strong. Chronicler’s voice, third person, cheerfully clinical, narrating from her chair into the dark like she was covering a training drill. “The deep-dragon takes the host into the shallows. Note: composure total. The subject appears calm. The chronicler observes with tremendous professional detachment and will be taking careful notes throughout.” Her pencil scratched across the page in the quiet. Her voice was steady. She had a practiced register built for exactly this, the field-notes armor, and she deployed it, and for a while it held.

Nure took me into her mouth first, as she always wanted, her adapted mouth the most sensitive part of her body and expert now, a skill she’d learned through the bond-echo, edging by feel, reading me with the precision she gave a current. She was unhurried. She was always unhurried. The tide-rhythm built slow, her head moving in the water, her gill-slits fluttering along her ribs as her own arousal climbed, and her fin-membranes began to manifest along her forearms, unfurling, fanning out into translucent wings of light that caught the lantern and the reef-glow and threw them back blue-green. The water carried her light in slow branches out from her body to the basin’s far edge, mapping her nervous system in real time, every pulse of pleasure a branch of light racing outward. Her mouth was warm and slick and knew exactly what it was doing, and she built me with the patience of a woman who’d spent a century in the silent dark learning that slow was its own kind of power.

I let her. Two years with Nure had taught me the rule of her water: trust her pace. My willingness to follow her tide was the gift she wanted most. My hands found her floating hair. The Mark lit the water gold where the reef lit it amber and her own light lit it blue-green, three colors braiding through the warm dark, and the basin became a slow-shifting lantern, and at the edge of it a chair, and a woman in the chair going quiet.

Talise’s narration went on, and then it started to fray. “The deep-dragon employs a technique that the chronicler will describe as, as, expert, the technique is expert, the host is.” A pause. Her sentence didn’t finish. “Note. The host is.” It didn’t finish that time either. Her pencil had slowed on the page.

Nure rose off me and up over me in the shallows, facing, her long willowy body luminous and streaming water, her modest high breasts glowing where the light bloomed across them, her narrow hips settling over mine. She laced her webbed fingers with mine and lowered herself onto me slow, taking me into her, her slick ocean-heat closing around my cock, and she set the tide-rhythm, the one she held, deep and slow and rolling, her rhythm and no one else’s, a wave and its trough, a rise and a long fall.

“Fill me, Dane,” she said, spare, certain, the breed-register in her ocean-evolved voice, her light branching brighter with every roll. “Practice for the tide.” The rhythm rolled through both of us. Her fin-membranes fanned wide, wings of light spread over the dark water on either side of her. “When the sky is safe again, I will carry the deep for you. The next light of my line. The tide keeps its promises. So do you.” Her ringed eyes held mine. “But tonight, practice. Fill me now.”

I filled the rhythm she set, my hands laced in hers, and I let her hold the tempo because it was hers to hold, and I met each roll of her body from below, deep, and blue-green light rolled slowly across the basin with every wave, the reef flaring amber at the edges in answer, the light rising and falling with her like the tide itself had learned to breathe.

Throughout it, I remained aware of the chair.

I hadn’t expected Talise’s watched silence to become its own channel of heat. Her narration had died by degrees, I’d heard it happen, the confident field-notes fraying to fragments and the fragments to nothing. Now her pencil had stopped moving entirely, resting on the page over a line that didn’t finish. Her lips still moved for a while, narrating without sound, the habit outliving the voice, mouthing sentences into the dark that no one would ever read. And then even that stopped, and she just watched.

She leaned forward in the chair. Her dark eyes moved over both of us, over Nure’s luminous body rising and falling in the water, over the light branching out across the basin, over me under her, and her wrist-patches shimmered fast in the lantern-light, the dapple-net quickening across her skin, that shifting net of caustic light like sun on the floor of shallow water running brighter and faster the longer she looked. She’d stopped being the chronicler. She’d become the watcher beneath the chronicler, the watcher who’d spent years at the edge of every gathering and had finally been invited all the way to the center of one, and her attention pressed against the dark, a third presence in the scene, and Nure felt it and I felt it and it climbed through everything.

Talise’s fixed attention tightened every sensation. Her pencil lay motionless across the unfinished line.

“The chronicler,” Nure said, mid-rhythm, without turning her head, her voice steady and dry and luminous, her light rolling out in waves, “has stopped chronicling. Note it.”

“Noted,” Talise said, hoarse.

After that, Talise managed no more words. Nure had left her one narrow doorway to answer through, and the chronicler spent her lone word before surrendering to the watching, the light, and the quiet.

Nure’s climax came controlled and sovereign, a single full-body wave of light rolling from her core out along every branch of her patterns to the wingtips of her fanned membranes and fins, lighting the basin like a slow flashbulb held underwater. Her walls clenched around me in a long rolling tide, and she held her rhythm even through it, in command of her own light the way she’d learned to be over hard-won years, and I finished inside her at the tempo she held, filling her in deep, measured surges while my hands gripped hers. Her wave broke over both of us. The reef flared amber in answer across the basin, and the water glowed, and for one held moment the crater glowed from within, blue-green and gold and amber braided through the dark, and from her chair Talise made a sound that wasn’t a word at all.

Nure floated after, luminous and content, her patterns dimming toward a deep restful pulse. She drew me down into the warm water beside her. She pressed her forehead to mine, ocean-cool, and murmured her familiar promise back to herself, when the sky is safe, the tide keeps its promises, and I held her while her light went to nightlight and the reef glowed amber around us.

When Nure’s light faded to a restful pulse, I looked toward Talise.

She stared down at the notebook on her knees. One line had been begun and crossed out four times.

“Huh,” she said softly.

She closed the notebook.

“I’ll write it tomorrow,” she said, to no one, to the dark water, to the lantern.

She wouldn’t. I already knew she wouldn’t. And Nure, floating luminous beside me, said it quiet enough that only I could hear, watching the chronicler close her notebook on a blank page and hold it against her chest as if she meant to keep it private.

“She will not write it tomorrow.” A slow pulse of light. “She will keep it.”

Talise stood, tucked the notebook under her arm, and came to the water’s edge to say goodnight, and she’d gotten some of her voice back but not all of it, and what came out was quieter than her public register and truer than her saga one.

“Thank you,” she said. To both of us. To Nure for the invitation and to me for something she didn’t name. “That was. I’ve heard a lot of them, you know. Through walls. Years of walls. I always thought the good seat would help me get it right. Write the real one.” She looked down at the closed notebook. “Turns out the seeing’s so loud it takes all the words. That’s going to be a problem for a chronicler.”

“Or it’s the point,” I said.

Her wrist-patches deepened. She left up the crater path without narrating a single step. Nure watched her go, rings pulsing once, and said nothing.



The parley was set for six days out, on the upper plaza of the Drowned Reach, under truce-kites, and Lamya’s reply to our truce-signs came back up the relay the next morning, and it was one line.

Nure read it off the glass, and then she read it again, because the hand it was written in wasn’t Lamya’s blunt war-script. It was older, more careful, an archivist’s hand, someone who’d taken our Accord truce-signs and answered them in the same old dialect, correctly, which meant someone on the far shore could still read a tongue this continent had mostly forgotten.

“Lamya sent the words,” Nure said. “But she did not write them. The hand is someone else’s. An old hand. A keeper’s hand.” She read the line aloud, translating from the old dialect with Sybara’s taught care, slow and errorless.

“The law grants words before blood,” Nure read. “Bring your Mark where we can see it.”

She lowered the glass and looked at me. “The keeper’s phrasing requests examination before judgment. She asks to see your Mark with her own eyes.” Her rings caught the morning light. “Someone on that shore wants to look at you. Not to kill you. To see you. The keeper who wrote this in an old careful hand wants to put her eyes on your Mark before anyone draws a blade.”

I thought about the older one Thessaly had described, the one who’d touched every mosaic and sung to them in a tongue from before the Accord. A keeper. A lore-keeper, maybe, the Farshore’s memory, old enough and careful enough to answer our truce-signs in a dialect this continent had mostly burned. And a keeper who wanted to see the Mark with her own eyes carried a different significance entirely.

“There’s someone over there,” I said, “who isn’t sure.”

“She has kept the oldest songs,” Nure said, “answered us in the oldest tongue, and wrote bring your Mark where we can see it in a hand that has read more than it has fought.” She set the glass down. “Six days, Dane. The upper plaza. Under the truce-kites. Bring your Mark where they can see it, and hope the one who wants to see it is looking harder than the one who wants it dead.”


Chapter 6: The Garden Faces the Sea

The Aerie had never had to look west, and its western sector had never been built for serious defense, so Ayida spent the six days before the parley rebuilding it.

She worked slowly, hands in the earth, while the mesa changed shape around her. The western face of the Aerie was its naked side. Infiltrators had used its tunnels and raiders had struck it as a feint, but no army had ever approached from beyond the western ocean, so the old twenty-foot perimeter there was weak and half-forgotten, built for weather and not for a primary external front, with a handful of ward-stones dim from disuse. The great threats had come from inland, from the Shattered Peaks, from the old danger. The maps of the west were two centuries old. The watchtowers faced inland. The institution had spent its existence with its back to the ocean, because nothing beyond that water had ever been treated as an approaching army.

Now there was one, and Ayida turned the Aerie around, one wall at a time. She walked the western face at dawn with her bare feet on the cold stone and her amber eyes half-closed, listening with a life-dragon’s senses, hearing the wall as I heard a landscape, feeling for the seams and the faults and the places the stone wanted to hold and the places it wanted to fail. Then she knelt and put her palms flat to the base of it and began, and I stood beside her with a board on my knee, drawing the new wall as fast as she grew it, the surveyor and the gardener remaking the Aerie’s blind side into a face.

Root-networks drove down through virgin stone. I watched it happen and I still didn’t quite believe it, and I’d watched her do it before. She didn’t build a wall. She grew one, or she grew the living lattice that turned the old stone into something that could hold. Roots threaded through rock that had never held a root, splitting nothing, finding seams as water does, driving down through the cliff and out along it, a distributed infrastructure, she called it, root-channels that could carry water-diverting walls and root-bolts that could punch through stone at an angle and root-catches that could haul a falling flier out of the air. She’d used all of it at the Peaks. She was seeding the western face with it now, quietly, over six days, so that when the sky filled the wall would not just stand there being a wall. It would fight.

Where the roots went the ward-stones were re-seated into the living network, dim silver flaring brighter as the lattice took them up and fed them, the fortress and garden merging, as they had on the eastern wall years ago except now it faced west and it was bigger and it was meshed with a reef besides. Bellic came by on the second day, looked at the flowering ward-line climbing the western cliff, and pronounced it, in her flat forge-caste register, a garden-fortress, and noted that it would need watering, which was Bellic’s entire review of anything Ayida grew and which meant she approved.

Below, in the cliff shallows where the crater’s water met the western rock, Ceto grew shell-baffles up out of the wet stone.

The wall’s innovation lay in two grown defenses meshing. Ceto’s reef and Ayida’s root, coral and vine, ocean-craft and land-craft, and the two of them worked the western face together like they were taking a walk, chatting throughout, Ceto up to her thighs in the cold shallows with her coral-red curls escaping their tie and her amber ring-glow bright with the effort, growing barriers of living shell that would shrug ash-fire and break a diving line. She talked while she worked, a running commentary on the wall, on the fish who kept trying to help and getting in the way, on all the reasons her shell-craft was superior to mere stone and Ayida’s root-craft was superior to mere shell and how it was frankly a tragedy the two of them hadn’t been set loose on a fortification years ago.

“Look at this,” she called up to me, delighted, patting a wet glowing shell-baffle the size of a door. “A wall that grows back. You break it, it grows. You burn it, it grows. Your dead stone walls just sit there being broken. This one heals. I’m a genius. Ayida’s a genius. We should be in charge of all the walls.”

“You’re in charge of this wall,” Ayida said, mild, from above her.

“I’m in charge of this wall,” Ceto agreed, thrilled, and grew another baffle.

Where the reef met the root at the waterline the two materials grew into each other, shell into vine, as Ceto’s coral had grown into Brenna’s steel for the seal-frame, at the molecular grain and not just the surface. Twenty-seven deep-water fish schooled through the new shell-work like they were inspecting it. A fortification that looked like a stroll. A wall that was also a garden that was also a reef, and it rose along the west-facing cliff over six days, and the Aerie’s naked side stopped being naked and started being the strangest and most beautiful defense on the continent.

The life-hatchlings “helped.” They were present and enthusiastic and made everything larger.

Fen tried to help Ayida root a defensive hedge along the wall-walk and rooted the wrong field entirely, and the wrong field tripled in size overnight, and now there was a hedge where nobody wanted a hedge, twelve feet tall and thriving, and Ayida looked at it and decided it was a fine place for archers and left it. Amaya bloomed a watchtower, or bloomed the watchtower the masons were building, flowers erupting from the fresh-cut stone faster than the masons could lay it, and the tower went up covered in white and gold blossom, which Campe declared a security concern and then, after looking at it, declared acceptable, because a watchtower nobody could see for the flowers was a watchtower an enemy underestimated. Sylva healed a mason’s smashed thumb, the man having brought a stone down on it, and the mason, dazed and grateful, gave the hatchling a biscuit, and Torren, who missed nothing, appeared within the hour to formalize the transaction, and by evening there was a posted rate: MASON INJURIES, 1 BISCUIT, MINOR. 2 BISCUITS, BONE. SEE TORREN.

I did survey work through all of it, refining the western maps, walking the new wall bearing by bearing so the defense would have a chart worth the name when the sky filled. And I watched the life-hatchlings turn a fortification into a comedy and a defense at the same time. Sylva’s clinic relocated to the wall for the duration, following injured masons and their biscuits. She healed a week of smashed thumbs and barked shins with the grave dedication of a small dragon who had found her calling. Amaya bloomed everything she could reach, and Campe, inspecting, decided that a wall an enemy couldn’t read the shape of for the flowers was a wall an enemy would misjudge, and left the blossoms where they were, and posted archers in the twelve-foot hedge Fen had grown by mistake. None of it should have worked as a fortification. It worked better than anything the masons could have laid in a month. Living defenses fought for survival with an urgency dead stone could never summon.

It was the strangest fortification I’d ever helped build, a war-wall that smelled like a garden and glowed at the ward-stones and grew a little every night whether anyone worked it or not, because life found life and didn’t know how to stop, and the Aerie’s new face toward the western approach was going to be beautiful, and I hoped to every quiet god that we’d never have to find out how well it held.



Vael found me on the western wall on the fourth day, and he asked me for the hardest request he could have made.

He’d grown into himself over the past season, the young man who’d been forged and freed, the second true Alpha, his dark hair finally settled into its own pattern after whatever the brand-rune had done to it, the faint five-point constellation on his sternum warming a degree brighter every week as choice accumulated in his body. Months ago his shoulders had sat locked, braced for commands that didn’t come. Now they sat lower, looser, a man learning that the next breath was his own and starting to believe it. He’d asked me once to teach him how to be chosen and survive it, and I’d told him one day at a time, and he was doing it, one day at a time, and it showed.

He stood at the wall in the flight-cloak Aurelion had given him and looked west, toward the distant ocean the Flight would come from, and he said what he’d clearly been working up to for days.

“When they come,” he said. “The Flight. I want to stand where they can see me. On the wall. Not hidden.”

“You’re a liability to hide, is what most commanders would say. Two true Marks reinforce every fear in the Flight’s story. A tyrant with an heir.”

“I know. That’s the point.” He turned to face me. “The witness told them the tyrant keeps a violet-marked boy in a fortress. That’s me. That’s the story they’ve been told, and it’s true, I was a violet-marked boy in a fortress, Delphyne burned it into me and kept me at the Peaks for years.” His jaw tightened, but he held it. “So let them look at me. Let them see the violet-marked boy standing free on a wall, next to the Alpha they think owns me. I am what they think you make, Dane. Let them look at what you actually made.” He said the last part quietly. “You didn’t make me anything. You unmade the force that did. Let them see the difference standing up in the daylight where their fear can’t explain it.”

I thought about Sybara’s line, the visible proof needed to defeat a ten-thousand-year fear, something no inherited dread could account for. And here was one, volunteering to stand on a wall and be the counter-argument.

“You understand what you’re offering,” I said. “They’ll be sixty war-forms deep and looking for a reason. A second true Mark on the wall initially makes their story worse before it makes it better. Some of them will look at you and see the tyrant’s heir and want you dead first.”

“Some of them will,” Vael said. “And some of them will look at me standing free in a coat nobody made me wear, next to you, not chained, not marked violet anymore, and they won’t be able to fit me into the story they were told. That second group is the only one that matters, because their fear cracked, and a fear that cracks in one scout spreads.” He’d thought about this a great deal, with the concentration of someone prepared to risk his life for it. “I spent years being the proof of the tyrant’s power. Delphyne made me into an argument for her cause. Let me be proof of freedom for once. I’ve been a weapon and a victim and a warning. I’ve never been evidence to people who came expecting a tyrant. Let me have it.”

“Kaia won’t like it,” I said.

“Kaia goes where I go,” Kaia said, from behind us, because Kaia was always where Vael was, dark-haired, dry-faced, steady as a wall. She’d come up the wall-walk without either of us hearing, which she did. “He goes on the wall, I go on the wall. You can plan around that geography.” She looked at Vael, and something that wasn’t quite warmth and was in the same country moved across her flat face. “He wants to be seen. Fine. Somebody who chose to be next to him should be seen too. Proof works better in pairs.”

Aurelion issued them both wall-cloaks the next morning without being asked, dark blue, academy issue, the standard equipment of belonging. She handled it personally and without ceremony, handing them across a table and moving on before either could answer.

“You will stand the western wall,” she told Vael, “in the cloak of this academy, as a member of it, because you are one. I am making the fact official. Writing down what is already true may be the only honest power a headmistress has.” She looked at Kaia. “And you. You have stood beside him since the day he was freed, by choice, every day, and choice is the only currency worth anything to either of you. Stand beside him on the wall, then, in the same cloak, so that when the Flight looks at the tyrant’s freed boy they also see the woman who chose to guard him, and cannot fit either of you into the story they were sold.”

Vael took his cloak and put it on and stood a little straighter, and Kaia took hers and folded it once, precisely, and put it on, and Aurelion had just told a freed weapon and a freed soldier that they belonged to the institution, in the plainest possible currency, a coat, and that it had landed like a coronation on both of them precisely because she’d refused to make it one. Four hundred years of institutional authority, and she’d learned that the greatest gift for someone once reduced to a tool was the light dry statement that they belonged.



The Aerie prepared with food, water, and jobs for anyone frightened enough to need one.

Jessa ran the ovens day and night, laying in honey-cake, hard-bread, and dried stores for defenders and invaders alike.

“Wars end,” she told me as she slid another tray in. “Hunger gets up again every morning. The ocean-clan remembered they were people when we gave them sweetness. If your parley goes badly, I’ll try the same argument on whoever comes home from it.” She wiped flour onto her apron. “Cooks know where speeches stop working.”

Bellic took responsibility for firefighting supplies with a quartermistress’s grim satisfaction. She staged full water pails at every western station, then marked one battered vessel with a large black THREE. That was the one Kira had once ignited.

Kira tried to enlist the following morning. She landed before Maren’s freed ward-watch, dog-sized and deadly serious, and reported for duty with a single warning spark.

Maren did not laugh. She had spent her made life at posts assigned by other people and understood the dignity of choosing one. Kneeling to the hatchling’s height, she commissioned Kira as Warden of the Third Bucket and charged her with protecting that strategically vital container from fire, moths, and unauthorized relocation.

Kira accepted like a field marshal. She drove off a wasp, warned Bellic away when the quartermistress tested her, and by the day of the parley slept with one wing over the rim.

“She asked for a post,” Maren told me when I remarked on the ceremony. Her own palm-flame burned above an open hand. “I remember what that means. This duty is chosen, given, and hers. Nobody gets to mock it.”

When the western stations later burned, Bellic’s preparations saved cadets. Until then, Kira kept the safest water pail on the continent.



Ayida called me to the sanctum at dusk on the fifth day, and I went down through a garden-fortress that hummed under my feet.

The Ember Garden opened like a cupped hand in the mesa’s outer edge, warmer than the air around it by a couple of degrees, wetter, the stream running from its crack in the cliff through the channel she’d spent years perfecting. But it was different now, extended, the root-network reaching out from it in every direction, west most of all, threaded through the new wall and down to the crater reef and along every tier of the west-facing cliff, and the network lived under the surface, perceptible through the soles of my boots, a low green hum in the stone, the fortress and Garden breathing as one organism, effortless as a healthy body.

Tomorrow the wing flew to a parley whose outcome neither side could control. Tonight the root-lattice hummed beneath my boots as I followed the stream toward Ayida.

The bloom-nest at the Garden’s heart was empty. Her three slept in the Hatchling Aerie with the fire-brood now, Fen migrating toward warmth and Amaya and Sylva curled with Kira and Torren and Sera in the pile of small dragons that had become the Aerie’s beating heart. The nest that had cradled Ayida’s eggs sat empty and grown-over, vines closing back over it, a cradle that had done its work and been let go. She’d grown it once for eggs that a war might have killed in the shell. She’d grown it again, empty now, into part of the Garden, and that was Ayida’s method of grieving and healing at once: letting a cradle that had held life become soil that held green, nothing wasted, nothing clung to.

She was there, barefoot, earth under her nails, her prism-shift hair catching the last light through the gap in the rock in greens and golds and violets. She’d been working the western lattice all day and it showed in her hands and in the tired-satisfied set of her shoulders, and she looked up at me with the real smile, the one that had taken years to come back and now came easy, and she was the most beautiful woman in a garden full of wonders because she was the source of all of it.

Years ago I’d first met her here with dim scales and Tarek’s letters feeding the memorial brazier. Tonight soil darkened her fingertips, new defenses thrummed under the Garden, and her smile came without effort.

“The war’s coming to the home my bloodline built,” she said. Not afraid. Just naming it, with her usual precision, having thought about them longer than she let on. “My grandmother’s grandmother grew the first of this. The founding-dragon. She built the doctrine and she built this Garden and she established the belief that a Mark could be a home instead of a chain. Everything I am is downstream of that one idea, a Mark that shelters instead of a Mark that takes.” Her amber eyes went to the west, where the new wall glowed faint at its ward-stones. “And now a people who fled the other kind of Mark before the Accord, the taking kind, the chain, are crossing an ocean to kill the man who proved my bloodline right. They fled the forged thing that unmade a continent before my grandmother’s grandmother built the true doctrine, and they never learned there were two kinds, because on their shore there had only ever been the one.” She was quiet a moment. “There’s a grief in that I can’t put down. They’re not wrong to be afraid. They’re just afraid of the wrong Mark. And I don’t know how you show a person the difference between the Mark that saved you and the forged power that would have killed you, when they’ve only ever seen the killing kind.”

“You show them a wall covered in flowers,” I said.

She looked at me, and the real smile came back. “Maybe.” She looked toward the dark western wall. “Their fear has an answer for every argument. It may not have one for what we’ve grown here.”

She held out her earth-stained hand. “Come here. I want tonight before the sky fills.”



She washed the earth from her hands in the channel-stream, and then she undressed me first, with her customary patience, her focus total and unshy.

The wall-flowers were closing for the night around us, the sanctum’s blooms folding in as the light went, and Ayida stood in the middle of them and worked each fastening loose with complete attention, treating the removal of a shirt as work worth doing slowly and completely. She set her warm brown hand flat over the Mark, and her gold point and the center-point answered together, the harmony they’d had since the night she chose me, a warmth that spread from her palm into my chest and back into her, the life-line and the center-light speaking the same grammar. The Mark lit gold under her hand and the nearest flowers, already closing, hesitated and opened again, because the Mark near Ayida was a sunrise as far as a flower was concerned.

Then she undressed herself under my gaze. She invited every second of the looking and never once made me turn away. She untied the vine at her belt and it uncurled itself back into the earth. The linen came off over her head. And the prismatic scale-bloom was already starting at her collarbones, faint, the oil-on-water iridescence of her warm brown skin catching the last light and the first bloom-glow, the patches at her shoulders and hip bones beginning to shimmer their rainbow, the barometer of her arousal already rising before I’d touched her, because Ayida’s body told the truth about her state as openly as the Garden did.

Motherhood had widened her spectrum. Deep greens and warm golds moved through the prism now, richer than the first night. Her soft warmth filled my hands, and her unwavering focus narrowed the Garden to the space between us.

“The Garden’s not done,” she said, hand on my chest. “I’m not done. But gardens wait for spring, Dane.” Her voice held a gardener’s certainty about seasons. “Campe took hers because the mountain slept and it was her season. Mine isn’t now. There’s a season for the clutch and it isn’t this one, not with a war gathering beyond the parley and a war-flight waiting on the coast. I won’t bring a life into a Garden with sixty war-forms over it. So win me the spring. Win me the quiet season where I can carry without an enemy in the sky, and I’ll ask you then, and it’ll be mine on the same terms Campe claimed hers.” Her amber eyes sharpened toward gold. “And tonight, before the sky fills, give me the rest of it. All of it. Not the clutch. Just me. All of me. That much I’ll take now, war or no war.”

I kissed her first, slow, her mouth warm and unhurried, and I took my time with the rest of her with the same patience she brought to everything, my hands moving over the soft touchable warmth of her, cupping her breasts where the scale-bloom started, thumbing her nipples until they stiffened and the prism spread another inch. She held my gaze through all of it, unshy, present, her amber eyes tracking mine, and where my hands went the flowers around us opened a little wider, the Garden reading her arousal and answering it, the smell of rain-on-earth and warm grass thickening in the sanctum air.

She reached down and took me in her warm hand and stroked me slow, watching my face, and there was nothing performed in it, just a woman doing a thing she wanted to a man she’d chosen, patient, complete.

I laid her down among the closing flowers and matched Ayida’s deliberate pace. Slowness with her was the purpose, never a delay to endure. One position. Missionary, her legs around me, her warm brown body under mine, her soft full hips rising to meet me, and her eyes holding mine throughout, because being seen was her intimacy. Talise needed accurate witness, Morana praise, and Anfa command. Ayida wanted eye contact as urgently as breath. She never once broke it. Not to arch, not to gasp, not to close her eyes against the intensity. She kept her gold gaze on mine and let me see all of it, every degree of the climb, the deepest exposure she gave only me.

I pushed into her slowly and held one long rhythm. At the first pre-crest her fingers tightened on my shoulder. At the second, gold overtook the green along her ribs. At the third, her gaze sharpened until the Garden seemed held inside it. The mother-prism bloomed. It spread from her breasts outward in its familiar course, prismatic color washing across her collarbones and shoulders and down her arms, but wider tonight, the deep greens and golds of motherhood running through it, her warm body blooming full-spectrum in the fading light and the flower-glow, and the sanctum answered with flowers opening around us that should have been closing for the night, the Garden reading her like a seismograph.

Then Ayida’s pleasure entered the root-network, joining fortress and intimacy as it had before, but traveling somewhere new tonight.

The root-network carried her west, through a lattice that had not existed a week ago.

I felt it happen, felt her pleasure race through the roots and into the ward-stones on the eastern wall, except tonight the lattice reached all the way to the new western wall, and every roll of my body into hers sent life-magic pulsing west, down the new-grown lattice, out under the west-facing cliff, into the ward-stones she’d re-seated that week, and the western defenses took their first full charge of life-magic while she came apart slowly underneath me. The fortress was finishing itself on the strength of her climb. I could feel it through the roots, the new wall drinking her pleasure and turning it into strength, the ward-stones brightening a hundred yards away, and Ayida knew it too, felt her own body feeding the wall that would defend it, and it only made her climb faster.

“Fill me, Dane,” she breathed, the breed-register that wasn’t raunchy from her, that was permanence and choice and everything. “Not the clutch. Not tonight. Just me. All of me. Fill me. I’m choosing you tonight, outside every season. I’ll tell you when it’s spring.” Her hips rose to meet mine, slow, complete. “But tonight fill me up. Fill all of me. I want to feel it when the wall lights.”

“I can feel it,” she breathed, wonder in it even now, even climbing, her gold eyes wide on mine. “The wall. It’s drinking. Every time you, oh, every time, it goes west and the stones drink it and they’re getting brighter, Dane, I can feel every section of the wall waking up.” Her hips rose and fell in the slow rhythm she held me to. “Faster, but not, not faster, just, more. Give it more. Give me more. I want the wall lit when I go.”

I gave her more, deeper, still slow, still one long rhythm, and the roots carried every stroke west, and a hundred yards away the ward-stones brightened toward white, and the cliff hummed beneath us from sanctum to western wall.

On the third pre-crest she held herself taut beneath me, gold eyes locked on mine. A long shudder traveled through her. My name left her on the last thread of air.

“Dane.”

The wall lit.

A bloom raced across the entire western wall.

Out of season and in darkness, the west-facing cliff burst into flower, the first bloom of the newly rebuilt western lattice. White and red and gold erupted along the new lattice from the wall-walk down to the reef in the crater shallows, thousands of blooms opening at once in a wave that ran the length of the western defense, the ward-stones blazing white through the flower-stems, the defense lit from within with life-light, visible for miles across the crater and the inland western aerial approach. The Aerie’s new war-face, the wall built to greet an invading Flight, greeted the ocean instead covered head to foot in impossible blossom, glowing in the dark like a vision from a founding-song.

I finished inside her as it happened, each forceful spurt pouring deep while I stayed buried to the root, her climax rolling through both of us and out through the roots and into the wall, feeding it, and for one long moment the western defense of the Aerie glowed and flowered in the dark on the strength of one woman coming apart slowly in a garden. Ayida lay under me shaking through the aftershocks with her gold eyes wet and her prism at full bloom, her warm body washed in rainbow light, the most beautiful sight on the mesa, and out on the western approach, the Flight’s scouts watched the fortress erupt into flower and sent the report up their chain in a wing-script with no character for what they’d seen.

A familiar forge-caste voice carried up from the nearest wall stair, well within the Garden’s open bowl.

“Needs watering,” Bellic called.

Ayida’s quiet laugh tightened around me once more. I stayed inside her, both of us still, her legs loose around me and her gold eyes softening back toward warm amber. She had asked for me without a clutch or season attached. She held me there while the last aftershocks traveled through the roots and lit one final ripple of blossom along the wall.

Ayida lay on my chest afterward, her prism dimming while the wall-flowers stayed open past their hour. Through the sanctum’s gap, the defense she’d grown glowed in the dark.

“Let them come look at us,” she said, half asleep. “I grew this wall from joy. Their oldest songs won’t know what to do with that.”



The parley wing lists were set that night, and Campe posted them in her own hand.

I would ride Anfa, fastest and least likely to be caught if the words failed. Nure would pace us by sea with Thessaly and the ocean-clan contingent, ready to raise a wall of ocean between two peoples on a beach. The salt-clan had heard the chord through Nure’s own water; the deep deserved a voice at the table. Sybara would keep the record, as she kept every record, and translate the old dialect used by the keeper.

Morana would come as Bolla’s keeper. And Bolla would come, voluntarily, and that was the piece that mattered most, the piece Campe had built the wing-list around from her platform. A gale-clan scout, taken in a skirmish, returned to the parley unbranded, healed, standing at Morana’s shoulder by her own choice, in view of every gale-scout on the plaza who’d flown with her and thought her taken or dead. Bolla as a shown kindness. Bolla as a translator of manners, of the small etiquette that kept two peoples from a killing misunderstanding. And Bolla, mostly, as the one argument our words couldn’t make: proof, breathing, that the Mark had caught her and let her go. Campe judged that worth more than anything Sybara or I could say, and Campe was right, because Campe was always right about the shape of a fight even when she couldn’t be in it.

Ivora for the scout-command, high and back, eyes on the full field. Brenna came for the gear. A maker on the beach also said we intended to stay and build rather than raid. Vael and Kaia would ride with Brenna in a double saddle, Vael as living proof that a forged Mark could be severed and Kaia beside him by her own choice. Maren and three representatives of the freed ward-watch would come as living witnesses too, carried on two transport rigs within Rissara’s honor-wing. The rest of that honor-wing would fly tight enough to shave, because a disciplined formation read across any tongue as we are not afraid of you and we did not come to lose.

Campe would command the Aerie.

She wrote her own order last, and she posted it on the muster-board in the cadet hall in her perfect hand, and it assigned herself to the tower platform, grounded, carrying, in command of the home while the wing flew to the parley. And it ended, in her own calligraphy, with a line that wasn’t military and wasn’t anything but true.

The Aerie holds. It is holding what matters.

Cadets read the last line, went quiet, and moved to their stations.

I found her on the tower platform that night, before the wing flew at dawn, looking west at the blooming wall Ayida had grown and lit. Her hand had settled over her belly without conscious thought. Sera slept on her shoulder-plate.

“I hate that I’m not flying it,” she said without turning. Her hand pressed flat to her belly. “Bring them home, Alpha. Every member of the wing. Do not make a liar of my order.”

“I’ll bring them home.”

“Good.” She finally looked at me, forest-green, steady, the flower still in her braid from that morning. “Go and be seen. Bring your Mark where the keeper asked. If the words fail, come home fast. I would rather have you back with nothing settled than lose you to a settled war.”


Chapter 7: The Parley at the Drowned Reach

We flew west into a graveyard that had come back to life, and the wrongness of it was my first impression, even before fear.

The Drowned Reach had been a ruin for more than a century, an Accord city the ocean-clan had abandoned and the tide had half-taken, tiered stone descending from a black-rock harbor, mosaics under the water, living architecture glowing at night. Thessaly’s contingent held the tideline now, as they’d held it since the Flight arrived, cold and correct and unmoving. And above them, among the ruins, the Sundered Flight had made camp.

Sixty war-forms. I’d been told the number and it hadn’t meant anything until I saw it. Sixty dragons roosting through the tiers of a dead city, wind-lattices strung overhead where the gale-clan read the shore-air, salt-clan sentries in the harbor Nure’s people considered holy, ash-clan war-forms char-dark against the pale ruined stone, heavy and monumental and still. It filled the Reach as water fills a cup, and the sight made the arithmetic plain: if words failed, we would not win the battle that followed. We would only, if we were very good and very lucky, survive it.

I flew the approach on Anfa’s back with the honor-wing tight behind us and Nure a shadow in the deep and Ivora high and reading the field. Brenna held the formation behind my left wing, carrying Vael and Kaia in the double saddle we’d fitted at the Aerie. Two broad-backed dragons in Rissara’s honor-wing carried Maren and three representatives of the freed ward-watch on transport rigs behind her. I counted the Flight as we came in, the surveyor’s habit, and I stopped counting at fifty and gave up and just looked. Signal-kites trailed bright off the high roosts even at anchor, because a people who’d crossed an ocean never stopped reading the wind. It was the most organized sixty dragons I’d ever seen, and it was, I kept reminding myself, most of what an entire civilization had left, every one of them irreplaceable, and Lamya had risked all of it on this crossing, which was the measure of the fear, sixty of your last dragons wagered against a song.

But that wasn’t the wrongness. The wrongness was how they moved.

They didn’t hold the Reach like conquerors. They walked it like mourners. The Flight moved through the Accord ruins with a reverence that stopped my breath, touching the old stones, laying their claws flat against the mosaics, some of them weeping openly. Their ancestors had last stood here before the crossing. Their people departed from this shore before the Accord. The Reach had been the exodus’s last sight of home. They’d crossed an ocean nothing crosses and returned to the exact ground their civilization fled. They walked their grief like a graveyard, raiding no roost and firing no stone. Conquest had never brought them here. They’d come home to a home that wasn’t theirs anymore, to kill a tyrant they’d fled, and both of those were breaking their hearts at once.

The two camps had not fought, Thessaly told me when we landed, only because both of them kept law. The stern broad-shouldered ocean-clan elder had held the tideline for days, cold and correct, her contingent balanced and patient with ocean-clan patience, reading the Flight as they read a current. “They are not raiders,” she said, low, watching the ruins. “I have held a line against raiders. Raiders test you. These do not test us. They hold their ground and grieve and wait for the words, and a people who wait for the words is a people who will keep a truce and end a truce with equal exactness. It is the most dangerous kind of enemy, Alpha. The honorable kind. You cannot provoke them into a mistake and you cannot shame them out of a course. They will do exactly what their law says, no more and no less, and their law says kill the Mark.”

The ocean-clan held the tideline and the Flight held the ruins, and neither crossed the other’s line, because a people who kept the old law and a people who kept the old law can share a beach without blood as long as the words haven’t been spent. The words were about to be spent. Everyone on that shore knew it, and the knowing sat over the Reach like the geothermal steam that rose off the warm stone, white and thick and going nowhere.



We roosted the honor-wing on the tideline beside Thessaly’s contingent at first light, and the ocean-clan received us with the folded formal courtesy of a people who’d held a hard line for days and were glad of company, and Jessa’s honey-cake went first to the ocean-clan sentries. On my order, a portion traveled under a truce-sign to the edge of the Flight’s ground. Jessa had asked me to send it. A frightened people remembering they were people mattered more than the cake. It sat untouched. But it was seen. Everything on that plaza was seen. A parley reduced to that: two peoples watching each other for the tell that would tell them what to do.

The parley happened on the upper plaza, the broad geothermal-warm platform above the tideline, large enough for eight dragon-forms to land, under truce-kites strung between the ruined tiers, and the staging of it revealed the parley’s shape before anyone spoke.

Lamya stood front and center.

She was ash-clan, and in human form she was a hard-lived fifty, char-dark plate-scales across a heavy war-dragon’s frame even in her human shape, and she was monumental as a closed gate, impossible to pass by pushing. Her voice, when she used it, was like that door swinging shut. She was the war-matriarch of a dying people and she carried it the way Campe carried command, in the spine, in the stillness, in the refusal to waste a motion. She was an honest enemy, wrong about the facts and right about what forged Marks did. She kept a law older than the exodus with a rigor that would hold every truce and end every parley exactly on time.

At her shoulder stood the keeper.

Kulshedra. She was genuinely ancient, older than Lamya by a measure I couldn’t guess, bent, wrapped in layered grey, her eyes gone half-milk with age, and she leaned on a staff of grown bone and shell. She did not look at the Flight or the ocean-clan or the truce-kites or the enemy commander who’d flown three days to meet her matriarch. She looked at my collar. At the Mark glowing through it. She watched the Mark as an archivist might watch a book she’d been told was burned to ash, with a hunger and a caution and a grief all braided together, her clouded eyes fixed on the nine-around-one of it, and she leaned a fraction toward it when I stepped onto the plaza. I’d learned from Thessaly that this was the one who’d sung to the mosaics, the one whose hand had written bring your Mark where we can see it in a dialect this continent had mostly burned. The Flight’s memory. The keeper of the exodus songs. And she’d asked to see my Mark, and now she saw it, and whatever she was reading in it, she read it with the patience due a discovery that changed everything, slowly, refusing to look away. I watched her the way I watched every uncertain piece of ground, because a keeper who couldn’t stop looking at my Mark was either the most dangerous person on the plaza or the only door out of the disaster, and I couldn’t yet tell which.

Off to the side, hooded and standing where a witness stands, waited the man Lamya introduced as Skarn, her Flight’s witness from this continent.

I knew what kind of man he might be before Bolla’s small intake of breath sharpened the suspicion, before he pushed his hood back to let his scars testify before his mouth did. Fifty-odd. Gaunt. Soft-featured in a way that read as harmless, as survivor, as a man who’d been through something. A burn-scar ran along one jaw, the mark of the Peaks falling. His folded hands were rune-scarred and carving-callused, decades of the work kept visible as testimony. The rune-scarred hands made me suspect the brand-master, the man the manufactured soldiers had been imprinted to obey first, before Delphyne, before the Lord. The one we’d never found. But suspicion on a plaza was not confirmation. He’d spent the weeks since the Flight’s landfall as their witness, and he stood on the plaza with his scars and his ruined hands and his soft harmless face, and he did not look at me with hatred.

He looked at me with recognition and practiced regret. I hated the regret more than I would have hated a snarl. Beside me, so quiet only I heard it, Bolla drew a small sharp breath. I felt her whole body go rigid. She had recognized him as the man who’d wept before her clan-fires, the man she’d believed with her whole heart.

She was seeing him now at the war-matriarch’s side, protected by the people he’d claimed to have escaped. Some arithmetic was happening behind her storm-gray-green eyes, and it hadn’t finished yet.

I didn’t look at her. I looked at him, and he looked at me, and for one moment I had the hard sense that he knew exactly what I was while I only suspected what he might be. He inclined his head, a fraction, a craftsman acknowledging a difficult commission, and I gave him nothing back, and the parley began.



Lamya delivered the terms without heat, which was worse than heat, and she meant every word of them as mercy.

“The law grants words before blood,” she said, in the old dialect, and Sybara rendered it low at my shoulder though I caught most of it myself. “I keep the law. So I give you words. Hear them and know they are the most generous terms my people have ever offered a tyrant’s dominion, and understand that I offer them under the law’s command that mercy precede the sword. My judgment of what you deserve has no place in it.”

She let that stand. The plaza was silent. Sixty war-forms and an ocean-clan contingent and a dead city, silent, and one old keeper watching my Mark.

“Surrender the Mark-carrier,” Lamya said. “You. The one whose song we have heard across the water for two years, growing louder. You will be given to Farshore justice for the crime of carrying the tyrant’s Mark at full power. Surrender also the violet-marked whelp.” Her char-dark eyes went to Vael, standing on our side of the kite-line in his wall-cloak, unhooded, his faint true constellation bare at his collar. “The tyrant’s heir. He too. Both of you, for execution, by our law, cleanly, as the law provides. The branded thralls in your keeping will be freed by Farshore hands, as our law provides for the taken. And everyone else, every soul you have not marked, every dragon-kin you have not chained, may live, free, as they choose, under no penalty, because they are victims and not crimes.”

Her sincerity was the part I couldn’t get past, standing there on the warm stone with the steam rising and the truce-kites snapping overhead. She believed she was offering the most generous mercy in her people’s history. Surrender two, free the enslaved, and every other soul walks away alive and unpunished and free. To a people who had watched the first forged Alpha take entire clans, who had loaded their civilization onto an ocean and lost a third of it drowning, who taught never again before they taught the alphabet, this was staggering leniency, the law bent as far toward mercy as it could bend without snapping. In her mind she was extending her hand to a tyrant’s captives and asking only two lives in exchange for all the rest.

I had to answer her knowing that the two lives she wanted were mine and Vael’s, and that the thralls she wanted to free by Farshore hands were the freed who’d chosen to stay and the harem who’d chosen me, and that the mercy she offered would, if I accepted it, hand a war-flight the keys to unmake everything two years had built, all of it done in perfect good faith by a woman who kept her word. She offered it dead straight, no cruelty anywhere in it, her char-dark face grave and certain. Nothing I heard during the war was more terrible, because it was kindness, real kindness, aimed by a lie, at the throat of everything I loved.



I offered her the truth. All of it. I’d known it wouldn’t be enough and I offered it anyway, because Aurelion was right that offering it was the point.

I told her the tyrant was buried. Buried since the first age, and sealed again two months ago, sealed under a mountain with a living wall of steel and salt and shell that broadcast the frequency of freedom into the stone so the sleeper could never rise. I told her the Mark she’d heard across the water was true, not forged, that there was a difference between a Mark that took and a Mark that sheltered, that the difference had been knowledge her people never had because it was burned on this continent after the burial and had never existed on the far shore. I said the loudest sounds she’d heard, the ones that had put her Flight in the sky, were the sounds of us freeing the taken and sealing the tyrant and building a home, that every one of them was the opposite of what she feared.

I showed her the freed, the ones we’d brought, standing unbound at the kite-line, choosing to be there. Maren was among them, and she made her palm-flame, the little light where a fist used to be, and held it up so the Flight could see a freed woman choosing a gesture. I showed her Vael, and Vael pushed his cloak back further and stood in the daylight, freed, his forged violet Mark unmade and a true one kindling amber in its place, and he said, in the careful pidgin Bolla had taught him over six days, that no one had made him stand there, that he’d asked to, that he’d been the violet boy in the fortress and he’d chosen this coat and this wall and this side, and that someone manufactured for obedience could become self-chosen, because he was standing there being one.

For a moment it worked. I could feel it working. The plaza held its breath.

Kulshedra leaned forward.

I saw it. The old keeper leaned toward Vael, toward me, toward the Mark, and her half-milk eyes sharpened, and for one breath I thought the door might open, I thought the exodus might crack on a plaza in the afternoon. Lamya’s char-dark face shifted, a fraction, the closed door easing a hair on its hinge. Almost. It came that close. I have gone back over it many times.

And then the witness testified, and he did it at the exact moment the door was cracking, which told me he’d been reading the plaza as carefully as I had, waiting for the instant his lie was most in danger, and spending it then.

He didn’t rant or accuse. He stepped forward, soft and mild, a survivor. Every restrained gesture marked him as a craftsman. Delphyne had ranted. Delphyne had been grievance ossified into ideology, and you could hear the wound under her every word if you listened. This man had no wound you could hear. He had only a soft voice and a scarred jaw and a set of ruined hands held where everyone could see them, and a perfect instinct for the single fact holding an argument together. He spoke to the Flight in careful pidgin and let Bolla’s own people hear a man of this continent who’d escaped the tyrant, and every sentence he said was built on a true detail aimed a quarter-turn sideways.

“There were hatcheries,” Skarn said, quietly, into the held breath of the plaza. “Armies of branded soldiers, made in stone troughs of heated mineral water, hatched already knowing how to obey, marked within a day of breaking the shell. I saw them. I was there. I walked the rows.” True, every word. He’d carved the marks himself, in the rows, within the day. “There was a marked boy kept in a fortress. Violet. Taken young, made into a weapon, kept until he was needed. I saw him in his cage.” True. He’d helped build the cage. “And there are women bound to the Mark on this mesa. Nine of them. They will stand before you and tell you they chose it, that they love him, that the bond is a gift.” He let his soft eyes travel our line, over Nure, over Morana, over our chosen family. “And every thrall says exactly that. That is not the flaw in the chain. It is the point of it. A good chain does not feel like a chain. A perfect chain feels like love. That is the craft’s entire art, and I have seen the art, and it is very fine.”

He turned the harem’s own truth into evidence against us. Their love became proof of a perfect chain, and any denial sounded like the expected answer from its captives.

“I am not here to call the Alpha a liar,” Skarn said, and now the regret came into his voice, soft and terrible and entirely convincing. “I believe he believes it. The best of them do. I am here to offer a deeper truth, matriarch, one your law already knows.” He turned to Lamya. “Everything he has shown you today, the tyrant’s men also showed. In every age. The freed who choose to stay. The heir who swears he asked to be here. The women who say they love their chains. Proof is the first thing power buys, and the last resource it exhausts. A Mark strong enough to sing across an ocean for two years is strong enough to stage one afternoon’s mercy on a beach.” His ruined hands opened, empty, reasonable. “The only question before you is the same question the clans faced ten thousand years ago. Will you believe the proof? They did. They stayed. They are the bones in your songs. I ask only that you remember them before you decide I am the liar and he is the friend.”

I named Delphyne, the burned hatcheries, the freed choosing their own names, and Vael’s unmaking. Skarn absorbed each fact into the same poisoned frame. By the time he looked at Vael with pity and hoped aloud that the boy believed he was free, I understood that another answer would only feed him.

Kulshedra sat back. Lamya’s char-dark face closed.

“The witness speaks the law’s own caution,” Lamya said. “Words before blood. You have had your words. They are good words. They are the same good words the tyrant’s dominion has always spoken, in every age we have a song for, and I will not spend the last of my people believing them, because the last ones who believed proof are in the sea and under the ground and thinned to nothing, and I am the matriarch of what remains, and I will not add my Flight to the bones.”

She looked at me without hatred, steady in the course she believed would save her people.

“I gave you the most generous terms my law allows,” she said. “I mean them still. Surrender two lives and every other soul walks free. It is more mercy than a tyrant has ever been offered. The law commands mercy. If I am wrong, I would not add innocent deaths to the Flight. But I do not think I am wrong. I think you are the tyrant our world was built to fear, wearing the one face that could talk its way past the fear, and I think the flowers on your wall and the freed at your side and the love of your women are the finest chain-work I have ever been asked to mistake for freedom.” She turned to go. “You have until the moon turns. Bring me the carrier and the whelp, and your people live. Or keep them, and I come for them, and for everything behind your wall, and the law will have been kept, and the bones will not be mine. The days are yours. Use them to do the right thing, or to say your goodbyes. It is the same span of time for either.”

I flew home with nothing worse than the deadline. I’d brought the truth and she’d heard it and it hadn’t been enough, exactly as Aurelion said, and a good woman keeping a good law was going to bring sixty of her last dragons down on everything I loved, in perfect faith, and there was no argument left in me that Skarn hadn’t already spent.



Two things happened at the kite-line as we withdrew, and both of them were doors left cracked in a wall that had otherwise slammed.

Kulshedra crossed my path. She did it deliberately, slow, an ancient woman moving through a dispersing crowd, and she stopped beside me for the length of a breath, and she spoke, low, in the old dialect, not hostile, her half-milk eyes on my collar.

“Your light is the wrong color for a tyrant,” she said. I caught most of it; Sybara caught all of it and wrote it down that night word for word. “I have carried the songs of my people since before your academy had a stone laid, and I know the color of the taken Mark. The dark one. The one that eats light instead of casting it. Our songs remember it, the way you remember a face that once meant your death. Yours does not eat. Yours casts.” Her clouded eyes stayed on the Mark. “That is the wrong color. A forged Mark is a hunger. Yours is a lamp. I do not know how you have a lamp where the songs say there is only ever a hunger, and I am too old and my people too near dying for me to trust a thing I do not understand.” She was quiet a moment. “But I have one song that knows the color of a lamp. It is very old. Older than the exodus. It is from before the forging, from before our story ends, and it is about a first voice that was kind before it was broken. I sing it to no one. I have kept it private through a life longer than your line. I did not know, until this afternoon, that there was anyone left it could be sung to.” She looked at me a moment longer, and there was ten thousand years in the look. “Bring your Mark where I can see it, I wrote. I have seen it now. Go home, Mark-carrier. Perform the freedom your kind cannot offer, if you can, before the moon turns. I would like, before I die, to be wrong about one thing.”

She moved on, leaning on her bone-and-shell staff, back into the grieving Flight, and I stood there with fragile hope lodged behind my sternum. A keeper who carried a song from before the tyrant was a tyrant. A song about a kind first voice. And who had just told me, in the middle of a war her people had crossed an ocean to fight, that she would like to be wrong.

The second opening was Bolla.

She’d come to the parley voluntarily, unbranded, healed, and she’d stood throughout at Morana’s shoulder, in view of every gale-scout on the plaza, and I’d watched the effect of her ripple through the Flight’s ranks more than any speech I made. A gale-clan scout, taken in a skirmish that should have ended with a brand and a chain, returned to the parley whole and free and standing by choice at the enemy’s side, her scale-patches storm-gray-green and unmarked in plain view.

The gale-scouts who’d flown the screen with her saw her, and I watched them not be able to fit her into the story. One of them, a young one, kept looking at Bolla’s unbranded hands and then away and then back, with the disbelief reserved for an impossibility. Because the witness had told them the Mark took, and here was a taken one, returned, untaken. Skarn’s lie required that a caught scout come back branded or not come back at all, and Bolla stood on the plaza as the living exception. She unsettled the Flight more than the freed we’d brought, more than Vael’s true Mark, more than anything I said. She was one of their own, still herself after the Mark caught her and let her go. No argument speaks louder than a familiar face fear cannot explain.

Lamya saw it too. And Lamya, keeping the law to the letter, granted the return of her scout at the deadline, per the old custom, a captive exchanged when the words were spent. “When the moon turns,” she said, “you will send my scout back with your answer, and I will receive her, per the law, as I would receive any of mine returned from the enemy.” A scout exchanged at the deadline. It was the law, and it was mercy, and it was a mercy neither side took lightly.



We flew back east, and made camp on the coast road at nightfall, and Morana was wound tighter than I’d seen her since before she was bonded.

She’d flown every stage of the parley at Bolla’s shoulder, and she’d been magnificent at it, steady, present, a keeper doing her job. But the parley had been two hours standing inside Delphyne’s rhetoric wearing a new face, two hours of listening to her own old poison served fresh to a new crowd of the frightened by a soft-voiced man with ruined hands, and she’d carried it, and carrying it had cost her.

At the night-camp I kept returning to two moments: Kulshedra leaning toward the Mark, and gale-scouts staring at Bolla’s unbranded hands. My words had failed. A familiar face had disturbed the formation.

Visible proof mattered. I had no plan yet for putting it where Lamya could not look away.

Morana sat apart at the camp with her charcoal-crop head down and her dead-lightning scars flickering silver at the edges, their tell whenever she held too much, and I let her be until we were home, because some burdens you carry alone until there’s a roof and a door and rain on the shutters.

We flew through the next day, camped a second night above the coastal tree line, and reached the Aerie in rain late on the third day, and she came to me that first night home, and she proved the healing had held.



She came to the old storm-cadet quarters still travel-damp, rain on the shutters, the storm-facing room where the two storms slept when they wanted the weather close. She didn’t knock and she didn’t carry a pretext. That mattered. Two years ago she’d have found a reason. A report to deliver, a duty roster to check, a useful thing in her hands to justify the door. She came empty-handed. She sat on the edge of the bed, rain-dark hair dripping, and asked me to hold her gaze and tell her, plainly, that she was chosen.

“Tonight I want to hear it,” she said. Like a report, because that was the muscle she had, the flat delivery of a thing she’d decided. “All of it. Look at me and tell me. That’s the request, Alpha.” She held my eyes, which cost her, I could see it cost her, the asking-out-loud that she’d taught herself the hard way. “Three days ago I stood through a parley listening to a man tell a whole people I’m a chained thing that only thinks it chose this. Two hours of it. And I need to hear the other thing from someone who means it. So that’s the ask. I’m asking. Out loud. Like you taught me.”

She’d come empty-handed and asked by name. Her silver scars sparked once at the silence after.

“You taught me asking works,” she added, and there was almost a smile in it, dry, aimed at herself. “Live with it.”

I stripped the travel-damp leathers off her first, slow, and she let me, and her body came out of them the mirror of Anfa’s and the opposite: the same warrior height, the same dark warm skin, but softer where Anfa was cut, fuller, a heavy natural D-cup where Anfa carried a firm C, thick strong thighs and generous hips regained after captivity had hollowed her. Her charcoal crop was rain-wet. The dead-lightning scars ran her forearms and shoulders, quiet silver now, and they’d flare with what came next, arousal and not combat, the barometer of her arousal, the way Anfa’s scars measured hers, except Morana’s spark was silver where Anfa’s was electric-blue, and the two storms were never once confusable, in the sky or in a bed.

I brought her into my lap, facing me, legs around my waist, storm-gray eyes level with mine. When she tried to turn her face aside, I caught her chin and brought her gaze back. Her softer, fuller body settled against me, her heavy tits pressed to my chest, the warrior frame gone warm, and she put my hands where she wanted them, on her hips, and pressed her forehead to mine for a moment, gathering herself, and then pulled back so she could look at me, because looking at me was the point.

I put my mouth to her throat and the line of her jaw, then gathered her heavy breasts in my hands. She made a low sound, her scars flickered their first silver, and I gave her what she’d asked for.

I gave it present-tense. Not healing the past. Naming the now.

“You flew the parley,” I said, low, my eyes on hers. “Two hours inside Delphyne’s rhetoric wearing a new face, and you held. You kept Bolla breathing through the worst of it, standing at her shoulder so every gale-scout on that plaza could see a taken one who chose to come back. You named Skarn’s method to a full council before anyone else understood what we were facing.” Her scars answered, silver flickering up her forearms and shoulders with each sentence, the arousal-glow and not the combat one. “You’re good at this. You’re the best keeper we have because you survived the exact thing you’re keeping people out of. You’re ours. You’re chosen. This morning and every morning.”

The silver-charcoal point on my sternum answered her scars. It brightened with every sentence, a storm-edged pulse under my skin that she could see between us. I took one of her hands and pressed it over that point so she could feel the bond answering the praise instead of merely hearing me say it.

“That’s yours,” I told her. “It doesn’t light for a completed task. It lights when you’re here. I want you here.”

Her palm trembled against my chest. The point struck warm into her hand, once, twice, then settled into the rhythm of her breathing.

“Say it while that stays lit,” she whispered. “I want to feel the truth of it when you put it in me.”

The old deflection reflex rose in her. I watched it. Her mouth opened to turn it aside, to make it about her usefulness, to say something like of course, that’s the job, that’s what I’m for, keeping people is what I’m good for. Two years of that reflex, worn into her by Delphyne and by her own certainty that being useful was the only claim she had on staying. And I watched her set it down. On her own. Visibly, deliberately, her jaw working once and then going still. She closed her mouth and let the praise land instead of deflecting it, and her scars flared brighter, silver climbing her forearms. Twice the reflex rose, and twice she set it down herself while I held her and watched.

“You’re not deflecting it,” I said.

“I’m trying not to.” Her voice cracked. “It’s hard. You have no idea how hard. Every word you say, the old reflex tries to turn it into a job I did instead of a person I am.” Her eyes stayed on mine. “But I’m not running three provinces. I’m sitting right here. Say it again.”

“The chosen part,” she breathed, disbelief long gone, plain want left. “Say it while you’re inside me.”

I lowered her onto me, and she took me, slick and hot and gripping, her thick thighs tightening around me, and I set the rhythm and held her eyes and said it again.

“Chosen,” I said, each stroke. “Wanted. Your usefulness didn’t bring me here. You did. I breed you out of want, Morana. I don’t need a keeper tonight.” Her breath broke apart on it. “Say what you want, Morana. Plainly. You taught yourself how.”

“Breed me because you want me,” she said, ragged, her eyes never leaving mine, thighs tightening as her scars climbed brighter silver. “Say it while you do it. Don’t stop looking at me. You chose me before any task. My skill doesn’t earn this. Keeping people doesn’t buy it. Breed me for no reason except that it’s me.”

“Just you,” I said, driving up into her and holding her eyes. “No other reason. I want you. I chose you out loud, and I’d say it even louder.” Her breath shattered on it. “Now take it, and don’t look away, and don’t turn it into a job.”

“I won’t,” she gasped. “I’m not. I’m right here. I’m not running.”

At the peak of her climb she took my face in both hands and gave one sentence back.

“Somebody should say it to you too,” she said, fierce, wrecked, her thumbs on my jaw. “You chose all of us out loud. Every one of us. We noticed. Somebody should tell you we noticed.”

And then she came, and her familiar dam broke as water, the storm she’d dammed for two years breaking open all at once. The gushing release soaked us both, and her dead-lightning scars discharged living silver across her whole body in a single flash, forearms and shoulders blazing white-silver in the dark of the storm-quarters, a soft answering flicker running across the ceiling like the storm at a great distance. Her eyes never broke from mine through the peak, the discharge, or the flood.

I finished inside her as she broke, the silver-charcoal point and the golden center flaring together, bright enough to throw our joined silhouette across the storm-room wall, while my cock drove thick, forceful spurts deep into her gripping body. The bond carried every convulsion back through the Mark, her storm-scars answering pulse for pulse as she fluttered around me. I held her hips, held her gaze, and kept the rhythm until she sagged against me, still looking.

I held her through the aftershocks, her whole body still sparking silver. The Mark dimmed slowly instead of going dark, her point keeping a steady storm-gray glow that warmed her palm when she pressed it to my chest again. She watched it settle and did not look away, proof in light that the choosing remained after the peak had passed. Her face rested against my throat, and I said the last of the praise soft into her hair, the chosen part, one more time, because she’d asked for all of it and I meant to give her all of it. Her scars pulsed and settled. The rain went on against the shutters.

She laughed after, quick and real and at herself, where she once would have cried, her forehead against mine, her scars dimming to a steady silver glow.

“Two years ago I’d have run three provinces before saying any of that,” she said. “Any of it. The asking, the sentence, all of it. I’d have found a war to be useful in and I’d have called it dignity.” She pulled back and looked at me, storm-gray, the silver spark still surfacing. “Ask me plainly. That’s the new clan-law. I’m writing it down. You ask for what you want, plainly, and you don’t run three provinces first.” A breath. “I spent two years learning it. It cost me everything to learn. I’m making everybody else learn it too. It’s the law now.”



Sybara came to my tower at midnight, through the rain, without a cloak.

That was the first thing that told me. Sybara did not go out in the rain without a cloak. She arrived at my door glasses fogged and robe soaked through and her blue-black hair plastered to her face, and in her hand she held a single page from her parley records, and she was breathing like she’d run the tower stairs, which she had.

“I unpacked the records,” she said. “I drew the plaza account as usual: faces, positions, who stood close enough to touch. Placement tells as much as words. Then I sketched the witness’s hands. I always draw hands; caste lives in them.” She turned the page to me. On it, in her precise hand, was a drawing of two folded hands, rune-scarred, carving-callused, decades of the work worn into them. “And then I stopped, because I had drawn those exact hands before. Years ago. In a different file.”

She was shaking, and it wasn’t the cold.

“The Hatchery Record,” she said. “My reconstruction of the Peaks command-craft, from Tarvos’s testimony and the hatchery files and what the freed could tell us. There was a brand-master. I documented him. The man the manufactured soldiers were imprinted to obey first, before Delphyne, before the Lord, the root of the command hierarchy. He carved the compulsion runes into every made soldier’s scale-patches within a day of hatching. Every branded thing at the Peaks obeyed his hand before it obeyed anyone. And we never found him. The mountain fell and the Lord went silent and the war ended and there were a hundred more urgent things, and one gaunt man with ruined hands slipped out of the ledger and we let him, because a loose end is easy to leave when you are winning.” She tapped the sketch, the folded ruined hands. “I drew his hands last year from a freed soldier’s description. I have known those hands for more than a year without knowing the face over them. And today I drew them again off a plaza, on a witness testifying against us before a war-flight, and they are the same hands.”

She looked up at me, rain running off her, glasses fogged, cold and frightened.

“The witness is the missing brand-master.” Her voice dropped. “The man who carved the chains is telling a dying people that we are the ones who chain. Morana was right: he wants something on this side of the water, and the Flight is his cover.”

She held out the sketch of the ruined hands. Rain dripped from her sleeve onto the page.


Chapter 8: Five Warm Notes

The fire-clutch hatched at the worst possible time: right on the clutch’s expected schedule, in the middle of a war and a hunt for a man with ruined hands.

Vibria had called it the night before. She’d stood at the nest with her palm flat to the four amber shells and announced that tomorrow was the day, per her schedule, not the healers’, and the healers had brought her the fire-clutch tables anyway and she’d waved them off, and she’d been right, because she was always right about the timing.

For the things that mattered, the Aerie assembled fast and brought a great deal of equipment. The harem came, all of us, minus no one. Aurelion came, dragonbone staff and moon-silver calm, to witness the next generation the way she’d witnessed three generations of Alphas’ clutches before it, and she stood at the gallery’s edge and watched the shells with an expression that on any other face would have been open wonder and on hers was the faint warming of ancient eyes that had seen ten thousand mornings and still found this one worth the walk. She’d told me once that an academy was only ever as alive as its nurseries, and she watched these four shells crack with the specific attention of a woman who measured the health of an institution in exactly this. Bellic came with the buckets pre-staged, four of them, at the four corners of the nest, because a fire-clutch hatching meant four new fire-drakes taking their first breaths, and a fire-drake’s first breath was a small combustion, and Bellic had learned the hard way, across years and several destroyed linen bolts, to have water exactly where the fire would be before the fire was there.

The elder brood took up their posts, because the elder brood was old enough now to have posts and young enough to take them with total seriousness.

Kira flew a slow perimeter circuit at head height, dead serious, a veteran of one clutch’s worth of nursery experience now flying guard over the next generation, sparking warnings at any moth that came near the nest and, on two occasions, at cadets who came too close for her liking, until Bellic assigned a cadet specifically to stand between Kira and the other cadets. Torren settled in to appraise, tilting his head at the four shells the way he tilted it at everything of potential value, and visibly working out whether newly hatched siblings could be entered into his economy, and arriving, with visible disappointment, at the conclusion that they could not, at least not yet.

Sera stationed herself on the nest-rim beside the striped egg, which she had appointed herself the personal guardian of weeks ago, and she reported each crack of the four hatching shells to Campe in the war-dragon rumble-code the two of them shared, a low pulse for a crack, a higher one for a shard, a specific roll for a hatchling fully out. Campe received each report from her place at the gallery’s edge with a slight nod, one hand resting over her own belly where her own clutch was forming, the other lifted now and then to acknowledge Sera’s dispatches, as if a hatchling on a nest-rim were a scout delivering field intelligence, which, in Sera’s understanding of the world, she was. It was the first hatching Campe had watched as a carrying mother rather than only as the war-dragon who guarded everyone else’s, and I saw her watch it differently, saw her file each detail the way you file a thing you’ll soon need to know, and I understood she was studying her own near future in her friend’s present.

Ayida held the life-trio back. Amaya and Fen and Sylva wanted to bloom on the eggs, to breathe their pale green over the shells the way they breathed it over everything, and Ayida knelt with an arm around all three and kept them a respectful distance, because a fire-clutch did not want life-magic on it while it broke its own shell, and the life-brood had to learn, gently, that some things you loved you let do their own hard work.

Every partner had a place. Nure sat at the water-side of the gallery with a shell-token in her hands, the deep watching the fire come into the world. Anfa leaned in a doorway with folded arms and her dry look, as unavoidable as weather. Morana stood near Bolla, who’d asked to watch, and who watched a clutch hatch into a house full of the freed and the chosen with the same total incomprehension she brought to the soup and the flowers, a war-scout learning what an Aerie looked like when it was doing the opposite of dying. Ceto narrated under her breath, already composing. Brenna had forged a low ridge around the nest-slab back before the first hatching, after Torren’s egg rolled toward the edge, and she watched her own work hold and said nothing.

Then the first shell cracked at the crown, and Vibria went incandescent, and the hatching began.



Fire-drakes weaken their own shells from inside, first breath softening the crown, then the snout pushing through, and I watched four of them do it in the space of an hour, amber chaos in quadruplicate.

Everyone in the gallery leaned in as the first crown cracked. The war couldn’t touch these four new lives breaking their own way into the world, and for the length of the hatching the mountain and the Flight and the man with ruined hands all had to wait their turn behind it.

The first came out wing-first, in a scramble of new bronze limbs, and immediately set a corner of the nest-padding smoldering with its first breath, a small proud gout of hatchling fire, and Bellic doused it without comment and without looking up, a woman who’d handled this same emergency for years, and Vibria laughed with her whole body, delighted, incandescent, a mother watching her line come loud into the world.

The second came out slow and heavy, darker bronze with a copper undertone, and it did not scramble. It broke the shell in a deliberate, methodical way, one careful push at a time, and then it sat in the wreckage of its own egg and blinked at the world with an assessing patience that made Torren, watching from his post, sit fully up and take professional interest in what was clearly a kindred spirit, a fellow deliberate soul who would, in a year, understand the value of a good hoard.

The third came out fast and loud and already trying to fly before her wings were dry, tumbling out of the shell and immediately flinging her wet wings out and falling over and trying again, and Kira, patrolling her perimeter, dipped down to inspect this development with the grim disapproval of an elder sister watching a younger one make her exact same mistakes at speed. She sparked a small correction. The third newborn ignored it entirely and tried to fly again, and Kira’s disapproval deepened into something almost like recognition.

The fourth came out last and smallest and simply looked around, ember-eyed, at the chaos its siblings had made, and it did not add to the chaos. It rumbled, once, low and content, and settled into the warm nest, the calm one, the one who’d waited in the shell for the others to break out and make the mess and only then arrived to enjoy the warmth they’d left behind. Sera, on the nest-rim, rumbled at it, and it rumbled back, and the two smallest of two broods understood each other immediately.

Vibria and I named them together, trading lines in fire-clan tongue as we had with the first three.

“Kori,” Vibria said, of the wing-first one, the one who’d set the padding alight. Ember-quick.

“Vash,” I said, of the deliberate heavy one, and Torren rumbled approval, having apparently decided Vash was going to be a reliable trade partner in about a year.

“Tama,” Vibria said, of the fast loud one already trying to fly, and Kira sparked, which I chose to read as approval and Bellic chose to read as a warning.

“Essa,” I said, of the small calm last one, and she looked at me with her ember eyes and rumbled at the sound of it, and it fit, and it was hers.

Four names, traded across the nest one by one. Kori sneezed a spark at hers. Vash considered his. Tama tried to climb my sleeve. Essa rumbled and tucked her head beneath Vibria’s palm.

Within the hour the four newborns had set a combined total of six small fires, which Bellic tracked on her slate with the grim satisfaction of a woman whose bucket policy had just been vindicated four times over in a single afternoon. She had a column for it. She’d had the column ready.

Within the hour, Kira, who was nearly a year older than her new siblings and carried the moral authority of a field marshal, was heard delivering a lecture on nursery fire discipline. She landed in the middle of the four smoldering newborns, drew herself up, and sparked at each of them in turn, a clear and stern instruction, in the only language she had, on precisely where one did and did not set fires in a nursery. The newborns looked up at her with the blank ember-eyed incomprehension of the very new. Kori set another small fire, directly, in apparent response. Kira sparked harder. Kori set a third.

Bellic sat down on an overturned bucket and laughed until she had to be patted on the back by a passing cadet, because Kira, who had personally set at least nine documented fires in her short life, who had a bucket named after a fire she’d set, who avenged a nursery tapestry weekly by incinerating it, was now standing over four newborns delivering a stern seminar on fire safety, and there was no justice in the world, and it was the funniest thing to happen at the Aerie in a season, and everyone in the gallery needed it, badly, and got it.



The fifth egg did not hatch.

Warm. Alive. When Sera made the war-dragon lullaby beside it, it rumbled back, soft, unmistakable. When Vibria hummed the fire-clan song, it rumbled at that too, a different note, matching. It answered everything and it broke nothing. The four amber shells lay open and empty in the nest, their occupants smoldering and chaotic and alive, and beside them the striped amber-and-gold egg sat whole and warm and singing quietly to itself, and it did not crack.

The senior healer examined the shell twice. “The heartbeat is strong. Development is complete. No distress, no obstruction.”

“Then why hasn’t it cracked?” Vibria asked.

“I don’t know. The readings are calm enough for sleep, but the hatchling is awake and answering us.” The healer spread her hands. “It’s ready. It simply hasn’t begun.”

Vibria took it well in front of everyone. She declared her policy and held to it, because a policy was a thing you could stand on when the not-knowing threatened to take your feet out from under you.

“Nobody worries at my nest,” she said, fierce and bright, her four newborns tumbling around her feet, Tama already trying to climb the nest wall. “You want to worry, you take it to the corridor. In here, the four are hatched and healthy, and the fifth is warm and singing and content, per the expert, and I am not going to stand over a shell radiating fear at a baby who is clearly, by every reading, perfectly happy and taking its time. It’ll come when it’s ready. Everything I make comes when it’s ready, I have never once been wrong about the timing, and I’m not starting today. Now somebody help me catch Tama before she flies into the ventilation shaft, because that is a real problem happening now, unlike the imaginary one you’re all standing around inventing.”

I found her at midnight, worrying at her nest.

She hadn’t come to the Tower. That was the first sign. Vibria came to the Tower most nights, loud and warm and diagonal across the bed, and when she didn’t, it meant trouble, and I’d learned to go find her when the bed was missing its fire-drake. I found her in the gallery.

The four newborns were asleep in a bronze pile, exhausted from a first day of setting fires, their small flanks rising and falling, the faintest heat-shimmer coming off them even in sleep. The elder brood had gone to their own nest, Kira no doubt still on guard somewhere. The gallery was dark and quiet, lit only by the self-heating glow of the shells and the banked warmth of five small sleeping dragons, and Vibria sat alone at the nest-edge with her hand flat on the striped egg. She wasn’t loud. She wasn’t performing. She wasn’t announcing a policy or catching a hatchling or setting anything on fire. She was doing the exact thing she’d banned everyone else in the Aerie from doing, which was sitting at her nest in the dark, worrying. The policy had never been for her. The policy was so that she’d have a rule to enforce loudly enough that nobody would look too closely at the fact that she couldn’t follow it herself.

I sat down beside her. I didn’t say anything, because there was nothing to say that would help and a great many things I could say that would break the policy she needed to hold to survive the not-knowing. I just sat with her, my shoulder against hers, and put my own hand on the shell beside hers, and felt the warm egg rumble softly under both our palms, singing its little unbroken song into the dark.

Through the Mark, the striped egg registered the way the hatchlings registered, family, not partner, a warm note that harmonized with the center-point. But it registered differently from the others, and I’d felt it for a season without letting myself dwell on it. The four that had hatched today had each sung their own note toward the center-point, hunting it, three or four small tones finding one true one, the way Vibria’s first clutch had. The striped one didn’t hunt. It was already there. It sang the center-point’s note back exact, the way a bonded partner did, the way no unhatched egg had any business doing, and I sat in the dark with my hand on it and felt it sing the root of my own Mark back to me, Sybara’s decision to keep the readings from the council made sudden sense.

“It answers everybody,” Vibria said finally, very quiet. “Fire-song, war-song, my song, Sera’s song. It just wants to sing back to whoever sings. I’ve laid eight eggs, watched seven hatch, and I’ve never had one do that.” She wasn’t crying. She was too far past worried for crying. “The last part is the worst part. I told Campe that. You wait and you can’t fight the eggshell for them. I didn’t know when I said it that I’d have one who just, doesn’t. Who stays in the shell singing while the others hatch.” Her thumb moved on the warm shell. “I’m not scared. I want that on the record. I’m not scared of it. I’m just.” She stopped. “I’m sitting with it. That’s allowed. In the corridor rule, sitting with it is allowed. It’s only worrying that’s banned.”

“Sitting with it is allowed,” I agreed.

We sat together until the small hours. The egg sang without cracking. After a long while, Vibria leaned her head on my shoulder.



We stayed past the small hours. Vibria fell asleep against my shoulder with her hand on the shell, and I carried her to the Tower and put her diagonal across the bed.

The following evening I returned to the gallery alone. Sybara caught me on the way out with a page she hadn’t shown the council.

“I have one new measurable fact,” she said, keeping her voice low. She angled a page toward the corridor lantern. Two waveforms lay matched in her precise hand. “The striped egg’s warmth duplicates the center-point waveform exactly. I have kept the result out of the shared record until I know what it proves.”

I studied the exact match in the lantern-light.

“Who else knows?”

“You and me.” Sybara folded the page inside her robe. “That remains the list until the shell gives us more than a waveform.”

She went to secure the reading. I returned to the warm striped shell with one new fact and no useful theory.



Ceto declared that the Aerie needed a night sounding like itself, then engineered one through her preferred tool: provocation.

It was the night after the hatching, and the house needed it. Four newborns and a war and a man with anchor-ink somewhere inland, and under all of it a striped egg that wouldn’t crack and a mother sitting up with it at midnight, and a low dread ran through the Aerie that needed answering. Ceto’s answer to dread was, and always would be, to refuse it. She was the house’s official refuser of dread, the one person on the mesa who would not let a war make the place grim, and she’d decided the two loudest women in the Aerie owed everyone a night that sounded like the Aerie and not like a siege. Vibria, her post-laying fire back at celebratory full output, was more than willing to help.

The courtyard basin was warm that night, three degrees warmer than the crater around it, Ceto’s reef glowing amber at the edges, the water first heated by Kira’s juvenile contribution months ago and kept warm now by the living coral. And Ceto had, at some point in the day, borrowed the official hatchling name-register, the ledger where the Aerie recorded each new dragon, and she’d annotated it.

She’d been planning it since the hatching, I think. Ceto planned provocations with Brenna’s build-discipline: care first, finish always in sight. She’d borrowed the register in the afternoon chaos when nobody was guarding official documents, taken it to the water, and worked on it, and now she presented the evidence poolside, delighted, holding the ledger just out of Bellic’s reach, because Bellic had come looking for it and Ceto had known Bellic would come looking for it and had timed the whole thing so there’d be an audience for the retrieval.

“Kori,” Ceto read, “excellent name, no notes. Vash, excellent, would have also accepted Splash, but I understand fire-drakes don’t splash, tragic, a missed opportunity. Tama, ten out of ten, she flies into things, I love her. Essa.” Ceto held up a finger. “Essa I have given a star. The register did not have stars. I have added stars. This is a superior register now. You’re welcome.”

“That is an official document,” Bellic said, without much hope.

“It’s a better official document now. I improved it. I should be paid.” Ceto’s amber ring-glow brightened at her throat and the tops of her breasts, her tell when she was working up to something, and she looked at me over the ledger with the specific escalating mischief that was, I had learned, a price list with a signature on it. “I’ve stolen your tea, your pencil, and now your name-register, Alpha. That’s three. There’s a price for three. I checked. I have documentation.”

Vibria, still buzzing from a day of hatching, still incandescent with new-motherhood and the fire that had come roaring back the moment the clutch was out of her, appointed herself clerk of the count and immediately could not count.

“Three?” Vibria said. “That’s four. The tea’s two. The tea’s always two.”

“The tea is one theft.”

“The tea is two because you did it twice.”

“That was one continuous tea event.”

“It was two teas, Ceto, I was there, it’s four total, minimum, and I’m the clerk, so it’s four.”

Ceto set the ledger on the ledge, turned her back to me, and looked over one shoulder.

“You have a documented price for three thefts,” I said.

“Four,” said Vibria.

“I have a very well documented price,” Ceto agreed, radiant. “I wrote it myself. It’s extremely official. It has a star.”



I stood, and I took the ledger out of Ceto’s hands, and I handed it to Bellic, who left with the dignity of a woman retrieving a hostage. And then I told Ceto that a woman who stole three things owed a price, and Ceto’s whole face lit brighter than her rings, because that was the sentence she’d been provoking toward all day, all week, the itemized invitation finally paid.

“Finally,” she said, delighted, already shedding what little she wore, the harness with the amber-glass bead at the collar-ring set aside with care and everything else dropped where she stood. “I thought you’d never invoice me. I was going to have to steal your boots next. I had a whole plan about the boots.”

I put Ceto over my knee at the pool ledge, and she wiggled into position before I’d finished deciding to, because that had been the plan since the tea, arranging her plush soft weight across my thigh with the satisfaction of a woman receiving the outcome she’d engineered.

She was the plush one, the only plush one, soft and warm and generous where the other women ran lean or hard or hourglass, a body with zero self-consciousness in it and a full round ass made for precisely this. The golden-tan skin with its coral undertone. And the amber ring-glow blooming ring-on-ring from every place my hand landed, warm-amber coral-rings expanding outward from each smack, overlapping across her skin, her whole body a map of where she’d been touched lighting up in the dark water. She counted, and Vibria called the count wrong on purpose, and the whole thing dissolved into the loudest kind of joy the Aerie owned.

“One,” Ceto said, delighted, as my hand landed.

“Four,” Vibria said.

“That was ONE.”

“Four. I’m the clerk. It’s four. You’re behind.”

“Alpha, she’s cheating, tell her, I’ve only had one, look at me, I’m barely glowing.” Ceto was, in fact, glowing considerably, rings blooming across her ass and up her back. “Three more. But lower. And Vibria stops helping.”

“I’m not helping. I’m counting. It’s five now.”

I brought my hand down again and Ceto’s ring-glow double-pulsed where it landed. The reef-amber point on my sternum answered with a bright kick beneath the Mark while Vibria leaned over my shoulder, heat shimmering around her grin.

“Mine first,” Ceto said, delighted and breathless. “Make the ring one flash again.”

“Seven,” Vibria announced after the next strike.

“That was three. You’re dismissed as clerk.”

I gave Ceto the three she had negotiated, lower and harder, then stopped before the familiar game could become the whole scene. Her rings had only begun to overlap. The fire-drake behind me traced one glowing handprint with a hot fingertip, and the contact turned amber light orange at the edges.

Ceto twisted to look. “Do that again.”

Vibria did. Fire met reef across Ceto’s warmed skin, each traced ring brightening from amber to molten gold. Ceto’s counting dissolved into breathless directions about which handprint Vibria should heat next, shifting the center of the play from the tally to the new elemental pattern spreading across her body. It was exactly the sound the Aerie needed, the sound of itself, joy in a war’s shadow, chosen on purpose, a defiance.

By the time I stopped, Ceto was glowing all over, wet and pink and delighted and thoroughly warmed, and she slid off my knee into the water and turned and kissed me, hungry now under the play, her rings pulsing fast. “Now the rest,” she said against my mouth. “You warmed me up. Reef-biology. I run on contact and light and you just gave me both. Now finish what you invoiced.”

Vibria climbed into the shallows and rode me cowgirl, because Vibria post-clutch was fire unshackled, and the basin turned to steam.

Her fire had returned after the laying and now blazed at celebratory full output, and she ran hot, hot enough that the warm basin water hissed into steam-shimmer where her bronze skin broke the surface, hot enough that her inner walls gripped me at a heat that was pure Vibria and nothing human, the shock of it that never quite stopped being a shock. She rode me at full speed, fearless, the way she flew, her compact bronze body working, her perky copper-areolaed tits bouncing, her hard nipples, her freckled shoulders, heat-shimmer rising off her in a visible blur, her orange-amber eyes glowing literal amber in the dark.

“Eight,” she announced, riding, gasping, grinning down at me. “Do you know I have eight now? Three from before, four today, and one that’s coming when it’s good and ready. Eight. Nobody in this academy’s history has eight. I’m winning. I’m winning the whole thing.”

“You are not in a competition,” Ceto said, pressing up behind her, coral-red curls and amber rings against bronze and ember, her full breasts against Vibria’s back, her hands coming around to cup the fire-drake’s smaller ones.

“I’m always in a competition. And I’m winning it. Eight.” She ground down harder, taking me deep. “Next year, nine.”

Ceto pressed against her back and the two glows layered, warm-amber ring on ember-shimmer, and where the light met it made a color the fish objected to.

All twenty-seven deep-water fish living in Ceto’s reef relocated to the far end of the basin with visible offense, and Ceto, mid-grind, apologized to them by name, listing several, promising it would not be a regular occurrence, and Vibria laughed so hard she lost her rhythm and had to find it again, and the steam glowed and the reef flared and I gripped Vibria’s compact tight ass and drove up into her heat and she demanded, loud enough for every balcony around the courtyard, that I breed her, which we both knew wasn’t the plan tonight and which she said anyway because she was Vibria and she said everything.

Then Ceto wanted the carry, and everything went quiet.



The buoyant water-carry was the one place Ceto’s plush body went weightless, and it was the one place Ceto went still, and that stillness was her one unspoken desire.

I’d learned it slowly, over the season since she’d bonded. Ceto was the bond with no wound, the one who’d come to me whole and wanting out of pure joyful appetite, raised in a touch-abundant clan where love was ordinary weather, and there was nothing in her to heal. That had thrown me at first; every woman before her came needing something mended. What Ceto had, instead of a wound, was one private treasure: stillness. Being held completely, motionlessly, going nowhere. She’d learned how much she wanted it, and it was the one thing she couldn’t provoke her way into, because you couldn’t brat your way to being held still, you could only be given it.

I lifted her in the deeper water, her soft heavy warmth going light in the buoyancy, her legs around me, and I held her, and I held her still, and she went quiet.

Her amber rings slowed to broad, dim circles. I held her motionless in the deep water and kissed her. Vibria floated beside us, one warm palm against Ceto’s back, silent too.

Ten seconds passed with only water against stone.

“Nobody chronicle that,” Ceto whispered.

“Talise isn’t here,” Vibria said, quiet too, caught in it.

“Doesn’t matter. She’ll know. She always knows. She’ll write a saga. THE STILLNESS OF THE REEF-QUEEN. It’ll have a refrain.” Ceto’s arms tightened around my neck. Her face rested against my throat while the rings reached their lowest amber pulse. Vibria kept her palm on Ceto’s back until Ceto lifted her head and met my eyes.

“Now,” she said.

I moved in her, slow at first and then harder, and the noise came back. She’d been warmed on my knee and now she took me in the buoyant water, weightless, her plush thighs around me, her generous soft weight gone light so I could move her however I wanted, which was the whole appeal of the carry and the reason Brenna had drawings of the lift somewhere. Ceto rode the water and rode me and her rings pulsed faster, blooming from every point of contact, and Vibria hung on my free arm working herself against my hand, and the two of them traded the breed-register back and forth like a song they were making up as they went.

I finished inside Ceto in the water-carry, held, flooding her in deep hot bursts while her ring-tide broke, warm-amber coral-rings blooming from every point we touched and overlapping across her body into one bright ring-tide flash that lit the whole basin gold. Vibria came a breath later against my hand, ember-sparks in her breath hissing on the wet, and the breed-register ran chorus, delighted, overlapping, loud.

“Fill me, Alpha,” Ceto gasped, glowing. “The reef takes everything warm.”

“Fill her,” Vibria agreed, conducting even now, “and then next year we negotiate my third clutch, because child nine is going on the record.”

The room declined to discuss a third clutch. Vibria took the declining as agreement.

Ring-tide and ember-breath broke together. The reef and fire points flared side by side, then pulled the golden center into one bright Mark-flash that washed the basin amber-on-gold. Ceto felt the finish echo through the bond and clenched again around me while Vibria shuddered against my hand, her own point feeding the shared crest. The basin lit amber-on-amber, the steam glowing, the reef flaring answer, and across the courtyard a shutter slammed.

Anfa’s. On principle. The dry crack of a shutter closing hard against the noise from a window three floors up, an eloquent complaint from the one member of the harem who found the two loudest exhausting in the most affectionate possible way, who slept curled small and quiet and had opinions about volume that she expressed exclusively through shutters.

Vibria and Ceto, tangled in the glowing water, took it as thunderous applause.

They took a bow. In the water. Still joined to me and to each other, dripping and glowing, Ceto sweeping one arm in a grand theatrical gesture toward Anfa’s closed shutter and announcing that the audience clearly demanded an encore, Vibria agreeing loudly that they were, in fact, magnificent, and had always been magnificent, and that Anfa’s shutter was the highest praise the Aerie could bestow, because you did not slam a shutter at a bad performance, you only slammed it at a great one.

The volume war was won by acclamation. Somewhere above us, Anfa’s shutter stayed firmly shut.



Ivora landed on the Tower balcony at dawn, and she wasn’t smiling, which Ivora never was, but there was a new grimness in it, the grimness of a scout-commander bringing news she’d checked three times because she didn’t want it to be true.

“Something came off the Flight’s beachhead,” she said. “A man traveling alone, first on foot down the coast and then by small boat, hugging the shallows. Immediately after the parley, once his testimony had done its work.” She set a folded cloth on the rail but didn’t open it yet. “My formal aerial scouts found isolated pieces: a track near a fixed relay, one cold camp, and an unsolicited report from a fisher who saw a skiff where no skiff should be. A hundred miles of coast scattered the clues, and his skill kept them separate. He’s very good at not being seen. He doubles back on his own trail. He lays up by day and moves at night. He buries his fires. He knows exactly how a watch works, how the eyes sweep and where they don’t, and he stays in the seams. That’s not a fugitive running. That’s a professional working. Somebody taught him to disappear, or he taught himself over a long time, and either way he prepared caches and routes before he joined the Flight, and we’re only now seeing how he used them after the parley.” She rested her hand on the folded cloth. “We flew formal sweeps and checked every fixed relay overnight. We found two more cold camps, both dug in and buried, never twice in the same spot. Trails that loop back and cross themselves so you can’t tell coming from going. A place where he’d sat a full day, from the way the grass was pressed, watching a coast road before he crossed it. We do not have a coast-wide net. We have fragments. He is not in a hurry, and that’s the part that frightens me, because a man who isn’t in a hurry has already decided how this ends and is just walking toward it.” She unfolded the cloth. Inside was a scrap of rag, stained dark, and even from where I stood I could smell it, sharp and chemical and wrong, a workshop smell, a carving smell, a thing that belonged to no camp and no coast.

Sybara arrived at the balcony door glasses-first, summoned by the landing. She brought the rag to her face, inhaled once, and pinched its stained corner between finger and thumb. Then she said the two words that emptied the balcony of every other thought.

“Rune-ink,” she said. “Anchor-ink, specifically. I know the smell. I catalogued a jar of it from the hatcheries.” She lowered the rag, and her cobalt eyes came up to mine, and the grim certainty in them was the coldest thing I’d seen since the mountain went silent. “There is a distinction here that matters, so let me be precise. There is Lord-driven brand-craft, which is what we saw at the Peaks: a relay, a signal, a whole hierarchy running down from the thing under the mountain. And there is orphaned brand-craft, which is what a brand-master does when he is cut off from the root. Cruder. Short-ranged. Self-anchored.” She tapped the rag. “Anchor-ink is for the second kind. Cut off from the Lord, he anchors the compulsion to himself. A brand he carves with this obeys him, within a few miles, until he sleeps. It is weaker than anything the Lord ever drove. It is also more personal, and easier, I would think, for a center-point to sever, because it is a cutting without its root.”

She folded the rag closed, and her hands weren’t quite steady.

“He left the Reach after the parley and crossed to our side of the water. Alone. Careful. Carrying anchor-ink.” She looked at me. “He came here to carve.”


Chapter 9: The Witness’s Work

We hunted the brand-master from the moment Sybara named his hands.

I took the ground search. Ivora spread aerial scouts along a hundred miles of broken coast. Tide-kin fishers passed sightings into every fixed relay, and Nure worked the shallows where dragon eyes couldn’t reach. On a fresh trail, given time, I could find a careful man. Skarn denied me both.

His trail crossed country prepared years earlier: Purist caches, surveyed routes, buried food, sleep-draughts, carving tools. He moved by water at night, vanished underground by day, and never entered a market. Each cold camp offered one exact fragment and no direction. Our power belonged in the sky. Skarn had reduced the contest to one patient man moving through its seams.

Sybara reconstructed his kit from what he left behind, which was almost nothing, which was itself the tell.

“He buries his fires and scatters his camps and doubles his trails,” she said, over the war-table, laying out the residues her scouts had gathered from three cold camps. “But you cannot make a man leave nothing. You can only make him leave less. And from the less, I can build the more.” She touched each sample in turn. “Sleep-draught, in trace, on a rag, dried,” she said. “Purist alchemy from the northern territories’ caches. He is living off buried Purist stock. That tells me he planned this from before the Peaks fell, that these caches were laid down years ago for exactly this kind of quiet work, and that he knows where every one of them is.” She moved to the next. “Carving-tool oil keeps a rune-knife from binding in the cut. You do not carry rune-knife oil unless you intend to carve.” She moved to the last, the dark-stained rag, sharp and chemical, and she didn’t touch it. “And anchor-ink. In quantity. Not a witness’s kit, Dane. A witness needs nothing but a scar he already has and a story he’s already told. This is a carver’s field-kit, provisioned for weeks of solitary work, and it holds enough anchor-ink to brand more than one thing.”

She sat back and took her glasses off and cleaned them, which she did when she wanted her hands busy while she said a hard thing.

“He was never here to watch. He watched at the Reach long enough to light the war, then set down the torch and walked away. An age of dry fear kept the fire burning without him. It burns on its own now, and he has moved on to the actual work. He came to this side of the water to carve. The only questions left are what, and where, and on whom, and I have been sitting in this archive for three days unable to answer any of the three.”

“Carve what,” I said.

“That is the question I cannot answer, and it is keeping me awake.” She adjusted her glasses. “A man does not cross the Flight’s beachhead and vanish into enemy country with a carver’s kit unless his intended target matters enough to justify all of it. And I do not know what, and I do not know where, and I do not know on whom, and every hour I do not know, he is closer to knowing all three.”



We argued the target at the war-table, and every answer covered only one part of the danger.

Campe ran it from the platform-side of the table, carrying, sharp, the plan already moving in her head. Aurelion sat the head of it. And we went around the room with the question that mattered, which was: what does a brand-master with anchor-ink want to carve, and where would he go to carve it?

The eggs, someone said, and Vibria went very quiet and very hot. Her heat-shimmer rose off her shoulders in a visible wave and she said nothing, which from Vibria was a scream, the loudest silence in the room. The striped egg in the inner nest, the one that pulsed in the center-point’s rhythm, the one that wouldn’t hatch, sat suddenly in the middle of the war-table whether anyone named it or not. Sybara had never entered that reading in the shared record and she didn’t now, but everyone at the table knew there was something strange about the striped egg, felt it the way you feel a storm before it’s over the horizon, and a strange egg and a brand-master with anchor-ink were two facts everyone in the room wanted to connect and didn’t dare say aloud in front of the mother. Campe tripled the nest-watch on the spot, green ink, no discussion. Vibria flew to the inner nest herself the moment the meeting broke and did not leave it, sat over the striped shell and her four newborns with her fire banked to a furnace and her orange-amber eyes on the door, and the eggs were as safe as fire and war and a mother could make them, which is the safest thing there is.

Vael, someone said, and Kaia’s jaw set. The violet-marked boy, the second Mark, the very thing the witness had testified about. A brand-master might want the one soul at the Aerie who’d already worn a forged Mark, might want to re-carve what we’d un-carved and prove his own craft, might want to make a monster again out of the boy who’d become the counter-argument, because nothing would serve Skarn’s lie better than the Aerie’s own proof of freedom turned back into a chained thing where the Flight could see it.

Kaia said, flatly, without heat, that she went where Vael went and slept where Vael slept and ate where Vael ate, and that anyone who wanted to carve him would have to come through her first, and that she was harder to come through than she looked. Nobody doubted it. Vael himself said little, but I watched the old locked set come back into his shoulders, the braced-for-command posture he’d spent months unlearning, because a boy who’d been made once knows better than anyone what it is to be wanted for the making. His guard doubled. The boy who’d asked to stand on the wall as proof was watched now the way you watch a thing an enemy has spoken your name over.

The freed, someone said, and Maren’s watch armed. Skarn was the freed’s nightmare made flesh. He was the hand that had carved the compulsion into every one of them within a day of their hatching, the will they’d obeyed before they’d obeyed Delphyne or the Lord, the first master, the maker. To the freed, the brand-master wasn’t a war-figure. He was the specific man from the specific worst thing, returned. Maren stood the western wall with her own ember burning in her palm and told her watch, plainly, in the plain flat way of the freed, that the man who made them was on this side of the water, and that they were not property anymore, and that if he came for them he would find not the blank-eyed things he’d carved but free ones who’d chosen their own names and would meet him with their own fire. It was a good speech and a brave one and I watched the freed square up under it, and I also watched more than one of them touch the old rune-scars on their necks, the silver arcs where the brands had been, and I understood that a freed thing hearing its maker was near does not sleep, no matter how brave the speech, and they did not sleep, but they stood their chosen posts anyway, old scars under armor they had asked to wear.

We guarded the eggs, Vael, and the freed. Every defense faced inward toward the people behind our walls. On the table beneath my hand lay Bolla’s signed exchange order, the only plan that deliberately carried someone beyond those defenses.



It had been agreed at the parley, in the old law, before Skarn ever slipped his leash. A scout exchanged at the deadline, per the custom. When the moon turned, we would send Lamya’s scout back to her with our answer, and Lamya would receive her, per the law, as she’d receive any of her own returned from an enemy. Bolla’s wing was healed. Her keeping was ending. She was a guest and not a captive, and guests go home, and the exchange was a thing of honor on both sides, a small mercy the law provided, a scout returned unharmed.

It was the one piece of us scheduled to leave the walls, bound for a known exchange point at the moon’s turn.

Campe assigned the storm-pair as escort, the safest wing we had. I checked the route against my new western chart. A river-cut defile on the second day offered the only serious chokepoint, so I marked alternate elevations and ordered Anfa and Morana to keep Bolla between them whenever the road forced them low.

The exchange still mattered. Returning a healed scout under the old law gave our truth a living witness. Refusing now would turn Bolla from guest to captive and hand Skarn proof for his lie. I signed the order.



Bolla spent the days before the exchange preparing to go home. Weeks at the Aerie had rounded the sharpest edges of her fear.

The terror that had put her on her knees baring her neck had worn down. Not gone. It doesn’t go. But worn, the way a stone wears under water, the edges of it rounding. She’d stopped tracking every exit in a room. She’d stopped waiting for the hook behind every kindness, mostly, though she still checked, still had a flicker of the old wariness when someone was too generous. She’d started to be a person in the corridors instead of a captive in a room. She helped Sylva with the clinic, holding cadets’ hands and murmuring to them in her own tongue while the small dragon healed their scrapes, and the cadets liked her, the strange sad blonde scout with the careful pidgin. She flew a slow careful circuit of the crater with Morana each morning, relearning her wing, and she flew clean, gale-clan clean, that economical ocean-crossing style that made even the storm-pair look like they were wasting effort, and Anfa, who did not give flying compliments, gave her one. She sat at the tidepool tables at night and let Talise narrate her into a saga she only half understood, THE SCOUT WHO CROSSED THE ENDLESS SEA, and laughed at the parts she followed, and the whole cadet hall adopted her the way the cadet hall adopted anyone Talise made a saga of.

She was going home, and going home was right, and she’d come to us braced for a brand and was leaving whole and free and a little changed, and everyone wanted to send her off well. The farewell itself was our argument, living proof to carry back across the water. Under the strategy lay the simpler truth that we’d all come to like her.

Jessa packed her honey-cake for the crossing, a tall wrapped stack, and pressed it into Bolla’s arms with instructions. Give some to the frightened ones on the far shore, she said. The young ones, the ones who look at you like they’re waiting for the world to hurt them. Put something sweet in their hands and watch them remember they’re a person. Bolla took the cake not understanding it, a war-scout being handed pastries and a philosophy of ending wars, and then understanding it at once, because she’d been one of the frightened ones handed something sweet, weeks ago, in a camp on a beach, and it had started the whole unraveling of everything she’d believed. She held the honey-cake like it was heavier than it was.

Torren gave her a shell. From the vault. A good one, iridescent, deep-water, ocean-clan-grown, sorted and graded and prized, one of the premium pieces off the shelf that caught the morning light, and he gave it to her without invoicing it, which had happened, in the entire recorded history of Torren’s economy, exactly never. He did not extract a deposit. He did not open a line of credit. He did not tilt his head and wait for the counter-offer. He simply pressed the shell into Bolla’s hand and stepped back, a transaction with no second half, a gift.

Bellic, witnessing this, physically checked the hatchling’s temperature, pressing the back of her calloused hand flat to his snout, genuinely and visibly concerned that a fever had struck the child, because a Torren who gave a thing away for nothing was a Torren who was ill. Torren tilted his head at her the Sybara way, unbothered, and pressed the shell into Bolla’s hand a second time to be sure she’d actually taken it, and it was the single most alarming act of unprompted generosity anyone at the Aerie had witnessed from the small dragon in his whole mercenary life. It meant that even the deliberate, appraising, invoice-everything heart of a fire-drake hatchling had looked at the strange sad scout who was leaving and decided, in whatever way a small dragon decides things, that she was worth a good shell and no charge. Bolla held it, and the honey-cake, and the green glass she’d traded for, and did not understand the farewell gifts, and took them all across the water anyway, which was the point.

Morana walked her along the wall on the final evening.

I wasn’t meant to hear it, but the wall carries, and I was doing a last survey pass before the exchange and the wind brought it to me. Morana walked Bolla the length of the western wall in the dusk, the blooming wall, the flowers Ayida had grown glowing faint at the ward-stones, and she gave her the sentence early. The one she’d been given and now got to give. The third link in the chain.

“Whatever happens out there,” Morana said. “When you’re home. When you’re back among your own and they tell you we’re the tyrant you crossed an ocean to fear. You remember this. You’re not what anyone makes you. You’re what you choose. Say it back to me.”

Bolla laughed. Home waited beyond the flowered wall, and Morana’s warning sounded too grave for the calm dusk around them.

“I’m not what anyone makes me,” she said, in the pidgin, easy, smiling. “I’m what I choose.”

“Say it like you’ll need it.”

“I won’t need it. I’m going home.” But she said it again anyway, to please her keeper, laughing. “I’m not what anyone makes me. I’m what I choose. There. Now I’ve said it twice. Can I keep the shell?”

“Keep the shell,” Morana said.

Bolla was happy and going home. Morana watched her carefully after the second recitation, then clasped her forearm and let the lesson end.

I took the sentence with me off the wall. You’re not what anyone makes you. You’re what you choose. Morana had carried it from her own freedom into Bolla’s farewell.



Anfa and Morana flew the escort. They were the storm-pair, the safest wing in the sky, and needed no signals. Morana had kept Bolla and would not hand her final passage to anyone else. Anfa went where Morana went now. It was the correct choice. And it was not enough, because a defile does not care how well you fly, and the safest wing in the sky is still a wing, and a wing has to come down where the ground makes it.

The exchange point was three days west, at the edge of the country the Flight held, and the coast road ran end to end, hemmed between cliffs and sea with no alternate route. On the second day the road ran through a river-cut defile, a narrow sheltered line between two rock walls where the road threaded because there was no other way through, the river on one hand and the stone on the other. I’d marked it on my own survey. I’d looked at it on the fresh western chart and noted it as a chokepoint and thought about the enemy coming through it and never once thought about us going through it, which was the exact failure of imagination a good enemy is built to exploit, and Skarn was a good enemy. It was the one place on the whole route where the wind died and the walls closed in and a flying wing had to come low and slow to follow the road through, and Skarn had chosen it days before, had chosen the whole route by choosing the weather, had read the ground the way I read the ground and found the single place where his small hoard of alchemy could do the work of an army.

He spent weeks of hoarded alchemy in ninety seconds, because he’d only get one pass at a wing this good and he knew it.

I have reconstructed it from Morana’s few words and Anfa’s fewer and the ground itself, which I read sign by sign, and this is how it went.

The wing came into the defile low and slow, because the road gave them no choice, the two dragons in single file with Bolla flying between them, her healed wing carrying her clean. The rock walls closed in. The wind died, the coastal air the gale-scout read so well cut off by the stone, and that was the first of it, Bolla suddenly flying blind of the wind she navigated by, in a narrow cut, between two storm dragons who owned the open sky and were cramped and slow in the close air.

Then the fog. It rose along the full defile floor in one triggered wave, which meant he’d seeded it days before and triggered it now, alchemical, thick as wet wool, killing sight and scent in the same breath. A Purist reagent, the same craft as the Peaks. Three breaths and the narrow cut was a blind white nothing. Anfa flew into it at speed and lost the road and Bolla all at once. The Weave still carried Morana’s shock and directionless alarm, and their old storm-clan bond told each of them the other was alive, but neither bond gave precise three-dimensional position inside a blind stone cut. Their wordless coordination could not tell Anfa whether Morana was ten feet above her or thirty feet behind, and it could not locate the unbonded scout between them. A storm dragon in a blind stone cut cannot climb out fast, the walls too close for the wingspan, and cannot see the ground to land, and so for a handful of seconds the two most dangerous fliers on the continent were reduced to two blind things in a box, which was precisely the box he’d built.

Then the charges. Buried in the sheltered line days before, on the only flat ground a grounded wing could put down on, small alchemical bursts, not meant to kill, meant to panic, to scatter, to turn a controlled emergency descent into a grounded minute of pure chaos. They went off around the wing as it tried to land blind, cracks and flares in the white fog, and the storm-instinct that had kept Anfa alive her whole life screamed threat, threat, threat from every direction at once, and she and Morana both did the thing a storm dragon does under sudden threat, which is discharge and climb and clear the ground, exactly the wrong thing, exactly what he’d built the charges to make them do.

Bolla came down first. The narrow floor and steep walls left no room to relaunch her long gale-wings, and the bursts kept walking toward her through the fog. She shifted to human form to get beneath a basalt overhang, the fifteen-second change leaving her blind and grounded while the storm-pair cleared the defile above. That was the last choice she made before Skarn’s sleep-draught found her.

During that blind, deafened, scattered minute, with the storm-pair fighting the fog and the charges and their own screaming instincts thirty feet up, he took her.

When the fog burned off, Bolla was gone.

The storm-pair came back to the ground the instant they could see it, dropping into the defile in a fury, and there was nothing to fight, because patience, chemistry, and an empty river had beaten them, and you cannot discharge lightning at chemistry. There was only the defile floor, the settling fog, the scorch-marks of the slip-charges, and the space where a scout had been.

Anfa read the drag-marks and knew Bolla had been taken alive. Death would at least have been finished. Drag-marks in the river-mud, a body pulled and not fallen, the specific scuff of heels dragged by someone hauling a limp weight, which meant a sleep-draught, which meant she’d gone down without a fight, which meant she’d never even known it was happening. A groove in the riverbank where a small skiff-keel had been dragged in and pushed off, fresh, the mud still slumping into it. He’d taken her by water, down the river, out of the defile, the same road he’d come by, the professional’s road, hugging the shallows and the current where no dragon could follow and no aerial search could ever sweep, a man and a sleeping girl in a small boat, gone into a hundred miles of coast.

On a wet flat stone at the water’s edge, deliberate, placed where they could not miss it, he’d left a signature.

One practice-rune had been carved into the wet stone. Brand-masters used it to test an edge or warm the hand. A single scored line crossed it out where the storm-pair could not miss the signature.

He wanted them to know who had taken her.

Sybara studied Morana’s rubbing later. “Carve and cancel,” she said. “A brand-master tests his edge this way before working on flesh. He knows we can sever his craft, and he left this anyway.”



When the fog cleared, Anfa stood over the drag-marks with both fists locked at her sides. Morana made the rubbing of Skarn’s rune in silence. Neither woman flew paired-sweep on the way home.

They flew home with an empty sky between them, the two storms, their center missing and no formation left to hold. They didn’t fly the paired-sweep, the wordless formation they’d flown since they were girls in a mountain aerie, because the paired-sweep sweeps around a center and there was no center, only the space in the air where a healed scout should have been flying clean on her mended wing.

I met them on the apron. Anfa shifted to human form and would not look at me, silver hair wind-wild, electric eyes fixed past my shoulder, fists curled at her sides. Morana shifted beside her with the damp rune-rubbing clenched in one hand.

I didn’t fill the silence. Some things you carry to a roof and a door before you carry them at all. I followed them in from the apron and let the silence hold, because pretending the missing center wasn’t there would have been a lie. The one thing I would not do to either of them was lie.

The Aerie took the news hard. Bolla had been ours for weeks, the strange sad scout the cadet hall had adopted, and everyone in the house had sent her off with honey-cake and a free shell and a saga, and now she was gone down a river with a man who carved chains, and the mood on the mesa went from the warm dread of a coming war to the cold dread of a specific cruelty already in motion. Jessa baked harder. Bellic checked her buckets twice. The freed touched their scars. The moon was days from turning, and everyone knew the deadline, and everyone knew, now, that what came back to the Flight at the deadline was going to decide whether there was any road left but the sky filling, and that the man who’d decide it was somewhere in a hundred miles of coast we couldn’t search, doing the work with his own two ruined hands.



The war-table met at midnight, the full table, everyone who’d been in the field and everyone who’d held the walls, and the room had the specific silence of a command that has just been outmaneuvered and knows it. Anfa stood at the wall not sitting, arms folded, not looking at anyone. Morana sat and said nothing. Vibria arrived late from the inner nest and stood in the doorway, heat banked hard under her skin. Everyone understood why she would not sit far from the exit.

Sybara laid out the arithmetic nobody wanted, and it was worse than the abduction, because the abduction was a wound and the arithmetic was the war’s design laid bare, the strategy we should have seen at the first sighting and hadn’t.

“Bolla gives Skarn the audience he needs,” she said, ashen, glasses fogged though the room wasn’t cold. “Lamya’s law guarantees every eye will be on the exchange. Skarn can return a branded scout at that exact hour and make his testimony visible flesh.”

“Bolla,” I said.

“Bolla. A gale-scout of the Sundered Flight, due to be returned to her people at the moon’s turn, per the law, in an exchange both sides agreed to and both sides expect to keep.” She set her hands flat on the table. “At the moon’s turn, Lamya expects her scout back. It is the law, and Lamya keeps the law to the letter, which means she will be watching the appointed place at the appointed hour with her whole attention, waiting to receive her scout as the law provides. Skarn understood that guarantee before we did. He didn’t take Bolla to hurt us, or not only. He took her because the law guarantees him an audience. Lamya will be watching for her scout, and what comes back to that watch instead of the whole, healed, freely-choosing girl we promised, Skarn will decide.”

She let it sit, and everyone at the table saw it before she said it.

“He has her. He is a brand-master. And he has spent the last of his anchor-ink, I would wager the archive on it, carving into a gale-scout the exact thing that makes every word of his testimony true.” Her voice went flat and terrible, the scholar’s voice reading out a conclusion she’d checked and could not un-check. “One atrocity with our name carved into it will commit Lamya more surely than any battlefield victory. He is going to send Lamya back her scout, and her scout is going to come home branded, a thrall where a free girl was, and she was in our keeping for three weeks, until only days ago, healed by our hands and sent home under our promise. There will be no talking Lamya down after that. There will be no proof left to offer. Because after that, the lie is true. We took a scout, and she came back a weapon, exactly as the witness said, and Lamya’s own healers will read the fresh brand-scars on her neck and know it with their own eyes, and their oldest fear will have its confirmation at last, in the flesh, in the face of one of their own.”

The table was silent. Campe’s forearm plates had gone to metal, the war-dragon surfacing under the carrying mother.

“The war also empties our defenses for his theft,” Sybara continued, quieter. “Morana was right. His true target is here, inside a fortress one man cannot rob while it stands whole. Sixty war-forms over our walls would occupy every partner, cadet, and watch-post. In that smoke, one careful man could reach the inner nest.” She looked around the table. “He started the war to empty our defenses for the theft. Bolla is how he makes Lamya commit.”

“And what does a brand-master want,” Campe said, “badly enough for all of this.”

“I don’t know.” Sybara’s hands didn’t move from the table. “But he is a maker of forged Marks, cut off from his source, from the Lord under the mountain that drove his craft, and his craft is dying without its root, a cutting without a tree. And there is a thing in our inner nest that pulses in the rhythm of the true Mark’s center, that will not hatch, that sings back to everyone who sings to it, that no record has a page for.” She did not look at Vibria, who had gone white and still. “I am not going to say the sentence all the way. I am only going to say that a man whose craft is dying for want of a source and an unprecedented egg that resonates without a bond are two facts, and I have spent my life learning that when two facts want to be one fact this badly, they usually are.”

Vibria stood without a word and walked toward the inner nest.


Chapter 10: The Accurate Chronicle

The coast that swallowed Bolla was Talise’s coast, and that changed everything, and I should have seen it days before I did.

The Aerie hunted with its entire apparatus and found nothing. Its eyes were built for the sky; Skarn moved by water. On the second day, Talise walked into the war-room, put her waterproofed journal on the table, and said, “You’re all looking with the wrong eyes. Give me the coast. It’s mine. My mother’s people are strung along every cove of it and they see everything and they tell nobody official, because nobody official ever thought a fisher was worth asking.”

Her mother was tidepool-clan. I’d known it since Talise proved herself the genuine expert at the Ocean-Clan Sanctuary. But I’d filed it as color and not as capability, the way everyone had always filed everything about Talise, because she was the loud one, the gossip, the saga-keeper, and you did not think of the loud one as an intelligence asset. The same habit had hidden her gift and sharpened it, and I only understood that when she started to work.

She called in every cousin she had. Tidepool-kin lived in small kin-groups along the entire western seaboard, fishers and wreck-divers and shore-watchers, gossips by trade and by blood, people who noticed a skiff where no skiff should be and a buried fire and a stranger who moved wrong. The Aerie had used scattered reports from a fisher here and a watcher there, but only Talise could turn the entire kinship gossip-current into a coordinated intelligence network. She built a watch-web out of kinship and a chronicle-code she invented overnight, a cipher of tide-terms and saga-nonsense that a tidepool cousin could read at a glance and a stranger couldn’t, and she ran it out along a hundred miles of coast in a day.

Within two days the Aerie knew things it had spent a week failing to learn.

Skarn’s skiff had gone south. Not down the river and out to open sea, which is where we’d assumed, which is why we’d wasted a week searching the wrong water. South, along the coast, hugging the shallows where a dragon’s shadow couldn’t follow and an aerial sweep saw only gray water, laid up by day in the coves, moving in the dark. The tide-kin had watched him do it, cove by cove, without ever quite meaning to, the way you notice a wrong note in a familiar song, and the notes had traveled up the gossip-current to Talise, who’d assembled them into the melody.

He was still on this side of the water. He had not crossed back to the Flight, which we’d feared, which would have put him beyond reach behind sixty war-forms. He was here, on our coast, waiting, somewhere in the southern shallows, for the moon to turn, because his whole plan needed the deadline and the audience the deadline gave him, the war-matriarch watching the appointed place at the appointed hour, ready to receive her scout and receive instead the thing he’d carved. He’d taken Bolla south to do the work in peace, in a cove, with his tools and his ink and his time, and then he’d meant to carry his atrocity back north to the Reach and give it to the Flight at the deadline.

The reports still placed him south, watching and waiting. A tidepool cousin in a southern cove had seen a stranger buy nothing, trade nothing, and lay up a full day watching the water, and had told her second cousin, who’d told Talise’s aunt, who’d told Talise, in a chronicle-code that rendered, when Talise read it aloud, as a fisherman’s complaint about a bad day and meant, underneath, southern shallows, a man alone, a small boat, laid up, watching, and Talise had it on the war-table within the hour.

Nobody had imagined the network, and that neglect made it work. The tide-kin passed beneath notice, which let them see everything. A war-flight watches for scouts and armies. A brand-master watches for the Aerie’s watch. Nobody, on either side of any war, watches the fishers, because a fisher is furniture, a fisher is weather, a fisher is the person you don’t count, and so the fishers saw the skiff and the buried fire and the stranger who bought nothing, and told each other, in the gossip-current that ran along the whole coast faster than any relay, and Talise, who spoke that current as a mother-tongue, tapped it and read it aloud and turned a hundred miles of dismissed people into the finest coastal watch the continent had ever accidentally possessed.

She ran it like she’d been born to it, because she had. She sat at the war-table with kin-reports pinned around her and translated them live, this cousin’s complaint about a bad catch that meant a skiff seen at dusk, that aunt’s grumble about the weather that meant a buried camp two coves south, weaving the scattered gossip of her whole scattered people into a single moving picture of one careful man in the shallows, and she did it in her own voice, loud and warm and sure, not performing now, working, and the war-table watched the loudest gossip in the Aerie run a professional intelligence network off the back of a fish-market, and nobody laughed.

Ivora watched longest. The stone-dragon scout-commander, the quiet watcher, the woman who read terrain from altitude, sat across from the loud one and watched her turn a lifetime of not-being-taken-seriously into the single most effective piece of intelligence work the Aerie had produced in the whole war, and then Ivora did the thing that mattered. She stood, and she formally deputized the entire tide-kin web into the coastal watch, under Aerie authority, and she made Talise its officer, with a rank and a mandate and a place at the scout-command table, on the record, in front of everyone.

Talise went speechless.

Ivora’s defining gift, the one that made her my first ally and later coastal scout-commander, which was to see the competence in a person the room had decided not to see, and name it, plainly, on the record, and let the naming change everything. She’d been the quiet watcher her whole career, passing intel from the edge of a table, and she recognized another edge-dweller when she saw one working, and she brought Talise off the edge and into the middle with a rank and a mandate, one professional to another, the loud watcher and the quiet one made peers at last.

Talise’s mouth stayed open for four full seconds. Her wrist-patches deepened and the dapple-net went still.

Her voice returned with a wobble. She asked whether the rank could be Sagakeeper-Commander because it needed more syllables. Ivora accepted the amendment without smiling.



I found her that night in the chronicle-room, still in her harness.

The chronicle-room was her cell off the cadet hall, one desk, one lantern, a shelf of the public chronicles she’d sold to every table in the Aerie, glorious and wrong, and one locked drawer. Her Forge. Her archive. The room where she did the work nobody watched. And she was in it past midnight, surrounded by kin-reports pinned to every surface, every southern cove mapped in tide-code across her walls, and she was still wearing the harness. At twenty-three, she had turned the kin-language she’d grown up with into the Aerie’s best coastal intelligence network in two days.

Brenna had fitted her for the search-flights. Her first harness, her own, built to her sturdy tidepool frame, the salt-alloy fittings Brenna cold-worked for the water-women so the sea wouldn’t eat the steel. Brenna had built or altered gear for every woman as the pack grew, and the Aerie had learned to read her fittings as a sign that someone was being brought closer. The harness on Talise’s shoulders was a thing with a meaning stitched into it that everyone in the Aerie could read except, I was fairly sure, Talise, who had spent so long being the one who read everyone else that she’d never learned to be read.

She looked up when I came in, and for once she didn’t narrate my entrance, didn’t announce THE ALPHA ARRIVES, didn’t perform. She was too deep in the work and too tired to armor, and the room was the truest version of her, the walls papered in the accurate maps she’d made from a lifetime of noticing, the one lantern, the locked drawer, the harness she was still wearing because she hadn’t stopped working long enough to take it off. The room held no audience. Talise’s voice stayed low.

“I’m not done,” she said. “There’s a report from the far southern coves that doesn’t fit and I want to know why before I sleep. Cousin Weth says the skiff passed him going south three nights ago and Aunt Sella says it laid up two coves north of him the same night, and they can’t both be right, unless he doubled back, which he does, so.” She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. “So I’m working it. What do you need.”

“Nothing,” I said. “I came to tell you something.”

At the Ocean-Clan Sanctuary I’d once called her masterful and watched her lose four seconds of speech. I used the same plain voice now.

I told her plainly. No volume, no joke, none of the cadet-hall register she used as armor. She deserved the truth in the same direct voice I’d have wanted used on me. I told her she’d been masterful. That the Aerie had spent a week failing to find a man she’d located in two days out of a fishers’ gossip-current and a code she invented overnight in her own head. That she’d built and run an intelligence network the equal of anything Sybara or Ivora could have built, faster than either of them, and done it in her own way, out of kinship and gossip and a lifetime of noticing what everyone else dismissed, and turned the very thing the world had used to overlook her, being the unserious one, the fisher’s daughter, the loud one, into the exact instrument that had done what all the Aerie’s formal power couldn’t. I told her it was, plainly, a decisive piece of work in the war. That I saw it. That I wasn’t going to make a joke of it or let her make one, because it was true and she should hear it true, out loud, from someone who meant every word.

She went silent.

This silence held longer because it wasn’t in front of a room. It was just us, with no joke available to deflect it, nowhere to put it, and no cadet hall to perform for. She sat in her first harness among the maps she’d made and looked at me, and her wrist-patches deepened from teal to dark, the dapple-net stilling, and her pencil, which had been in her hand, went down onto the desk without her seeming to decide to put it there.

She did the brave thing she’d come here to do.

She reached down and opened the locked drawer.



Inside was a notebook. Not one of the public chronicles from the shelf. A different one, older, the cover worn soft from handling, and she took it out and held it a moment like a thing she’d never shown anyone, which she hadn’t, and then she put it on the desk between us and pushed it toward me.

“The public ones are for the hall,” she said. Her voice had gone quiet, the third register, the rare one. “The sagas. Seventeen percent true, a hundred percent feeling. Those are the ones I sell. This one.” She tapped the worn cover. “This one’s…”

She couldn’t finish it. She tried, and the sentence died, the way her sentences died when truth left no room for performance, and she just tapped the cover again, twice, and left it.

I opened it. And it was years of margin-notes in a tight, small, accurate hand, nothing like the saga-scrawl of the public chronicles. Dates. Times. Every flight I’d flown since the first Drowned Reach expedition, logged. Every kindness she’d seen me do when I thought no one was watching, recorded, plain, true. The evening I’d stayed after a tidepool drill to rewrap a first-year cadet’s split palm while Talise packed her field notes nearby. The morning I’d fixed a cadet’s harness myself rather than make her wait for the Forge. The hour I’d spent with Vibria at the nest saying nothing while Talise stood watch in the gallery corridor. All of it, dated, precise, the only accurate chronicle she had ever kept, about the one subject she’d never dared publish.

“You’ve been writing me,” I said. “Since the Drowned Reach expedition.”

“Since the first Drowned Reach expedition. The storage shed was the seed, the thumbs-up before I understood what I was watching.” A ghost of the grin, gone as fast as it came. “You didn’t know I kept it. Nobody knew I kept it. I write everything, you know that, the whole Aerie knows that, they think it’s a joke, the girl who writes everything down and gets it all wrong. And they’re right about the wrong part. Everything I write for the hall, I get wrong on purpose. A saga isn’t a ledger. Nobody wants a battle recited correctly; they want the version that felt true.” She looked at the notebook in my hands, at her own tight accurate hand filling its pages. “Except this one. This one I got right. Every entry, years deep, dated, checked. It’s the accurate thing I kept for myself. And it’s about you. And I never showed it to a living soul. Getting you wrong would have broken the only record I cared about, so I checked every entry and locked them all away, which is.” She stopped. The sentence wouldn’t finish. She started again, smaller, the third register, the rare one. “Which is a strange thing to do for two years. Write the most accurate thing you’ll ever write and never let anyone read it.”

She took a breath.

“I don’t want to write tonight’s from the chair, Dane. I’ve written all of them from the chair. From the doorway, from the wall, through the gap in the shed door. Two years at the edge of every good thing that ever happened in this place, getting it down, getting it right, and never fully in it.” Her dark eyes came up to mine, and her patches were deep and still. “I want in. Once. I don’t want to be at the edge of it. I’ve been at the edge my whole life and I’m good at the edge and I’m tired of it. Let me in.”

She left the locked drawer open and waited for my answer.

“Yes,” I said. “No chair. No edge. You come inside tonight.”

Her patches went dark and still. She set her pencil down on the desk. And she nodded, once, and did not manage a word, which from Talise was the loudest yes there was.



I chose an entry she couldn’t have expected me to have read, the evening after a tidepool drill when I’d stayed behind to rewrap a first-year cadet’s split palm while Talise packed her field notes nearby, and I read her own words back to her, her tight accurate account of a moment I’d thought no one noticed and had half-forgotten myself. Hearing it in her hand, dated, exact, witnessed, was like being handed a piece of my own life I hadn’t known anyone had kept. She’d seen it. She’d seen all of it, two years of it, and gotten it right, and locked it away.

She went silent as I read. Her dapple quickened at the wrists.

She tried to armor it. She reached, out of reflex, for the cadet-hall voice, the field-notes register, the joke that would put the wall back up, and she started, “Chronicle entry. The Alpha then attempted to.” And I closed the notebook, and set it down on the desk between us, and I said it plain.

“Your entry. Not tonight. Tonight I’ll write this one. Out loud.”

Her pencil rolled to a stop beside the notebook. She rose from the chair.

She rose into the lantern-light in her first harness and began chronicling her own undressing in cheerful third person. Narration served as armor and foreplay both. I let her carry it to its natural end; cutting her short would only preserve the defense.

“The chronicler,” she said, hands going to the harness buckles, her voice pitched for an audience that wasn’t there, “displaying tremendous professional composure, and considerable personal courage, proceeds to document from inside as the subject for the first time in a distinguished career the following events.” She got the first buckle. Her hands were steady on that one. “The subject, that’s me, the subject removes the harness, note the excellent workmanship, Brenna does good work, and proceeds to.” Her hands shook on the second buckle. “Proceeds to. The subject proceeds to.” The sentence shortened. She got the buckle anyway. “The subject. The.” Her third sentence died there, mid-clause, unfinished, the harness sliding off her shoulders under fingers that weren’t steady. Her fourth was never born.

The harness came off, then the tunic. Her narration stopped. I let the room stay quiet.

The sturdy tidepool body came out of the harness and the travel-worn cadet gear, and it matched every glimpse I’d refused to linger on and had never let myself look at directly across all those years, because she’d never once performed it. Strong swimmer’s shoulders. A soft middle she’d genuinely never thought about, unbothered, real. A full firm C-cup, warm deep brown, honest and unremarked. And the thing my eye kept returning to, the big round powerful swimmer’s ass built by years of diving, firm under the softness, with the teal scale-patches sitting at its upper curve, exactly where my hands would land.

I’d seen that sturdy shape in wet cadet gear for years without allowing my gaze to linger. Now she stood under the lantern and let me look.

She turned and bent forward over her own chronicle desk, over the maps she’d made, over the tide-code and the kin-reports, and presented it, the big round powerful ass I’d never let myself look at directly, and the hip-patches shimmered in the lantern-light, the dapple-net running its shifting caustic net of light across her skin, quickening. The true notebook remained open beside her hand.

I put my hands on the hip-patches.

The dapple-net jumped at the contact. The shifting net of light leaped brighter across her skin, the first-touch spike, running from the patches under my palms out across the small of her back and down her thighs and up her spine, the caustic net flaring like sun breaking over a shallow floor. “Oh, that’s going in the.”

She stopped herself and laughed. The laugh thinned into a sound without words.



I ran my hands over her first, across swimmer’s shoulders, soft middle, and full breasts, then down to the diving-built power of her ass. The dapple quickened under my palms and followed each touch. She pushed back into me with a low, wordless sound. I lined myself up and pushed into her slow, and she was hot and slick and gripping, and she gasped and gripped the desk, and I seated myself all the way in her and stayed there a moment, both hands on the hip-patches, and then I started to move, slow, and I did what she’d asked of the notebook.

I narrated her in the plain voice I used to read a landscape aloud.

I told her what I saw, what I did, and how her body answered.

I told her the color the dapple-net was doing across the small of her back, the teal gone dark and rich, the caustic light swimming faster the deeper I went. I told her how her right hip tightened a half-beat before each stroke landed. I told her what her hips did when I gripped the patches and pulled her back onto me, the exact motion, named plain, no adjective on it. I told her the sweat-sheen was starting at the base of her spine and the light was chasing it. I described the powerful curve filling both my hands, the way the diving-built muscle shifted under the softness when I pulled her back, and the exact pressure her hips returned against mine. I kept it physical and survey-plain, without ranking her against anyone, because accuracy was what she had asked for. I described her bent over her own maps in her own chronicle-room being taken slow and I told her every plain fact of it as it happened, and every one landed on her like a hand. She gripped the edge of the desk harder with each one. The dapple-net spread from the wrists and the hips outward across her whole body, the caustic net of sun-on-shallow-water swimming over warm brown skin, brighter as she climbed. And she made no full sentences. Only sounds. Only the small broken noises of the woman who narrated everything, being narrated, for once, by someone else, accurately, while he took her over her own desk.

Her voice returned once.

At the climb, when I felt her getting close, she found one whisper, a whisper barely louder than breath in her long, loud history, her public voice gone down to a thread.

“Breed me,” she whispered. “Don’t make me say it twice. I only have so many words tonight.”

I didn’t make her say it twice. She only had so many words tonight and she’d spent one on the request that mattered, and I wasn’t going to make her spend another. I gripped the hip-patches in both hands, the teal scale-patches at the upper curve of that diving-built ass, where years of diving had set them above the powerful curve, and I finished inside her, deep, driving hot, heavy spurts into her while she gripped the desk. And I kept narrating right through it, low, plain, telling her exactly what was happening to her body as it happened, what I was doing, what she was taking, the light doing what it did, because that was the thing she’d asked for from the notebook and I gave her every last plain word of it. She gripped the edge of the desk hard enough to whiten her knuckles and took it and made no words, only the small sounds, and the dapple ran wild across her whole body, and she went up and up on my plain voice describing her going up, seen the whole way.

And then she came in total silence, surrendering without a word.

Her mouth opened, but no sound came. Her whole body clenched around me.

And the dapple-net snapped still.

The shifting caustic net across her body froze mid-shimmer, a frozen pattern of sunlit water held perfectly motionless over her warm brown skin. The tidepool at slack water. The one held moment between the tide going out and the tide coming in, when the whole surface goes still and the light stops moving and the water holds its breath. It held for one full breath, a frozen net of caught light over her skin.

And in that held breath, the tenth constellation point burned in on my sternum.

Teal. Tide-glass bright. I felt it arrive, the tenth light, burning into my sternum beside the nine, taking its place in a constellation that had grown from a faint amber bruise in a bunkhouse to a ten-point galaxy. Fire and war and frost and storm and life and deep and forge and storm-silver and reef-amber, and now teal, the tidepool, the watcher, the tenth light. The Mark flared gold through the dark chronicle-room, lighting the maps on the walls, and across the whole Aerie I felt nine shutters open at once to welcome it, the pack greeting the newest from the inside the way they’d greeted every new light, warmth flowing toward the teal point from every direction, fire and frost and storm and all the rest reaching to fold the tenth in.

Nine answering bonds flooded warmth into the new teal point. Talise’s frozen dapple returned to motion, and her wet eyes came up to mine.

Vibria’s whoop rose from somewhere in the cadet hall, muffled through stone and loud enough to wake every bucket brigade on the mesa. I could imagine the cadets reaching for water before they realized the fire-drake was celebrating rather than burning the furniture.

I stayed in her while she came down over the desk and maps. My mouth found the back of her neck; the dapple slowly returned to motion beneath my lips. I held her through the small aftershocks without rushing the silence. When I finally turned her around, she pressed her face to the ten lights on my chest and stayed there.



After, she pulled the notebook back over, and she wrote one entry, and turned it to me.

It was short. It was in the small accurate hand, not the saga-scrawl, the true chronicle and not the sold one. And it was, like every entry in that drawer, true down to the last word.

Entry: tonight the chronicler was the story instead of the one telling it. He wrote it out loud and it was accurate. So was I. Note, for the record nobody will read: I have been seen. It did not hurt. Cross-reference: everything.

I read the entry twice. Talise watched me, her dapple-net restored to a rich, living teal, then left the notebook on the desk within my reach. The locked drawer stayed open.

And then her full public voice rushed back, returning like a wave after slack water, and she narrated the entire walk from the chronicle-room to the Tower at the top of her lungs, gloriously, inaccurately. A saga composed on the spot, THE CHRONICLER ASCENDED TO THE TOWER IN TRIUMPH, THE TENTH LIGHT KINDLED, THE SAGAKEEPER-COMMANDER CLAIMED HER PLACE AMONG THE STARS, seventeen percent true and a hundred percent feeling, complete with a refrain and an invented ceremony and a claim that the ward-stones had brightened in her honor, which they had not. Her hand stayed in mine under her jacket the whole way, hidden from the kin-charts, corridors, and cadets. Whenever her saga reached an especially impossible claim, her thumb traced one quiet circle over my knuckle.

Nure passed us on the stair, luminous in the dark on her way to the crater basin. She took in Talise’s triumphant volume, our hidden joined hands, and the absence of the notebook. Her rings pulsed once, dry and pleased.

“The chronicler is content,” Nure said. “Note it.”

Talise, mid-saga, without breaking stride, said, “Noted,” and it was the same word she’d managed in the crater shallows, the only word, and this time she said it grinning, from the inside, hand in mine, ten lights between us, content, and the long years at the edge were answered in that one small noted, and I walked her up into the Tower and the pile made room for the tenth light without anyone needing to be asked.



The Weave welcomed her properly at breakfast by teasing her mercilessly. That was how the Weave welcomed anyone.

Vibria declared it official and made a whole thing of it, standing on the bench again to have the height. The tenth light. The carrying club would have to make room, no, wait, Talise wasn’t carrying, so she’d have to found her own club, the Watching Club, membership one, dues payable in accurate margins, meetings held from the good seat. Talise pointed out that a club of one wasn’t a club, it was a person, and Vibria said that was the customary objection of a founding member and adjourned the meeting.

Ceto presented Talise, with total and elaborate ceremony, a formal written invoice. Chair rental. One full season, retroactive, covering every time Talise had occupied the good seat at the edge of a scene over the years, itemized, with a maintenance surcharge and compound interest, payable in honey-cake. Talise accepted the invoice with equal ceremony, read it aloud to the table in her most official voice, and then annotated it with corrections, a counter-charge for saga services rendered, and a single star, and handed it back, and Ceto gasped in professional outrage, and the two loudest chroniclers in the Aerie began a feud over the invoice that would run for the rest of the war, generate seven amendments, and improve every saga either of them wrote. A rival storyteller keeping score sharpened them both. Sybara noted, dryly, that the tenth bond brought the constellation to a complete decad and that she would need to recalibrate the entire resonance-glass and that this was the most inconvenient and interesting thing anyone had done to her instruments in a year. Morana, carrying Bolla’s loss like a stone, managed her first real smile since the defile. Even during war, a new light in the pack deserved welcome. And Anfa, who found Talise’s volume exhausting in the most affectionate way, did not slam a shutter, which everyone understood was a coronation.

Bolla’s chair remained empty beside Morana. Talise glanced at it once, then looked away.

Talise sat in the middle, teal point warm on my chest, her harness on the doorframe peg and a charcoal pencil speared into a fresh gouge beside it. She argued Ceto’s invoice down by half, stole Vibria’s honey-cake as a processing fee, and never once reached for the chair at the room’s edge.

The relay-glass on the western rail ticked. Ceto’s invoice lowered. Vibria stopped mid-objection. Ten faces turned toward the sound.

Thessaly, from the Reach. The message came in a long string, an extravagance of light-script she reserved for the worst news. Nure read it off the glass as her branching patterns slowed and darkened. Plates locked, sparks died, and cutlery settled onto the table around her.

“Something happened at the Flight’s beachhead in the night,” Nure read. “Fires among the ruins. Alarm-kites. The salt-clan sentries roused the camp before dawn.” She read on, slower. “And at first light, the Flight raised a pennant over the upper plaza that the ocean-clan have no word for, black, and Thessaly asked her elders, and her elders know it, from the oldest Accord records, from before the burial.” Nure lowered her eyes from the glass.

“It is the black pennant of the old law,” she said. “The blood-verdict. It means the words are spent and the truce is ended and the law grants no more parley and no more words before blood. It means the Flight has judged, and the judgment is death, and they are coming.” She lowered the glass and looked at me across the still breakfast room, the tenth light new and warm on my chest and a war on the horizon in the same hour, joy and dread in the same breath, the way this whole season had gone.

“The moon turned during the night,” she said. “The agreed exchange window. Whatever he sent them at the appointed hour was enough to spend the words and raise the black pennant, and Lamya does not break the law or its timing lightly.” Her branching patterns had gone dark and slow. “He used every hour the deadline gave him, Dane, then struck precisely when the law guaranteed Lamya’s attention. We thought we had until the moon turned to find Bolla and stop this. The moon has turned. It is war, declared at the deadline, and we are only now leaving the breakfast where we welcomed the tenth light.”

Campe was already on her feet, the war-dragon surfacing.

“Mobilize the western wall,” she ordered.


Chapter 11: The Lie With True Details

Thessaly’s relays and the tide-kin witnesses gave us the night’s events piece by piece. By the time the report reached the Aerie, Skarn’s false flag had already worked.

In the dark of the moon’s turn, at the hour Lamya’s law guaranteed the Flight would be watching for its returned scout, a gale-dragon came out of the inland dark and attacked the Sundered Flight’s own perimeter. Her target was the Flight’s own camp, among the Accord ruins at the Drowned Reach where they roosted grieving. She came in low and fast with dead eyes and fresh brand-scars raw and weeping on her neck, and she dropped an alchemical incendiary Skarn had strapped beneath her flight harness onto a supply-roost, burning a whole store of the crossing-rations a dying people could not spare, and she mauled two salt-clan sentries who tried to stop her before they could rouse the camp, and then, mid-strike, with a wing-sister’s blood on her claws, she was called off. By something no one saw. She broke off in the exact middle of the attack, as if a hand had reached into her and pulled, turned, and vanished back inland into the dark she’d come from, and the Flight was left standing in the burning ruins of their own supplies with two of their own bleeding on the stones and a horror settling over every roost in the camp.

Their healers went to the wounded, and the wounded, before they passed out, gave the same account, and the Flight’s own trackers read the ground, and the story assembled itself exactly as Skarn had built it to.

The attacker was one of their own gale-dragons. The healers who tended the two mauled salt-clan sentries had, before the sentries passed out, gotten a description, and the description matched the wing-lattice reports the gale-clan kept of their own: storm-gray-green markings, gale-clan build, a scout’s frame. And there was only one gale-clan scout unaccounted for. The one taken by the tyrant roughly three weeks ago in a coastal skirmish, whose loss the whole Flight knew, whose wing-sisters had watched her fall behind the screen and be lost. Bolla. She’d come back. With fresh brand-scars raw on her neck, the healers saw them clearly on the second pass. Dead-eyed, the way a branded thing is dead-eyed. And she’d attacked her own people, burned a roost, mauled two of them, and then been called off mid-strike by an unseen hand and vanished inland, which was exactly how a distant master calls off a branded weapon.

The healers read genuine brand-scars. The trackers reconstructed a real attack. The wing-lattice identified a gale-scout. Lamya drew the conclusion Skarn had built for her: the tyrant had returned Bolla as a weapon.

He had spent the atrocity at the hour her law guaranteed the largest audience.

Sybara set the final relay down. “He took her south for privacy and enough time to let the ink set. Then he flew her straight into the Flight’s perimeter at the exchange hour. Their own healers read his work. The black pennant is up.”



Lamya’s herald delivered the verdict at the Aerie’s western gate, by law, in person, because Lamya kept the law even now, even to an enemy she’d judged.

It was a mark of how completely Skarn had won, at that point in the war, that the Flight would deliver a blood-verdict by the old forms even after a false-flag attack on their own camp. They kept the law harder the more afraid they were. The law was the last firm structure a dying, terrified people possessed, and Lamya held it hardest of all. That rigor left one opening: truth placed where the law required her to look.

The herald was ash-clan, char-dark, and she flew alone under a herald’s mark that even a blood-verdict honored, unarmed, untouchable by the law’s own protection, and she landed at the western gate in the shadow of Ayida’s flowered wall, the wall that had bloomed in the night and that the Flight’s scouts had reported as flowered without knowing what to make of it, and she delivered the sentence in the old dialect, and Sybara rendered it at my shoulder, and I heard most of it myself, because the old Accord tongue and the Farshore tongue were closer than either was to ours, two branches of the same ten-thousand-year-old root.

“The words are spent,” the herald said. “The Flight offered mercy, and the mercy was refused, and then the tyrant proved the Flight’s judgment with the tyrant’s own hand, sending our scout carved and dead-eyed against our own. The black pennant flies. The old law grants no further negotiation. The final standing ultimatum remains: surrender the Mark-carrier and the violet whelp before the third dawn tide, and the rest may still live. Refuse, and the tide takes the wall, and the law will have been kept, and the blood will be on the ones who kept the tyrant.”

She did not gloat. She delivered it flat, in the old forms, and waited for a reply, and there was a grief in her char-dark face under the duty. Because she was ash-clan, and the ash-clan kept the law, and the law had just been proven to her by her own healers reading brand-scars on her own scout, and she believed the thing she was delivering with her whole heart and it was breaking that heart to deliver it, and that was the horror of Skarn’s craft, that he’d turned honorable people into the instrument of their own deception and left them grieving as they marched to a war built on a lie they had no way to see.

I gave her the only reply I had, which was that the carrier would not be surrendered, that the whelp was no whelp but a freed man, and that the tyrant they feared was buried and the man who carved their scout was a man of my own continent who would answer for it. She heard me out, per the law, which grants a reply even to the condemned, and she inclined her head, and she said one thing before she left, not the verdict, her own.

“I flew here believing you a monster,” the herald said, in careful pidgin, looking up at the flowered wall behind me, the impossible blossoms glowing along the western cliff. “And your fortress is covered in flowers, and a freed thing at your gate saluted me with fire in her open hand instead of a fist. I do not understand it. It does not fit what I was told.” Her char-dark eyes came back to mine. “But my healers read the scars on Bolla’s neck, and a scout does not lie about a brand, and the law is the law. So I will fly home and I will tell the matriarch your wall is strange, and it will change nothing. A strange wall cannot answer a branded scout. If you have a truth, Mark-carrier, put it where our law must look. Words and flowers cannot carry that burden, and the tide comes on the third dawn.”

She left carrying the verdict correctly, having shown me how this had to end.

I watched the herald climb away west.

“Lamya’s law made her healers inspect Bolla’s scars,” I said. “If we can put contrary proof before her under the same law, she’ll have to look.”

Campe’s green eyes narrowed. “Then save the complete plan for the war-table. Bring me the hinge.”



The war-table met and moved fast, because the third dawn tide was coming and there was no time to waste.

Campe ran it from the platform-side, carrying, sharp, the defense she’d been building since the first sighting now snapping into its final shape. The western wall stood ready, Ayida’s living lattice and Ceto’s shell-baffles and Brenna’s arms and Bellic’s staged buckets and the freed watch armed under Maren. Vael and Kaia would stand the wall visible, in their cloaks, proof in the daylight. Aurelion would stand at Campe’s shoulder, four centuries of authority under a younger command. Rissara’s cadet wings, Sybara’s grounding walls, Ayida’s root-catches, Nure and the ocean-clan on the crater-water lanes. It was the best-prepared defense the Aerie had ever mounted, and against sixty war-forms it would not be enough to win, and Campe knew it, and had built it anyway to hold long enough for the thing that mattered.

The defense would serve as our anvil; the Weave would strike as the hammer.

We drilled the tactical full-share once, at full ten points, on the Training Terrace, the first combat-grade hold the pack had ever attempted. In practice we’d held the Weave for perception, for the shared quiet room of it. Under combat conditions, ten perceptions and mine folded into one field, every angle, every closing enemy, every partner’s position and speed and vector perceived at once as a single body’s awareness, the way a hand knows where all its fingers are. And it was staggering. For the seconds it held I saw the whole terrace and the whole sky from ten directions at once, knew where every one of us was without looking, felt the air Anfa felt and the depth Nure felt and the ground Brenna felt and the living pulse Ayida felt, all of it one field, one awareness, terrifying and total.

The second breath hit the floor and spread across all ten bonds. Each woman took her portion, and the shared foundation threatened to buckle within seconds, the geometric cost of the Weave multiplied by combat-focus, and Sybara’s protocol timed the release before it could break anyone, and we came out of it wrecked and gasping on the terrace stone, clear-eyed about exactly two things. How long we could hold it, which was seconds. And how much it could do in those seconds, which was everything, if we spent them on the right instant, which would be the instant Skarn played Bolla in the open sky.

Then I gave them the plan.

“We hold the walls without bleeding the Flight dry. When Skarn shows Bolla, Anfa and Morana box her in the open sky. Vael calls the rune’s vulnerable beat. The ten-point floor anchors me, and I sever the brand where both armies can see.”

The table was silent, and then it moved, because it was the only plan that led anywhere but a graveyard.

Morana spoke first, from experience, from the inside. “It’ll work,” she said, “if you can put the freeing where they have to look at it. That’s the hinge. Skarn built his lie for their law to read. He staged the attack where their healers would read the scars. You have to stage the truth the same way, in the open, where their law makes their eyes go. A freeing in a corner is nothing. A freeing at the hinge of the battle, over both armies, when Skarn plays her, that they cannot not-see.” She looked at me. “He is going to play her in the open. He has to. His whole plan is her carved and loosed where the Flight can see the tyrant’s work. That is our chance. The moment he shows her, we take her.”

“And if we are wrong,” Campe said, flat, the commander naming the cost, “if he does not play her in the open, if he keeps her hidden and just lets the war burn, then we have built every defensive line around a hinge that never comes, and we fight sixty war-forms with a plan that needs a moment the enemy controls.”

“He’ll play her,” I said. “The crossed-out rune was a signature, and a man who leaves a signature wants an audience. He did not take her to hide her. He took her to show her, to both armies, at the worst possible moment, the tyrant’s thrall butchering her own hosts’ young where sixty war-forms and a war-matriarch have to watch. That is the atrocity he is building toward, and the instant he shows her is the instant we unmake it, in front of everyone, and turn his own masterstroke into the one thing his lie cannot survive.” I looked around the table. “He built Bolla for an audience. We use the audience against him.”

The wall-order set around it. Vael and Kaia visible on the western wall, proof in the daylight. The freed watch under Maren holding their own section. Aurelion at Campe’s shoulder. Rissara’s cadets, Sybara’s grounding walls, Ayida’s root-catches and living wall, Ceto’s shell-bastions, Nure and the ocean-clan on the crater-water lanes. And the ten of us held in reserve for the Weave and the hinge, the battle a machine built to survive long enough for one instant of freeing in the open sky.

Morana and Anfa took the hunt, and there was a grim relief in the two of them at it, guilt given teeth at last. The storm-pair had lost Bolla in a fog-blind defile; they would find her in the shallows, and hold her in the sky when the moment came, and not let her go a second time, and I did not envy Skarn if the storm-pair reached him before the plan needed them to. Talise’s tide-kin web went to full war-footing, every cousin on the coast watching for the skiff, for the cove, for the moment Skarn moved his branded weapon north to the Reach to play her at the battle’s hinge.

And Sybara and Vael drilled the freeing itself, combining two proven parts for the hardest unmaking anyone had attempted. Vael’s rescue at the Peaks had proved that the center-point could act as the blade and that the eight-bond floor could sustain the backlash while I severed a forced Mark. Later, during the Hollow Alpha sealing, Vael learned to use his true Mark like a tuning fork, feeling hostile resonance beats ahead of Sybara’s instruments and calling the instant a waveform opened. We had never combined those parts against a moving target. Now the target would be Bolla, branded, in the open sky, moving at combat speed, in the middle of a battle, at war-range, with sixty war-forms in the air. Vael captured the rhythm of an orphaned brand off the residue-samples and replayed it on a loop through the resonance-glass so we could rehearse the timing, and he called each beat two to four seconds ahead of the instruments. I struck the empty air on his call, over and over, until the new combination became reflex, because in the real thing I’d have one instant and no second chance and a girl’s mind hanging on whether I hit it clean.

Under both of us, the ten-bond floor. Sybara’s survival protocol, third generation now, ten points at peak resonance forming the ground I’d stand on while the backlash of the unmaking tore backward through the Mark. Brenna rebuilt the bond-anchor rig to clip me to Anfa’s back with handholds for Morana above and behind, so the storm-pair could hold Bolla in the sky while I struck, all of it drilled, all of it timed, all of it rehearsed until it was muscle, because a plan you have to think about in the moment is a plan that fails.

“The floor will hold you,” Sybara told the ten of us, adjusting her glasses. “I have ten data points and no doubts. Vael calls the rhythm, Dane strikes, the floor takes the weight, each of you carries only her portion. We have done it with eight, in a chamber, on a still target. Now we do it with ten, in the open sky, on a moving one, mid-battle, at war-range, the largest single unmaking ever attempted.” She looked around at us. “Rehearse until it is reflex.”



Talise’s first heat hit on schedule at the least convenient hour in academy history, days after her bond and hours before the war stations locked, exactly as the resonance-estrus precedent predicted.

Morana’s heat had come days after her bond. Ceto’s had too. The Harmonic had woken the dormant biology and it ran on a schedule now, and Talise’s arrived on it, and it turned out that tidepool heat had its own flavor, which was line-of-sight hunger. Her dapple ran continuously, the caustic net never settling, and she physically could not stop orbiting me. Wherever I stood, she drifted toward, pulled like the tide toward the moon, and the chronicler who’d been assigned to help document the war-preparations documented, according to her own later admission, nothing whatsoever except where I was standing at any given moment, page after page of it, my position logged with an accuracy that would have been useful in a battle and was, in war-prep, simply the funniest intelligence failure the Aerie had produced.

The household answered with practiced warmth. Campe added a green-ink rotation to the duty slate; Sybara took one baseline reading and, under Talise’s glare, put the instrument away.

Ceto drew first watch. I found them on the western stair an hour later, Ceto seated on the broad step with Talise tucked against her side. Talise’s dapple ran continuously, and every time I crossed the landing her head turned before her eyes did.

“Line-of-sight hunger,” Ceto explained, stroking the teal-streaked knot. “Very inconvenient. Also flattering. The trick is to let the wanting happen without narrating it into a catastrophe.”

“The chronicler rejects the allegation of catastrophe,” Talise said, staring directly at me instead of at Ceto. Her pencil moved across the page. “Field note: Alpha at western stair, six paces, turning toward the wall. Alpha now at seven paces. This is useful tactical documentation.”

Ceto looked at the page. “You’ve mapped him seventeen times.”

“Eighteen. Accuracy matters.”

Vibria arrived with honey-cake and three unsolicited comparisons to her own first heat. Anfa closed a shutter before the second comparison ended. Talise laughed, ate, and leaned harder into Ceto while keeping me in sight. The moment lived instead of resolving as a roster.

The heat crested across two busy days of war preparation. Between councils and freeing drills, I gave Talise the proximity her body demanded; the tide-kin web kept running through trained cousins while its new officer temporarily documented my location with absurd precision. By the third dawn her dapple had settled.

Sybara’s log held one dry line: Tenth bond integrating on precedent. The chronicler is, for once, the entry.



Sybara arrived at the Tower with an instrument in one hand and a page of notes in the other. Ayida waited in the vine-shadow beneath the heavy fig tree. She crossed the room, eased the quill from Sybara’s fingers, and laid it beside the dark instrument.

Sybara’s hand hovered over the empty space for a heartbeat. Then she lowered it.

“One data point tonight,” Ayida said, low and warm, her brown hand rising to Sybara’s cool cheek. “Us. No instrument and no notes. Just this. You can write it after, if you have to. But not during. During, you’re here.”

Sybara had documented bondings, battles, clutches, and her own loss of composure with the same relentless attention. Now she looked at the quill, looked back at Ayida, and chose not to retrieve it.

“Yes.”

The answer left both her hands empty. Ayida filled one with her own.



Frost and life met skin to skin. Sybara’s cool blue-white pressed against Ayida’s warm iridescent brown, and the blue and gold points woke together on my sternum. Cool returned edged in living gold. Warmth came back traced with frost.

Ayida moved with garden patience. Sybara watched the first touch as if it might revise a law of nature, but she had no quill now, nowhere to retreat except into the sensation itself.

Sybara laid her palm over both points. Frost feathered across Ayida’s wrist without biting. A white flower opened between Sybara’s fingers.

The next fern of ice climbed the bedpost and curved into petals instead of spikes. More followed, crystalline blossoms growing beside the vine’s living flowers, cold white and warm green sharing the same dark wood. Neither woman could have made them alone. I watched that impossible little garden climb the headboard while the war waited outside.

Ayida undressed them both, slow, unshy, the way she undressed everyone, and the reveal of Sybara was the reveal it always was, the archivist’s robes falling away from a body no one expected, the full heavy D-cup, the wide soft hips, the massive round ass, all of it hidden under winter-blue layers and all of it spilling free, a shock even now, even to me, even after years. Ayida looked at her the way I looked at her, with open appreciation, and ran her warm brown hands over the pale blue-white curves, and where her warm hands touched Sybara’s cool skin the temperature-shock ran both ways, the frost-mother warming and the life-mother’s warmth going cool at the contact, and both of them made low sounds at it.

Sybara narrated it, of course. She always did, until she couldn’t. “The thermal interaction is producing crystalline morphology I have not documented, the frost is following the life-field’s growth-pattern, it is making petals, that is not, ice does not do that, the crystal structure at the phase boundary is behaving as though.” Four sentences into Ayida’s unhurried mouth moving down her throat, her warm hands lifted Sybara’s breasts and thumbed the pink nipples stiff. The syntax went. Faster than usual. Faster than a heat-scene. Ayida dissolved Sybara’s composure through total, unhurried attention. A warm mouth that refused haste broke the scholar’s vocabulary into fragments at record speed without a heat-cycle driving it. Her glasses fogged in two breaths, but she kept them on to watch the ice flower and the woman coaxing it from her, however blurred the view.

Then Sybara turned for me, gently, the eve of war held off with softness. She bent over the bed’s edge, the massive round ass presented, and I oiled her with the archive-lamp oil she’d brought. I worked her open slowly with my fingers while she braced on the bed and Ayida stroked her hair. Then I took her anally, slow and complete, the way she wanted it, and she made a sound that had no clinical word left in it.

Ayida lay beneath her, holding Sybara’s face in both warm hands, keeping the fogged glasses turned toward her, and murmured old-court life-tongue against her temple, a low blessing-cadence, over the frost-mother, over the cold vault and the eggs in it, over the war coming at dawn, a benediction in a language older than the academy for a woman being taken apart above her. Sybara’s fragments surfaced against Ayida’s murmured blessing and my slow deep strokes.

“Breed me any way you want,” Sybara managed, wrecked, glasses fogging opaque, “any way, the mothers’ data set is, oh. It’s complete. Don’t. Don’t stop.”

Frost-crystals bloomed up the headboard where she gripped it, carrying the egg-vein pattern everything Sybara froze had borne since her clutch was laid. Her body tightened around me in sharp internal pulses. The first contraction stole the last of her syntax. The second bowed her spine and sent a burst of shell-veined frost across the headboard. The third wrung a broken cry from her as her ass clenched hard around my cock and her thighs shook against the bed.

Her bun came fully unraveled. Her glasses stayed on, opaque with fog, because she wanted to see even when she could not. Ayida held her face and murmured the old blessing while Sybara came through another chain of tight spasms, frost cracking beneath her fingers and meltwater running down her pale flushed skin.

I held deep until the last contraction eased, then withdrew slowly. Sybara sagged into Ayida’s arms, trembling and spent, her breath leaving a fresh patch of fog across her lenses.

Then Ayida became the still point the three of us had been circling.

Sybara curled against Ayida and me, thawing, quiet now, spent and boneless and for once not narrating anything, her frost softening as the life-warmth reached her, her fogged glasses pushed up into her ruined hair. And Ayida rose over me astride, her half-speed, her one rhythm, the witness-stillness that drew every other woman around her, and she settled onto me and took me slow and held my eyes and never once let them go. The mother-prism bloomed across her warm brown skin, the widened spectrum, the deep greens and golds of the season, washing outward from her breasts across her shoulders and down her arms as she rode. Sybara watched from the pillow, thawing, held against Ayida’s side, the frost-mother and the life-mother sharing the same slow warmth.

The room’s temperature settled from opposing directions. Sybara’s frost-flowers melted off the headboard in slow drips while Ayida’s living blooms opened on the vine and fig. Cold warmed. The Garden’s heat eased. Their breathing found the same pace. Ayida climbed on a held breath, the way she did, one long rhythm, her gold eyes locked on mine the entire time, unbroken, letting me see every degree of it. And she came silent and shuddering with my first name on her lips, the name and not the title, “Dane,” quiet, complete, and on the fig tree’s lowest branch a single white flower opened out of season, the way a fruit fell every time, the Garden reading her and answering.

I finished inside her, deep, flooding her in long, forceful surges while her gold eyes held mine and her prism ran full-spectrum. The blue and gold points flared together through the center, sending Sybara’s cold echo and Ayida’s warm life-pulse around the room. Ayida clenched again when the Mark carried my finish back into her. Sybara shivered against her side. The last frost-flowers melted, the vine-blossoms folded closed, and the fig’s out-of-season flower remained open above them.

We lay tangled together after, the three of us, the frost-mother and the life-mother and me, in a bed that had been ice and flowers and was now just warm, and none of us said anything about the war, because saying it would have let it into the room, and for a little while longer we kept it out. Ayida’s hand found the Mark, gold to gold. Sybara’s cold skin warmed against my side. Outside the window the western wall glowed faint with Ayida’s blossoms, and somewhere below it the cold vault held two eggs deciding to wake, and beyond the western ranges sixty war-forms were turning toward us on the tide, and in the Tower it was quiet and warm and still.

After, Sybara reached for the quill. Pure reflex, glasses fogged, hand out, the muscle of a lifetime.

And Ayida picked it up and put it in Sybara’s hand and closed her fingers over it.

“Now write,” Ayida said.

Sybara wrote three words. She folded the page before anyone could read over her shoulder and filed it in the drawer reserved for scenes she’d chosen not to document.



Sera reached the Tower in the small hours, claws skidding on stone, and launched herself at Sybara’s door with a sharp series of war-rumbles. Sybara came out glasses-first in an inside-out robe. I followed her down to the cold vault.

Campe stood over the two eggs with one hand on the freeze-slate and Sera’s empty perch visible on her shoulder-plate. The vault felt wrong the instant I entered: warmer than Brenna’s channels allowed.

“It rose one degree,” Campe reported. “I checked the slate, both shells, then the slate again. No fault in the channels. They are generating the warmth themselves.”

Sybara pressed both palms to the pale shells. Vibria arrived behind us as the rest of the household gathered in the doorway. The readings climbed three weeks ahead of every blue line Sybara had drawn, the cold-incubation clock discarded by the lives inside it.

Above the readings, on the slate, in her own hand, from a season ago, stood her margin note, suddenly proved right.

The eggs will decide.

Sybara stood in the cold with fogged glasses and an inside-out robe.

“They’ve overridden every date on my slate.” Sybara adjusted her glasses, and for once there was no delight in the discovery, only fierce wonder. “I ruled out seasonal, thermal, and resonance triggers. The eggs do not consult me.”

She put her hand flat against the warming shell, the frost-mother over her own clutch on the eve of a war, and Campe put her plate-smooth hand beside it, the war-mother carrying her own, and Vibria put her hot hand beside both, the fire-mother of eight with one still waiting, and the three of them stood over the two warming frost-eggs in the cold vault while the harem watched.

“The eggs decided,” Sybara said. She looked at me across the vault, glasses catching the cold-light, and laid both hands on the warming shells. “I wrote that as a hedge. It turned out to be the law.”


Chapter 12: Cold Dawn

The frost-eggs hatched at cold dawn while the war-horns were tested on the walls above. Crystal chimes answered the siege-warning: a birth delivered two days before the fight.

We’d gathered in the cold vault before first light, the harem and the elder-hatchling honor-guard and Sybara at the center of it, because the eggs had run warm all night and were nearly ready, and nobody was going to miss it, war or no war. It was the strangest gathering of this strange season. Above us, through a hundred feet of mesa stone, we could hear the war-horns sounding their test-notes, the long low calls the walls used to check their signal-lines, the whole Aerie arming for a Flight whose wing-lanterns had been sighted on the western horizon at dusk and would reach the crater by the next dawn, then attack with the tide after that. And down in the cold vault it was another world entirely, blue-lit and still and cold, the frost-veined air, the alloy walls Brenna had carved, the freeze-slate on the wall carrying Sybara’s schedule in blue ink and Campe’s watch-roster in green.

Between the two worlds, between the horn above and the hush below, on Sybara’s freeze-slate, the two frost-shells finished warming toward a hatching they’d chosen three weeks early. Sybara stood over them, and she had deliberately brought no instrument and no quill to her own clutch’s hatching. She’d come to watch her clutch hatch as a mother and not an archivist, and she’d left the tools in her chamber on purpose, and everyone who knew her understood what that cost and what it meant.

They didn’t crack. That was the first surprise. Fire-eggs crack and life-eggs bloom, but frost-eggs, it turned out, ring. The shell-veins fractured in patterns, spreading across the pale surface in geometric lines like frost spreading on a window, and as each vein completed it rang, a small crystal chime, clear and cold, so that the two eggs hatched in a rising cascade of tiny bell-notes, chiming as the crystal lattice of the shell broke along its own beautiful lines. And through the fractures, the frost-wyrmlings unfolded. Not scrambling like fire-drakes, not pushing like the deliberate ones. They unfolded into the cold like silk pulled from a spool, sinuous, pale, unhurried even at the moment of birth.

Kess came first. Male, pale-blue-veined, sinuous, and patient in the exact way his mother was patient, and the first thing he did, before he’d fully dried, before he’d so much as looked at any of the faces ringed around the vault, was organize the loose frost of the floor. He breathed a slow cold considered breath across the stone, and the scattered rime drew itself into neat geometric panes at his feet, ordered, tessellated, each pane the same size as the next, a newborn arranging his immediate environment into a system before he’d taken his tenth breath. He surveyed the result. He appeared satisfied. Then he extended the pattern another rank outward; one rank was insufficient. Sybara covered a sound halfway between laughter and a sob. Her son had entered the world and immediately begun to catalogue it.

“He’s tessellating,” she whispered. “He’s newly hatched and he’s tessellating the floor. I did not teach him that. That is not learned. That is in the blood.” I had never seen Sybara prouder.

Veya came second, and she was her brother’s opposite the way the smallest of every clutch was the opposite of the others. Female, smaller, quicksilver where Kess was still, and she unfolded fast and bright-eyed and looked around at the ring of waiting faces with immediate interest, and then, by way of greeting, she picked the nearest face, which was Sybara’s, and breathed a neat cone of rime directly across her mother’s spectacles, frosting them opaque in a single breath. And then she chimed. A small ringing delighted peal, frost-wyrmling laughter, pleased with herself at having fogged the glasses, having discovered on her first breath that she could make an effect in the world and finding it funny. Kess, beside her, regarded his sister’s disorder with what would clearly become a lifelong patience. The first frost-wyrms of the new generation. The patient one and the quick one. And the quick one’s very first act, before she was fully dry, was a joke played on her mother, which told the whole vault exactly what kind of creature Veya was going to be, and Vibria, watching, announced that she approved completely and that Veya could visit the fire-brood whenever she liked.

Sybara knelt in the frost-veined air with a wyrmling in each arm. Her glasses remained frosted opaque by her daughter. Both hands were full.

“Cold. They dream in cold. I knew, and I didn’t know.” She drew Kess and Veya against her skin. “My cold ones. Born under war-horns, and afraid of nothing.”

And above us, through the stone, the war-horns sounded their test-notes, and the two frost-wyrmlings, cold and new and knowing nothing of war, chimed back at the horns, mistaking a siege-warning for a greeting, answering the horn that called an army with the bells that were their own first voices.

Anfa came down into the vault to see them before she flew, which surprised me, because Anfa did not do nurseries as a rule, found them loud and did not know what to do with her hands around small things. But she came down into the cold and stood at the edge, arms folded, and looked at the two frost-wyrmlings a long time, and when Veya chimed at her, Anfa’s face did the rare thing, the give at the corners of her electric eyes, and she said, low, only half to me, “They don’t know there’s a war. Look at them. Not one bit afraid. That’s the thing worth flying for. Something in the world that doesn’t know to be afraid yet.” Then she went back up to arm.

Newborn chimes sounded under war-horns. I stood in the cold vault and knew exactly what waited behind our wall: small cold bells, small fires, living blooms, and a house crowded with lives too new to know fear.



Campe stood shield over the vault door through all of it, and she’d been standing it since midnight, and I was the only one who saw the tear.

She’d taken the watch and refused to give it up, carrying her own clutch, watching over Sybara’s, war-horns above and frost-bells below, sixty feet of war-dragon reduced to a woman standing in a doorway with her hand on the frame and her body between the hatching and the war. Sera rode her shoulder-plate. Her forearm plates were half-metal, half-smooth, the war-dragon and the mother both surfaced at once and neither winning.

When Veya chimed and Sybara named them her cold ones, one tear slipped down Campe’s cheek and froze halfway. She turned just enough to let me see it, then wiped the ice away with a plate-smooth hand. Sera rumble-purred against her neck.

“Two more of ours in the world,” she said, low, only to me, her hand drifting to her own belly where three more were forming. “On the morning the world tries to take everything. That is why we hold the wall, Alpha. Not to win. To make room for the chiming.”

Sybara had a problem, and Campe solved it before Sybara could finish stating it, because that was what Campe did. Sybara needed to be in two places, the vault with her new-hatched wyrmlings and the wall with the war, and she stood there torn, glasses frosted, a wyrmling in each arm, unable to be both. And Campe amended the order on the spot, green ink in her head, spoken aloud: the frost-wyrmlings went to the deep nursery with the other broods, under Kira’s command and Kaia’s freeing-protocol care, safe in the guarded heart of the mesa, and Sybara took her place on the wall for the battle and would come back to them when it was won, and Sybara looked at Campe with the specific gratitude of a scholar handed a solution she’d been too overwhelmed to find, and carried her cold ones up to the nursery herself, and set them in the warm pile that ran cold at one end now, and kissed each frosted head, and went to war.



We carried the two frost-wyrmlings out of the cold vault after they’d dried and fed. Work across the Aerie paused to see them. An Aerie about to fight for its life needed the reminder chiming in the morning light. Then the moment passed, and the arming resumed, because the tide was coming and the wing-lanterns had been sighted, and there was no more time for anything but readiness.

The Aerie armed through the day around the two new lives, and the war-stations came together fast because everyone on the mesa moved with the same urgency, the mesa turning itself into a fortress in a single day while two hatchlings slept and a striped egg sang and a war came on across the water.

The broods consolidated in the deep nursery. Kira assumed command at the single guarded door with Maren as her adjutant, while eleven small dragons behind them became the layered defensive formation Kira imagined and everyone else recognized as a warm pile. Torren inventoried siblings and emergency rivets beside the heated slab.

Brenna carried the striped egg to the innermost nest in a padded cradle. Vibria walked beside it, stood over the warm shell until her tower-post called, then forced herself to turn away. Her face carried the cost of leaving the one child she could neither hatch nor explain. By the time she reached the fire-support tower, worry had become a banked weapon.

Three images fixed the defense in my mind: Ceto singing waist-deep among wet shell-bastions; Ayida’s root-laced wall blooming white around the ward-stones; Vael and Kaia standing together in dark cloaks where the Flight could see them. Around those anchors, the freed watch armed, Nure and Thessaly calibrated the water lanes, Brenna checked the wall gear, and Jessa stocked both the fight and its aftermath.

Aurelion found me on the tower platform between drills and took her assigned place at Campe’s shoulder, exactly where she had promised to stand when she handed me the western defense.

She rested the dragonbone staff against the parapet. “Your command remains mine to follow. I have made my peace with the risk. Spend the wall’s time on the freeing, not on preserving me.”

“Understood.”

Her pale eyes held mine. “Good. I dislike repeating important things.”

And through all of it, the freeing-drill ran, because every defense existed to buy the one instant that mattered, and the one instant had to be reflex. Vael called the orphaned-brand rhythm off the loop, two to four seconds ahead of the instruments, and I struck the empty air on his call, and the ten-bond floor formed under me, and Brenna’s rig clipped me to Anfa’s back with handholds for Morana above, and we flew it and flew it, the storm-pair holding an imaginary Bolla in the sky while I cut an imaginary chain, over and over, until the timing was in the body and not the head.

Anfa drilled it hardest of anyone. She flew the holds past exhaustion, past what her body could give, because every hold rehearsed the rescue that would undo the defile, holding a scout in the sky and not letting her go, and the guilt engine ran hot behind every one of them, and Sybara finally made her stop, and Vael flew the last drills without her, and Anfa took herself up to Starward Peak in the failing light with the whole thing still running in her.

Before I followed her, I stopped on the Tower balcony for one last look over the mesa, fixing every station and nursery in my mind before I went. Ten points on my chest, one center, all ten women alive and ready and somewhere on the mesa. Below, the nests: four fire-newborns and three fire-veterans and three life-lights and, since this morning, two frost-bells, and one striped egg singing its center-point song in the deepest guarded heart of the Aerie. And inside Campe, three more, forming, carried through a war. Across the crater, on the western horizon, the storm-wall and, behind it, coming, the wing-lanterns. I counted all of it twice, the way she taught me, and I was glad it was there to be counted, and then I went up the switchbacks to ground the storm, because a storm-dragon flying the fog on a loop with battle two dawns away is a storm-dragon who loses the scout again when the tide comes, and I was not going to let the defile take Bolla twice.



She was on Starward Peak at dusk, her claimed ledge, the broken tooth of rock above the mesa where she’d slept alone under the open sky in dragon-form for the years before she’d let anyone close, the ledge she’d once thrown every rider off, the private place that had been the shape of her loneliness before it became the shape of her healing. She hadn’t slept there in a long time. She slept in the Tower pile now, curled small against me. But tonight the old restlessness had driven her back up to it, and I’d followed, because returning to that old ledge before battle meant she needed something from it.

She’d flown herself ragged all day, drilling the freeing-holds with Morana and Vael until Sybara made her stop, the storm-tight energy of a woman with a debt and a way to pay it and no way to wait for the paying. And she stood at the ledge-edge now, in the last light, looking west at the storm-wall building black over the inland horizon, the same direction the wing-lanterns would come from, her fists curled hard at her sides, her silver hair whipping in the rising wind, and she didn’t turn when I climbed up onto her ledge. She knew my step. She knew I’d come. She’d flown back to the ledge precisely so I would follow.

She didn’t challenge me. Those days were years gone. She’d have thrown a cadet off this ledge once, would have made me fight her for the right to stand on it, but the years of settled storm had ended all that, and the woman at the edge tonight wasn’t testing anyone. She carried a burden too heavy to bear and was too proud to set it down, and Bolla’s loss had cracked her back toward the old fault-line, the years of believing every life was hers to guard and hers to lose, and she stood at the edge of her own ledge with her fists curled and her scars flickering silver at the edges and watched the storm come.

“I keep flying it again,” she said, without turning, husky, low, barely over the rising wind. “Every night since the defile. I close my eyes and I’m back in it. I fly into the fog and I lose her and the charges go off and every instinct I have says clear the ground, and I do, I climb, I leave her, and by the time the fog burns off she’s gone, and I did it, my body did it, the exact wrong thing at the exact wrong moment, and I’ve flown it a hundred times now and it comes out the same every time.” Her fists tightened until the knuckles paled. “They called us the safest wing in the sky. The storm-pair. Nobody catches the storm-pair. And I flew a scout who trusted me into a box a man built out of fog and chemistry, and I left her on the ground, and he took her while I was thirty feet up doing the thing my instincts told me to do, and my instincts were the trap, that’s what he understood, he built the trap out of what I’d do to survive.” She finally turned, and her electric-blue eyes were bright and wrecked in the last light. “I can’t fly tomorrow carrying this. I’ll fly it wrong. I’ll lose her again. So take it off me. All of it. Tonight. I can’t set it down myself, I’ve tried, it just flies itself again. Take it.” Her voice cracked. “That’s. Please. That’s the ask.”

Please. The word she’d learned the hard way, years ago, at the break, the word that had entered her vocabulary the night she stopped carrying the sky alone. It had cost her everything to learn to say it. She used it now, here on her old ledge, with a storm building behind her and a war coming on the tide, and I heard every hard-won year of her in it, the settled storm asking to be settled again, the strongest flier on the continent asking to not be strong for one night.

I crossed the ledge to her. I didn’t reach for her yet. I let her finish being at the edge, and then I put one hand on the back of her neck, the grip she knew, the low-volume command that had never once failed to reach her, and I felt her breath go out of her all at once.

“Come here,” I said. “You’ve flown it enough. You don’t fly it again tonight. Tonight I take it, all of it, and you set it down, and when the tide comes you fly clean and you get her back. But that isn’t tonight. Tonight you carry nothing.”

Her scars flickered, and her fists uncurled, and she came.



I stripped the storm-soaked flight-leathers from her. Strong shoulders, visible abs, muscled thighs, firm high breasts, and silver-white scars along her spine and ribs came bare beneath the first cold rain.

I laid her on the furs and closed one hand around both wrists above her head. Her silver point pulsed quick and jagged beneath my open shirt. She tested my grip once. I tightened it.

“Stay,” I said.

Her fists opened. The wild crackle along her ribs steadied by degrees as my body covered hers.

“Don’t let me up,” she breathed, her plea evolved, the deepest version of it, the version this war had made. “Don’t let me up until I believe it. However long that is. Even if that’s morning. Keep me here until the flying-it-again stops, until I stop losing her every time I close my eyes, until I believe she’s not gone forever, until I believe we get her back when the tide comes. Don’t let me up until then.”

“I’ve got you,” I said, low, into her ear, my hand tight on her pinned wrists, my body pinning and bracing her. “You’re not flying it again. You’re not in the fog. You’re here, on your ledge, under me, and you’re staying. Stay. Breathe. You’re mine and you’re here and you’re not going anywhere and neither is she, not tonight, we get her back when the tide comes, but tonight you stay right here.”

I entered her slowly and drove deep, my hand firm around her wrists, my weight spread over her body. Each stroke loosened something different: her jaw, her shoulders, the hard line of her thighs. When her eyes drifted toward the dark beyond the alcove, I turned her face back with my free hand.

“Here.”

Her gaze fixed on mine. The fog went out of it.

Her body settled under mine into the posture only surrender gave her, and when the breed-register came it came from the post-break voice, the soft one, the one nobody but me and the harem had ever heard, the one that had shocked everyone who’d only ever known the storm-warrior who threw riders off ledges, permission-surrender absolute.

“Please tell me what to do,” she breathed, the old plea, the one she’d found at the break. “I don’t want to decide. I’ve decided everything for everyone my whole life and tonight I don’t want to decide anything. Just hold me down and tell me and I’ll do it.” Her wrists flexed once against my hand, testing the grip, finding it firm, going still. “Fill me, Alpha. Leave no room in me for it. Fill me up until there’s no space left for the guilt, for the fog, for any of it. Breed me and make me stay and don’t let me up.”

“I’ve got the rest,” I said.

Her wrists went slack in my hand. “Yes, Alpha.”

The storm-wall broke over the western rim at her climax, as if she’d called it. Full-body silver flash, every scar on her body blazing white in the same heartbeat, spine and ribs lit like struck lightning, and the sky answered the way the sky always answered Anfa, the storm-front that had been building all evening breaking against the Peak in one wall of cold rain, the smell of burnt air and rain on hot stone flooding the alcove, sheet lightning walking the western horizon in answer to the lightning walking her skin. Storm-born and storm-answered, the weather and the woman discharging together. I finished inside her as it broke, deep, buried to the root, pumping hard into her while the storm-point and golden center flared white-gold through the rain while her scars discharged white and the sky flashed and the cold rain came down over the ledge, and I kept her wrists pinned through all of it in one hand and did not let her up. She had asked for the restraint. It was the medicine, the exact pressure that let her surrender the burden.

A second release took her under the first without lightning. Her body tightened once, then trembled in absolute silence. Her open hands lay against the fur. I held her down until her breathing slowed and the scars along her ribs dimmed to an even silver.

Afterward she curled small against my chest, silver head under my chin, hands loose and open over the Mark. Rain struck the ledge. I waited.

And then, at the very edge of sleep, warm and small against my chest with the rain coming down, seven words, storm-flat, and believed. That belief mattered.

“Get her back when they come. Sir.”

“We’ll get her back,” I said. “You and me and Morana and Vael. In the open sky, where they can all see.”

“Mm.” Already half asleep. “In the sky. Where they see.” Her breathing evened. The rain came down. And for the first night since the defile, Anfa slept without flying it again.



Full dark came down over the Peak, and Anfa woke beside me, and we watched the west together.

The storm-wall had passed and left the sky clear and cold, and on the inland western horizon beyond the crater rim, a line of light was coming on.

Wing-lanterns. The Sundered Flight lit their war-forms for a night crossing as they lit their signal-kites, cold lights strung along their spines, and the western horizon was hung with them now, a line of them coming east on the storm’s following wind, wide as the sky. I counted from ingrained habit and stopped at forty and gave up and just looked, the way I’d looked at them roosting in the ruins. Sixty war-forms, riding the front, their lanterns rising out of the dark mountain passes one by one as they cleared the western rim, like stars deciding to fall on the Aerie, like an entire civilization crossing its worst ocean one last time to kill a fear.

Anfa watched it come, steady now, guilt turned to purpose and her storm calm enough for battle, her open hand finding mine on the fur.

We watched the line of light come on beyond the dark crater rim, and it did not hurry, because nothing the Farshore did ever hurried, the wing-lanterns crossing the inland approaches at the unhurried economical pace of a people who had all the time in the world and none of it to waste. “There’s the Flight,” she said.


Chapter 13: The Sky Fills

The Sundered Flight reached the western crater rim in full daylight on the morning after the frost hatching. A civilization had arrived in the sky under arms.

Sixty war-forms held in a mile-wide wind-lattice. In daylight I could see the detail darkness had hidden: char-dark ash-clan mass at the center, gale-scouts riding invisible lift high above them, salt-clan guarding the low water lanes, and the supply train trailing over the western shallows with one skiff buried among its stores. Signal-kites translated the crater’s unfamiliar wind into flashing wing-script. The formation’s precision silenced the walls.

And they held. That was the last of it. Sixty war-forms beyond the crater, and they held the formation, and they waited, because even now, even at the head of a blood-verdict, Lamya kept the law, and the law granted the final demand before the tide, and she would speak it before she spent a single life.

The Aerie’s cadets stood the walls and did the arithmetic in silence. These were not green cadets. These were the wings that had broken Delphyne’s forty manufactured soldiers at the Shattered Peaks, that had fought a war against a corrupted breeding-doctrine and won it, that had stood on the burning slopes and held formation under Campe’s commands while their wing-membranes tore. They were blooded. They knew what a real fight cost and had paid it before coming home. Now sixty war-forms filled the sky, half again the force that had nearly overrun them at the Peaks, flying an ocean-crossing craft no local cadet could match. The cadets checked harnesses, tightened ranks, and conserved their voices. Their arithmetic came out wrong. They stood anyway.

Rissara held her cadet wings tight and correct below Campe’s tower platform, in the formation Campe had assigned, and I saw her steady them with a look, the war-wing senior who’d led them through the Peaks, and they steadied, because a formation that holds is a formation that lives, and they’d learned that in fire.

The lattice was magnificent. Sixty dragons spent almost no strength while covering the western sky with a craft our cadets had never seen. They were our distant kin, and they’d come to kill us.

Rissara checked the first line’s harnesses one final time. Nobody looked away from the sky.



The sentence was read at the wall, by law, because Lamya kept the law even now, even at the head of a blood-verdict.

She came down out of the lattice to the western wall herself, not by herald this time, in person, char-dark and monumental, and hung on the wind under a truce-kite that even a blood-verdict honored, close enough that I could see her face across the space, the hard-lived fifty years of her, the war-caste plates, the voice like a closing door. And she recited the judgment one last time, in the old dialect, as the old forms required of a commander before she spent blood, the final demand.

Not new terms. The verdict allowed none, the words were spent, and Lamya did not offer what the law did not permit. Only the last recitation the law required, the naming of the judgment before the sword fell, so that no soul on either wall could say the Flight struck without warning. Surrender the Mark-carrier and the violet whelp before the tide, and the rest of the Aerie may still live, victims and not crimes. Refuse, and the tide takes the wall, and the blood is on the ones who kept the tyrant, and the law will have been kept in full.

She did not want to be here. I could see that too, across the space, and it was the terrible thing about her, the same terrible thing as the herald. She believed she was doing the one hard necessary thing that could save her dying people, and it was breaking a heart that kept the law too well to let itself off the doing of it. There was no cruelty anywhere in her. Only a war-matriarch keeping a law to the letter, delivering a judgment she believed with her whole heart, over a wall covered in flowers she could not explain and would not trust.

And the wall answered her, and we’d built the answer as an argument, the people on the wall arranged as proof.

We’d staged it deliberately, every freed and chosen person along the western wall forming an argument the Flight would have to look at.

Vael stood unhooded at the center of it, his dark cloak thrown all the way back, his faint true five-point constellation bare at his collar in the dawn light, kindling amber. The violet-marked boy. The heir the witness had testified about, the boy kept in a fortress and made into a weapon, standing free in the open daylight, no chain, no master, no hand on him, choosing to be seen, because he’d asked to. Kaia stood at his shoulder, the freed soldier who guarded him by her own choice, proof beside proof, the pair Aurelion had said worked better together.

Maren and the freed watch held their section with their own fire burning in their own open hands, the palm-flames Maren had invented passing from watch-post to watch-post, a wall of freed things bearing arms nobody had ordered them to bear, choosing to fight the man who’d made them rather than run from him, which was the bravest thing on the mesa. And Morana stepped forward to the very edge of the wall, into full view, so that the gale-scouts who’d seen her at the parley, who’d seen her stand unbranded and whole at Bolla’s own shoulder, saw her again in the dawn. The branded who’d chosen. The taken who’d been freed. Standing on the enemy’s wall by her own will, silver-scarred and whole, the living answer to everything Skarn had told them a caught scout becomes.

It landed. I watched it land on the ranks, from the tower, through the Mark and through my own eyes both. The wing-lattices wavered. A ripple ran through the great formation, wings adjusting, dragons turning their heads, the perfect economy of it disturbed for the first time since they’d crossed the horizon. Because they had been told an exodus story freshly confirmed, about what a Mark does to the ones it catches, and the wall in front of them did not fit the story. A boy who should have been a chained violet weapon stood free and unhooded in a coat nobody made him wear. Freed things that should have been blank-eyed thralls held fire in their open hands and chose not to use it. Morana, the former Purist storm-warrior who had once been treated as Delphyne’s tool, stood whole and unmarked on the Aerie’s wall by choice.

The gale-scouts felt it worst, because the gale-scouts had met Bolla. They’d flown the screen with her, lost her, mourned her, and been told she was taken and carved, and here on the wall was Morana, another taken one, unbranded, whole, choosing. They looked at one another across the sky, and I saw the doubt move through them like wind through grass, the fear cracking one scout at a time, exactly as I’d hoped, exactly the thing Sybara said we needed, a sight their oldest songs could not account for, a whole wall of the freed and the chosen standing unafraid in the dawn light of the fortress that flowered.

And then Skarn spoke, and it was the last time he spoke in public, and he spent it well, the way he spent everything.

He was there, hooded, at Lamya’s wing, in his witness’s place, and as the doubt rippled through the lattice and the fear cracked scout by scout and the battle hung in balance for one breath, he leaned to the war-matriarch and murmured one sentence. One. I was too far to hear it, up on the tower with the sun coming up, but I saw its work travel down the formation like a cold wind. I saw Lamya’s char-dark face, which had been a fraction open, go shut. I saw the wavering lattice steady. I saw the doubt fold back down under the fear, scout by scout, the crack closing.

Whatever he said, it was another true thing aimed a quarter-turn sideways. Its effect revealed the shape; I’d heard him use the same method at the parley. The freed are always shown, matriarch. The thralls always seem to choose. He would not stage this wall of mercy if he were not strong enough to stage anything, and a tyrant strong enough to make freedom look real is a tyrant to fear more, not less. And it was enough. Because against a wall of flowers and freed folk, Lamya had a verdict, and a law, and a burned supply-roost her people could not spare, and two mauled sentries, and a branded scout her own healers had read the scars on with their own eyes, and against all of that, a beautiful strange wall was not proof. It was theater. And she’d been warned, over the tense days since landfall, by a patient man with ruined hands, that the tyrant’s theater would be beautiful, and that the beauty was the danger.

The truce-kite came down. The next dawn tide was fixed. There would be no more words. The law had granted every word it had to grant, and Skarn had answered every one of them, and now the only thing left was the tide.

And Skarn pulled his hood lower and sank back down the lattice into the supply train over the crater shallows, into the salt-clan column, back to the skiff and the drugged girl and the ink-pot, his public work finished. He’d lit the war at the parley and confirmed it with the false-flag and steadied it here at the wall, and now he was done being the witness. Now he was going to be the carver again, and wait for the hinge, and spend Bolla, and reach into a broken Aerie for the thing he’d come to take. I watched him disappear into the supply train, out of sight.



The cadets on the walls stopped murmuring. The freed watch checked their fire. Bellic’s buckets stood full at every station. And somewhere below, in the deep nursery, a striped egg went on singing the center-point’s rhythm into the dark, and Kira stood her door, and the whole full house that the whole war had been about held its breath and waited for the wing-lattice to break into attack-lines.

The hunt reported in as the Flight settled into its attack formation, and the plan locked, and it was worse and better than I’d feared, both.

Talise’s tide-kin had found the skiff, tracked it cove by cove up the southern coast, and watched where it went, and the answer was the one thing I hadn’t planned for and should have. The skiff had joined the Flight. Skarn had taken his branded weapon north and slipped into the Flight’s own water-train, the salt-clan supply-column that trailed the war-forms, the mounts and stores and non-combatants a migrating people brings even to a war. He was inside their own lines now, hidden among the salt-clan remounts and supply-forms, in the one place the Aerie could not strike without killing salt-clan non-combatants and proving his lie. The Flight would never search its own protected train.

He had Bolla with him, drugged and hooded and branded, among the mounts, under the perfect cover story. The witness. The scarred survivor who’d testified before the clan-fires, now sheltering a poor freed thing he’d rescued from the tyrant’s own pens, a broken branded girl he was nursing back from the horror, and who would question the witness, the man whose testimony had lit the whole holy war? The Flight was guarding his atrocity for him. They were keeping his branded weapon safe in their own train, feeding her, protecting her, calling it mercy, and they would go on guarding her right up until the hinge of the battle when he opened the train and loosed her at our young, and then they would watch the tyrant’s thrall do the tyrant’s work and never once know they’d carried the knife themselves.

Sybara gave the last check at the tower foot.

“Skarn is inside the protected water-train. He’ll release Bolla from there. Storm-pair, hold without killing. Vael, call the rune. Everyone else, keep the floor open until Dane cuts it.”

She looked from face to face, adjusted her glasses, and said, “Fly.”



A day and a night remained before the tide. Campe held the final dispositions together from her platform, carrying and grounded. I found her there in the last light.

“Bring them home,” she said, one hand on her belly. “All the wings. And come back yourself. I would rather lose the wall than the man who could retake it, and I mean that as a commander and not only as this.”

I promised.

Past midnight, banked firelight drew me into the Forge. Brenna tested finished seams while Nure sent long blue pulses through the relay shells. Around them hung every checked harness, salt-alloy fitting, and wall-team rig that dawn would test. Neither woman rushed. For one hour, they refused the war’s pace. Every scar on the workbench carried a piece of her history. And Brenna was there, past midnight, checking the wall-teams’ gear a fourth time, her stress-tell, the forge-caste habit of re-checking finished work, running her strong hands over seams that were already sound because her hands needed to be sure the night before her family flew into fire. And Nure was there beside her, in the Forge she didn’t belong to and had made herself welcome in, calibrating the coast-relays they’d built together over a season, feeding the grown-shell nodes the deep slow pulse, her light moving through the dark Forge in slow blue-green branches, keeping the maker company through the long last check the way the tide keeps a shore company.

Brenna ran a gauge over a seam she’d already checked three times. Nure fed the nearest grown-shell relay a pulse so slow the blue-green light took several seconds to cross it. When I entered, both women stopped and looked at me.

Brenna set down the fourth-check gauge. She set it down deliberately, precisely, on the workbench, and turned to me, and that was her yes, without pretense, one plain sentence’s worth of decision made without a word. Brenna did not beg or provoke or propose a study. She set down her tools and she looked at you and that was the invitation, and I’d learned to read it years ago.

Nure dimmed her glow. Not off, not to the nightlight, but down to the deep slow pulse, the one that meant slow, that meant she was setting a tide and it would be a long one, and I knew that too.

They exchanged one look of professional understanding, two makers agreeing on a build without reaching for plans. Appetite warmed it. Curiosity sharpened it. Brenna gave the specifications in four words.

“One hour. Good temper takes what it takes.”

“Take your time,” I said. “That’s an order. I say when it ends.”

Brenna’s scales warmed. Nure’s light dropped another shade.



They traded me between forge and tide without speaking, each handoff arriving precisely when the last one ended.

They undressed me first, together, unhurried, Brenna with her deliberate armor-removal precision and Nure with her element’s slow ceremony, and then they undressed each other, and their physical contrast sharpened every stage of the encounter: Brenna stocky and powerful and forge-built, broad-shouldered, muscled, her firm strong-carried bust and compact powerful thighs, forge-ruddy skin and the forge-scales along both forearms already glowing warm; Nure tall and willowy and fluid, pale luminous and always damp, her modest high breasts, her narrow hips, her light branching everywhere. The maker and the tide, steel and water.

Brenna’s forge-warm hands brought me close, stopped, and held until the first sharp urgency eased. Then Nure’s adapted mouth closed around me. She drew me through one long rise, backed away before the peak, and returned me to Brenna wet and harder than before.

Three forge cycles. Three ocean handoffs. Brenna read tension in my thighs and the tightening at my base. Nure read my pulse with her tongue. They never asked each other when to trade; one withdrew as the other arrived. I gripped the workbench and obeyed my own order to let them work.

Forge-scales climbed Brenna’s forearms from warm to orange. Blue-green branches raced down Nure’s arms and across the fin-membranes fanning behind her. Each handoff changed the room’s color: orange, blue-green, orange. By the last exchange my grip creaked against the workbench.

Then they turned to each other, and it got slower.

Nure laid Brenna back on the Forge furs and tasted a path along her glowing scales. Blue-green light hissed into steam wherever her cool mouth met forge-hot skin. Nure’s fading bioluminescent prints glowed on forge-scale forearms that ran hot enough to make the ocean-light steam faintly where it touched, blue-green handprints and mouth-prints blooming on ruddy forge-warm skin and slowly fading, cross-marking, the deep-woman signing the maker in light that couldn’t last. Brenna held still and let herself be mapped, eyes open, the way her eyes stayed open through everything, watching the light bloom and fade on her own skin, and she said nothing, because Brenna held and did not beg or narrate or laugh, and the holding was her whole register.

Brenna returned the attention with a smith’s exact thumb. She found the pressure that made Nure’s gill-slits flutter, held it until blue-green branches crowded every inch of luminous skin, and withdrew. Twice more she built the same tension. On the third, Nure’s deep-water composure cracked into one small sound. A single tide-sound, a soft involuntary catch of breath from the woman who had spent a hundred years in silence learning to make no sound, a sound neither of them would ever report and both of them heard, and Brenna’s forge-scales flared a degree brighter at having drawn it, a maker satisfied with a difficult weld.

Mid-cycle, I broke their pattern. I lifted Brenna up onto her own workbench, the salt-alloy fittings scattering across the wood, the workbench where she’d built every harness in the harem and bonded to me over a saved clutch, and I finished what their slow hour had built at my tempo, hard and deep and complete, the temperer taken on her own bench at a pace she hadn’t set and couldn’t slow, and her forge-scales flared from warm orange to molten white-hot, lighting the whole Forge, and her eyes stayed open and locked on mine the entire time, because that was Brenna, steadiness the character and its loss the event, and the event was her eyes wide and molten and fixed on me while I took the pacing she’d surrendered.

I turned to Nure, still slick and glowing from Brenna’s touch, and entered her on the rolling tide-motion she’d taught me. Once she opened around me, I took control and drove harder. The sudden force broke her deep-water composure; light branched wild across the Forge as she yielded a pace she ordinarily guarded with absolute calm.

I laid Nure back against the furs with Brenna beside us, and I took her at the fast tide, and Brenna pressed close on my other side, her forge-hot skin against mine, one molten forearm across my back lighting all three of us amber-orange, her steady open eyes watching, her hand on Nure’s throat feeling the tide-sounds Nure made now that her composure was gone.

My free hand slid between Brenna’s powerful thighs. She was soaked from the hour she’d spent holding herself at the edge. I pressed two fingers to her clit and worked her in the same three-cycle rhythm she’d taught me, bringing her back to the brink while I drove into Nure. On the third rise I refused her the cool-down. I kept the pressure steady, and the open bond carried every fast contraction of Nure’s pussy and every pulse of my approaching release through the fingers working Brenna. Her thighs locked around my wrist. The whole long hour of edging gathered behind that touch and began to break.

I drove deep into Nure with both elements surrounding me, forge-heat on my back and ocean-slick around my cock, and the breed-register came in both their working registers, the forge and the tide, the two most patient voices in the harem both spending themselves at once.

“Breed her,” Brenna said, quiet and certain as a final rivet driven home, her steady voice against my ear. “Then breed me, when the war’s paid for. I’ll want mine after. Build me one after.”

“Fill me, Dane,” Nure said, her light branching wild across the Forge’s deepest shadows, her tide-rhythm broken and racing under my faster one. “The tide before the storm. Fill me now, and carry the deep for me when the sky is safe. You promised the tide. The tide keeps its promises.”

I felt them both go, and I felt it through the Mark, forge-heat and tide-crest together, and I finished inside Nure at the fast tempo she’d surrendered to me, hot surges driving deep while her light broke.

The quench-hiss came through Brenna’s clenched teeth, that sound like a blade taking its final temper, metal meeting water, sharp through set teeth, no cry, Brenna never cried, just the hiss, her forge-scales at full molten white lighting the whole Forge. And Nure’s controlled full-body wave broke at the same instant, a single slow flashbulb of blue-green light rolling from her core out to her fanned fin-membranes, and the two of them came in the same ten seconds, forge-molten and ocean-light, orange and blue-green flooding the dark Forge together, and the racked gear for tomorrow’s war gleamed on the walls in both colors, every harness and clip and wall-team’s rig catching the light of the two women who’d made and calibrated all of it, checked and ready and hung, waiting for the dawn that was coming.

We lay among the furs and scattered fittings while Brenna’s scales cooled to amber and Nure’s light settled into a slow pulse. After a while Brenna sat up and ran a maker’s eye over the racked gear, the workbench, and the three of us.

“It’ll hold,” she said. “All of it.”



Battle-eve quiet drew the mesa close, everyone seeking the people they needed. I made my rounds. Campe had taught me that walls flew better in the morning after seeing their commander walk among them in the dark. I walked the western wall and passed Maren’s freed watch and Vael and Kaia in their cloaks and Rissara’s cadets checking their harnesses, and I said what there was to say, which was not much, and mostly just was seen, and then I climbed the tower.

I stood on the Tower balcony for the last watch before dawn and made one final circuit with my eyes. Ten bonded women held their stations. Twelve hatchlings slept below, the striped egg sang in the guarded dark, and three more futures formed beneath Campe’s heart.

Across the crater, sixty wing-lanterns waited on the western horizon. Somewhere in their water-train, Skarn held Bolla and a knife.

The horns sounded. I put my hand over the ten warm points on my chest and went down to fly.


Chapter 14: The Battle of the Aerie

The dawn tide came in under sixty war-forms. Wings clashed over the crater. Cadets bled on the walls, fire spread through the western stations, and the lake threw every flash back doubled.

The Flight came in on the wind-lattice that had carried them across the ocean, a mile-wide spread that broke into attack-lines the instant Lamya’s order rang down the formation. And the gale-clan opened with a maneuver our cadets had never seen or trained against: the lattice-volley. Two dozen gale-scouts climbing on air my eye couldn’t read, cresting all at once, and diving in a coordinated sheet, a wall of wind-riders coming down the sky together, spending the altitude they owned to hit our line from above with a strike no local formation could have thrown.

We blunted it with the full-share, and it was the first of the two times we spent it, and it was worth every second of the cost.

Sybara called the hold from her grounding-post, one clipped word, and Vibria pulled the ten shutters wide the way she’d pulled them wide the first time she ever found the Weave-place, and the tactical full-share opened at combat-grade, a state we’d drilled once and could hold for only seconds.

And for a handful of seconds I was eleven perceptions folded into one. The sky seen from ten directions and mine, the diving sheet of gale-scouts tracked wing by wing, every vector and closing-speed and altitude of the lattice-volley known at once as a single field of awareness, the way a hand knows where all its fingers are without looking. I saw the volley form and crest and commit through Anfa’s storm-sense and Brenna’s structural read and Nure’s tide-sense and every eye we had, all at once, and I knew exactly where it would land before it fell. And I fed that down to the wings, the shared read, and the wings moved as one body on it, our entire line rolling out from under the volley on a single shared instant of knowing, no signal needed because the knowing was shared, so that the Flight’s opening stroke, the coordinated sheet of wind-riders that should have shattered our formation in the first thirty seconds and decided the battle, cut through empty air where our line had been a half-second before.

Then the weight came. The geometric cost of ten points held at combat-focus, hitting the floor and spreading, and Sybara timed the release before it could buckle us, exactly as drilled, and we came out of it gasping and scattered and staggering and alive, every one of us, the volley spent on nothing but smoke. And the battle was joined on even terms, which the arithmetic said we would never get, and which the full-share had just bought us, at a cost we could pay exactly twice, and I had just spent the first.



The battle found its shape fast, the way battles do, the Farshore wind-craft against everything two years had built.

The gale-scouts owned the altitude, climbing and diving and re-forming on air we couldn’t touch, throwing lattice-volleys down the sky, and the ash-clan heavy war-forms came in under them with fire that could melt stone, and the salt-clan pressed the crater-water lanes, and we could not match them wing for wing, could not out-climb the gale-clan or out-mass the ash-clan or out-swim the salt-clan on the water. If it had been a matter of the better flier, we’d have been finished in an hour.

Ground, command, and linked defenses decided a battle after flying skill spent itself, and the crater was ours, and the machine was two years in the building, and the Farshore had never met it. They flew a craft of pure sky, wind and altitude and open water, ten thousand years of it, and they had no answer for a fight that used the ground. They had spent ten millennia with nowhere to land, and it had made them the finest fliers in the world and left them blind to everything a fixed place could do.

Rissara’s cadet wings flew partial-transform squads, human-shaped and dragon-scaled, the hybrid combat two years had built, and they didn’t try to out-fly the gale-clan. They funneled them. They gave ground where the wind wanted them to and took it where the ground let them, herding the diving wind-riders down toward the crater floor where the Aerie’s real teeth were.

Sybara threw her grounding-walls from her post at the crater’s edge, flat geometric planes of frost-crystal, absorbing the ash-clan’s fire and the gale-clan’s storm-charge and grounding it all down into the stone, sixty percent of a dragon-form’s discharge eaten by a scholar’s frost and sunk into the mesa. And where a gale-scout’s wind-craft met a wall of frost that simply ate its momentum, took the speed and the lift and the charge and gave back nothing, the scout fell out of the sky it owned into a fight it didn’t understand, low and slow and in the crater’s teeth. The gale-clan had no answer for a thing that ate their wind, because on the Farshore nothing ate their wind, there was only ever more sky.

Ayida’s root-catches punched out of the cliff at forty-five degrees and hauled downed fliers out of the air. The roots struck to catch rather than kill. Root-nets snapping shut around dragons the crater tried to take, ours and theirs both, so that when a wing went down over the Aerie, gale-scout or cadet, it didn’t hit the black water and drown, it was caught and held and lowered and taken alive. She caught everyone. She did not distinguish, in the catching, between our fallen and theirs, because a life-dragon catches everything the crater tries to drown, and more than one gale-scout who’d dived on our young was hauled out of a fatal fall by a root-net and set down alive and unbranded and unharmed, and every one of them was a thing the Flight watched and could not fit into the story they’d been told about us.

Ceto’s shell-bastions rose from the western shallows and shrugged ash-fire, the living coral taking the ash-clan’s heavy fire-strikes and blackening and cracking and growing back, walls that healed, and Ceto sang through every strike, up to her waist in the shallows, refusing dread, growing her defenses back faster than the Flight could break them, apologizing to her fish, and her voice under the battle-noise was the strangest and steadiest thing on the whole field.

Nure and the ocean-clan denied the crater-water lanes with pressure-columns. Most of the wall never saw that fight beneath the water and along its edge: salt-clan against ocean-clan, two water-peoples meeting on the Flooded Crater after ten thousand divided years. Walls of crater water rose to turn the salt-clan back from the western water-approach, Nure at a hundred and eighty feet holding the black center, Thessaly’s contingent fighting the ocean-clan way, patient, minimal, no roaring and no showmanship, pressure and current and grown-shell blades and the dark itself, and the salt-clan, who had heard the chord through Nure’s own ocean and half-believed and half-feared, met the deep-clan and found them not monsters but kin, and the fighting on the water slowed first. Two water-peoples looking across a wave found less to kill than the songs had promised. The crater water stayed ours, a fact whose importance Sybara alone understood: the supply train, the skiff, Skarn, and Bolla were all over the shallows, and holding the water-lanes meant that when the hinge came we could reach it, and if the salt-clan had broken our water-line the whole plan would have died with the sea-approach and Skarn would have played his atrocity unopposed.

And the ash-clan came at the walls with fire, the heavy war-caste, char-dark and monumental, Lamya’s own, the ones built to break a fortification, and they nearly did. They came at the gate-line with fire that melted the stone facing and forced Rissara’s cadets back a step and then another, and for a bad stretch in the middle of the battle it looked as though the ash-clan might force the western gate by main strength, because they were bigger and their fire was hotter and they did not tire. Rissara held it. She held the gate-line with a war-wing’s stubbornness and took the burn that would scar her holding it, and Ceto grew her shell-bastions back faster than the ash-fire could break them, and Sybara’s frost-walls ate what fire they could, and the gate held, barely, by a margin I did not like at the time and like less looking back.

And Maren and the freed watch held their own section of the wall, and they held it cheering.

That was the freed watch’s old courage hardened into doctrine, the freed holding a wall and cheering, and it undid me every time I heard it rise over the battle-noise. Freed things, made things, things that had been carved and blank-eyed and owned, standing a wall against the very man who’d made them, and when the ash-clan’s heavy line came at their section, they held it, and they cheered, palm-flames burning down the line, free voices raised over the fire, because a freed thing choosing to fight for the place that freed it is the single loudest argument there is, louder than any speech. And the gale-scouts above heard it, and saw it, and it worked on them the way Bolla had worked on them at the parley, one more sight their oldest fear could not explain, a wall of the supposed tyrant’s thralls fighting joyfully to defend him, which made no sense at all inside the story they’d been told, and sense that will not fit the story is the beginning of the story cracking.



Campe stood on the tower platform with Sera on one shoulder-plate and Aurelion at the other. Her calls moved every defensive line.

“Second wing, give ground six lengths. Sybara, wall on my mark. Ceto, close the water gap. Now.”

A gale-lattice dove into the corridor she’d opened. Frost rose beneath it, shell closed behind it, and Rissara’s wing struck from both sides. Campe had already turned to the next front before the trap finished.

Sera refused evacuation. The smallest of the fire-brood, war-metallic along her spine from Campe’s nest-bonding, would not be taken to the deep nursery and rode Campe’s shoulder-plate through every hour of the battle. Campe permitted it. Some arguments cannot be won, and a war-dragon’s daughter at her neck offered comfort the commander would never admit needing. Sera reported in the rumble-code they shared, a low pulse for a wing down and a higher one for a line holding. Campe answered each report with a fingertip against the hatchling’s foreleg and another clipped order to the sky.

And Vibria burned over the nursery with the full fury of her line.

She held the fire-support tower over the deep nursery redoubt, where four newborns and three life-lights and two frost-bells and one striped egg all were, everything she’d made and everything she couldn’t protect any other way, and she threw precision fire-lances into the ash-clan line with a mother’s absolute precision, the reckless fire-drake who set curtains alight by laughing now placing every lance exactly where it had to go, because reckless is a luxury and a mother defending a nursery has no luxuries. She was fury made visible, heat-shimmer rolling off her in waves the crater could feel, a fire-drake defending her own young with the whole banked inheritance of the fire-clan.

And then the one moment came, the moment her voice cut through the battle-noise. A stray ash-strike, a heavy fire-bolt from an ash-clan war-form gone wide of its target, landed within sight of the inner nest, within sight of the guarded place where the striped egg sang its center-point song, close enough that the mothers on the walls all felt it, and Vibria’s voice cracked across the entire crater, one word, raw, that I won’t set down here, and the answering fire-wall she threw was visible across the crater and the whole western approach. A wall of fire went up between the ash-line and the nursery quarter, roaring, a hundred feet of it, a fire-mother’s whole banked heat spent in a single instant, more fire than a fire-drake her size should have been able to make, and the ash-clan line, the heavy war-caste that melted stone and shrugged our fire all morning, broke off from that quarter and did not come back. Because there are things in the world you do not fly into, and a fire-mother’s wall over her young is one of them, in any tongue, on any shore, and the ash-clan knew it, and turned, and the nursery quarter held.

The battle was real, and it was even, and it was going to be a long bloody stalemate that we would lose slowly against sixty of the last dragons a dying people had, and I flew it and fought it and waited for the one thing that would make it stop, which was Skarn, and the hinge, and Bolla.



The hinge came at the battle’s height, and it came the way Sybara said it would, carrying the battle’s worst sight.

The water-train opened. Down among the salt-clan supply-forms, at the crater edge of the fight, in the one place both armies had left unwatched because it was the Flight’s own and the Flight was guarding it, the skiff’s cover broke, and a gale-dragon rose up out of the smoke.

Dead eyes. Fresh brand-scars raw and weeping on her neck. Bolla. Drugged past knowing herself, past knowing anything, the compulsion Skarn had carved into her scale-patches driving her body while whatever was left of her slept somewhere underneath it. She rose through the smoke of the battle, and for a moment the whole crater seemed to slow, because everyone who knew what she was, our side, saw her rise and understood what was about to happen.

She ignored every military target and turned, dead-eyed, toward the nursery quarter. Her line pointed at the young in the deep redoubt, where the broods were, where Kira held the door, where four fire-newborns and three life-lights and two day-old frost-bells and one striped egg all were, the whole future of the Aerie in one guarded place, and Skarn had aimed his branded weapon straight at it. That was the atrocity built to be seen: a thrall butchering her hosts’ children in full view of both armies. Sixty war-forms and their matriarch would watch the tyrant’s Mark turn one of their own against the innocent. Their oldest horror would become flesh, beyond the answer of any flowered wall or freed scout.

Bolla’s dead gaze fixed on the nursery entrance. Skarn had carved the scout who once traded shells with Torren into a weapon aimed at him.

And then the plan met its moment, and everything I’d rehearsed a thousand times against empty air became real in the space of ten seconds, and I spent the full-share the second time to make it work.

The intercept had to be perfect across the storm-pair, Vael on the wall, the ten-bond floor, and me. Signals would be too slow. Sybara called the hold again, the second and last time we could afford it, and Vibria pulled the ten shutters wide, and the full-share opened at combat-grade over the hinge. And for a handful of seconds every one of us saw the hinge as one field: Bolla rising, her vectors, the storm-pair’s lines of intercept, the exact geometry of the box that would hold her, the angle I’d need, the instant Vael’s rhythm would call. Anfa and Morana flew the intercept off a shared read that needed no words because the read was shared, boxed Bolla on a single perceived instant, and I felt the coming freeing laid out in the shared field before it happened, the way my mother said the best maps were made, by imagining the terrain before you saw it. Then Sybara timed the release, and the full-share collapsed, and we were ten separate people again, staggering, spent, over the hinge, with the storm-pair already holding Bolla in the sky and the floor reforming for the cut.



Anfa and Morana intercepted, and the hardest part of their flying was refusing to kill her.

The storm-pair came down on Bolla out of the smoke, and I was on Anfa’s back in Brenna’s rig, clipped to her spine-ridge, the handholds for Morana rigged above and behind, the rig Brenna had rebuilt for exactly this. And every instinct in the world said put her down. Every screaming cadet on the wall, every law of the battle, every reflex that two years of war had built into all of us, said kill the branded thing before it reaches the young, because a dead-eyed dragon diving on a nursery is the one target no soldier hesitates on. And Anfa and Morana refused all of it.

Sybara had warned them this would be the hardest maneuver, and it exceeded her warning. Bolla fought them with a scout’s skill and a compulsion’s fury, gale-clan craft driven by a brand that did not care if she lived, and she offered them a dozen clean killing lines, opened herself a dozen times the way a branded thing does because a brand does not defend its host, and the storm-pair took not one of them. Anfa flew the lead and refused every line. Morana flew the wing and refused every line. They took Bolla’s hits and did not return them, took the tearing of claws they could have answered with a killing strike and answered instead with a wingtip, a tail-sweep, a body-block, herding her, boxing her, refusing to be the thing that put her down.

Through the bond, I felt the defile’s hold on Anfa begin to break. Anfa flew every second of it against the memory of the fog and the losing, and this time she did not clear the ground and leave the scout, this time she held her line and took the punishment and did not let Bolla go, and the guilt that had flown her into a hundred nights of the fog turned into the hardest and finest flying on the whole field. They herded Bolla up and away from the nursery quarter, up into the open air over the center of the crater where both armies could see her clearly, and they held her there, boxed, steady, in the one place in the sky the entire plan needed her to be, and they held her there long enough for the blade to fall, which was all the plan asked, and it was everything.

Vael called it from the wall.

He stood on the western wall in his cloak, his faint true five-point Mark bare and kindling, Kaia at his shoulder, and he did the one thing only he could do. The boy who had worn a forged Mark for years, who knew the feel of a brand from the inside, who could sense an orphaned compulsion’s rhythm two to four seconds ahead of any instrument Sybara owned, reached out with his tuning-fork Mark and found the breathing of the rune in Bolla’s neck across three thousand feet of burning sky, and he called it, his call steady through the tuned resonance and clear across the crater, the way we’d drilled it until it was reflex in both of us.

“Her rune breathes,” Vael called, his voice level, the freed boy calling the beat for the freeing of another. “Wait. Not yet. It’s cresting. Steady. Steady.” A breath. The plan hung on that breath. “NOW.”

And the ten-point floor formed under me.

I felt all ten shutters snap wide together, ten women across the mesa opening to the Weave at peak resonance, the floor Sybara had built, the ground I’d stand on while the backlash tore back through the Mark. Vibria’s fire and Campe’s war and Sybara’s frost and Anfa’s storm under me and Ayida’s life and Nure’s deep and Brenna’s forge and Morana’s silver and Ceto’s reef and Talise’s teal, ten lights and one center, the floor holding, each of them carrying her portion, none of them cycling, all ten open at the hinge exactly as the one rule demanded. And I stood on that floor, clipped to Anfa’s back, over the crater, over both armies, at war-range, and I poured the center-point into Skarn’s orphaned brand.

The center-light crossed three thousand feet of burning air and struck the rune at Vael’s called beat. Resistance tore backward through my sternum, sharp enough to blank the sky. Ten bonds caught the force before my body folded.

Skarn’s self-anchored craft twisted against the cut. I pushed harder. The rune split along its fresh edges and went dark.

The silver light of it went up over the crater like a struck bell made visible, the golden-white center-light blazing across the battlefield. The largest single unmaking anyone had ever attempted, mid-air, mid-battle, over both armies, in full view of sixty war-forms and a war-matriarch whose whole law made her watch. The backlash of a cut that size would have blacked me out and dropped me off Anfa’s back into the crater, except the ten-point floor was under me. It held. The force spread across ten bonds, each woman carrying her portion and not one of them cycling her shutter, Sybara’s protocol holding at combat-grade under the largest load it had ever borne, the floor of ten women I loved holding me up over a battle. And I stayed on my feet on the floor they made. And the brand broke.

Bolla’s dead eyes came back alive mid-wingbeat.

I watched it happen from Anfa’s back, close, close enough to see her face. The compulsion severed, the walls between her and herself collapsing in one breath, and the dead-eyed thing that had been diving on a nursery became a girl again in the space of a single wingbeat. I watched confusion cross her face, and then terror, the specific terror of a person surfacing into the memory of what their body had just been made to do, and then, under the terror, the simple exhausted knowing of a person waking from a nightmare into her own self, her own body, her own name. She looked at her own claws the way the freed always looked at their own claws, the way Morana had described, the moment of horror at what the brand had done and the dawning that it was over. And her wings faltered, the drug and the freeing and the horror all at once, and she folded, and began to fall.

And Morana was already there.

Morana caught her out of the sky. The storm-sister who had kept her, lost her in a fog-blind defile, and replayed that loss a hundred times caught the scout as she fell, the exact catch she had not been able to make from the ground of the defile, made now in the open air over the crater, and held her, wrapped her, and the two of them dropped together in a controlled spiral toward the wall where Kaia’s protocol waited, Anfa flying cover the whole way down, the storm-pair bringing their scout home a second time, and this time not losing her. I felt the debt close through the bond, both of them at once, the guilt of the defile paid in full in the catching.

The nearest gale-scout pulled out of her attack line. Then the scout beside her did the same. The stopping spread through the lattice in widening rings until sixty war-forms hung in the smoke and watched Morana carry Bolla toward the wall.

In the sudden quiet, a tiny new root-note reached me from the guarded inner nest. Kira answered with one startled spark through the family bond.



Lamya landed on the wall under a truce-kite nobody had raised, a statement that needed no herald, a war-matriarch coming down to a wall she’d sworn to take, alone, under a truce-sign she flew herself, and the stopped armies watched her descend, sixty war-forms hanging silent in the smoke watching their matriarch land in the enemy’s fortress.

She came down out of the stopped sky, char-dark, monumental, the war-matriarch who had crossed an ocean with the last of her people to kill the Mark, and she landed on the western wall where the freeing had ended, among the flowers Ayida had grown, and she did the act my plan depended on. She looked. Her law made her look. It was the crack in her that was also the door, the thing I’d told Campe before the first clash: a commander who does exactly what the law says cannot look away from what the law makes her see. I had spent the whole war putting the truth where her law would force her eyes, the way Skarn had spent it putting his lie there.

Bolla, waking, on the wall, under Kaia’s protocol, Morana on one side of her and Anfa landing on the other, the storm-pair and the scout. Bolla, freed, alive, herself, her dead eyes gone, her fresh brand-scars already silvering at the edges the way Morana’s had, the way a freed thing’s scars silvered, the fresh arcs matching the living silver scars of the woman who had kept her. Lamya looked at a taken scout, freed, in the open, by the Mark she’d crossed an ocean to kill, and her char-dark face did a thing I had not seen it do, which was open.

And Kulshedra sang.

The ancient keeper had come down with Lamya, the oldest soul on the Farshore, the one who’d touched every mosaic on the plaza and written bring your Mark where we can see it in a hand that had read more than it fought, the one who’d told me on the kite-line that my light was the wrong color for a tyrant and that she’d like, before she died, to be wrong about one thing. She stood on the wall now beside her war-matriarch, and she looked at the freed scout and the silver-arced scars and the fading light, and she began to sing.

Uninvited. Cracked-voiced. The song she sang to no one, the one she had kept private through a life longer than my whole line, the one from before the forging, the one about a first voice that was kind before it was broken. She had just heard the impossible: a Mark casting light where her songs swore there was only hunger. The oldest keeper on the Farshore had carried a song about the color of a lamp her entire life without believing anyone remained to hear it. Now there was. She sang weeping on the wall of the Aerie over a stopped war. The fragment of the age before the tyrant. The memory of who the First Alpha was before his own clans forged him into the weapon that won their war and unmade them all, a true carrier, bonded and chosen, the kind voice of his age. The thing this continent had burned in shame and the Farshore had carried into exile and withheld from public song.

Sybara, at her grounding-post, caught every word she could and would spend months on the rest. And Thessaly, on the tideline, went utterly and completely still, because the ocean-clan kept the other half of the oldest story, the forging and the burial and the seal, and the Farshore kept the half from before, the name and the kindness, and the divided halves of an ancient story had just brushed against each other for the first time, one keeper singing where another keeper could hear.

And they dragged Skarn out of the water-train.

His recall-rune on Bolla had died with her brand. His hold on her was gone, and with it went his cover: the Flight’s own sentries had watched the command fail and traced it back to the witness hidden in their water-train. Salt-clan guards dragged him up from where their own honor had sheltered him, into the light, in front of everyone. Whatever other orphaned craft he had cached remained irrelevant now. He had no captive, no lie, and nowhere left to hide.

Lamya’s law could read the proof directly in flesh, without archive files or testimony. She looked at Skarn’s hands, held now by salt-clan sentries, rune-scarred and carving-callused, the hands of a man who had carved compulsions into scale-patches for decades and could not hide the trade in them. And she looked at the fresh scar-pattern on Bolla’s neck, silvering now at the edges, the specific pattern of a specific carver’s specific hand, the same way a woodsman knows an axe by the cut. And she read the authorship the way a commander reads a signature on a forged order, the way a war-matriarch who had kept the law her whole life and read a thousand hands could read a hand, and she knew, in a single instant, without a word spoken, that the man her people had sheltered as a witness and defended in their own train and believed with their whole hearts was the man who had carved their scout and loosed her at children. The witness was the tyrant’s craftsman. The one who wept before their clan-fires was the one who made the weapons he wept about. And she understood, standing over him, that she had been played, that her honor had been the instrument, that a patient man had used the law she lived by to walk her whole dying people to the edge of a war built out of nothing but a true girl and a true brand and a lie made of both.

Skarn tried to speak. His one attempt at testimony, the soft voice and careful phrasing that had lit a whole war. He got as far as opening his mouth.

“The law grants words before blood,” Lamya said. “You had months of words. You spent them on a lie. You spent your last one lighting this war, and I will not hear another.” She looked at him, char-dark, monumental, the honor-code older than the exodus. “You carved my scout. You loosed a child of mine at my hosts’ children to make me a murderer. You are not a witness. You are the thing our whole world crossed an ocean to flee, wearing a scarred face, and I let you into my camp, and I will answer for that failure to my people. But first I will answer for you.”

Skarn opened his mouth.

Lamya’s claw crossed once. He fell before a word emerged.

She wiped the claw on the burned edge of his witness’s cloak and turned to Bolla.



The battle ended by the time the sun cleared the mesa. Bolla’s public freeing and Kulshedra’s song had forced Lamya’s law to recognize the truth before sixty war-forms could grind our walls down.

The walls carried the bill.

There were wounded on every wall, ours and the Flight’s both. Cadets and gale-scouts and ash-clan and salt-clan, torn wing-membranes and deep burns and a broken foreleg and worse, the true cost of a real battle really fought by real fliers over real stone. Rissara was burned holding the gate-line when the ash-clan heavy line tried to force it, a bad burn down one flank, the war-wing senior who’d led cadets through the Peaks taking fire again to hold a line, and Ayida’s healers brought her back from it and she’d carry the scar and wear it the way Campe wore hers, earned, a line she’d chosen. A root-net caught young Koreth’s fall. Another net saved a gale-scout the crater should have drowned, and she woke alive on our wall. The life-caste worked both walls until the healers could not stand, and Sylva’s little clinic became a real one, the hatchling breathing bloom over cuts that would have scarred, and no one invoiced a thing.

Every member of the family survived. Aurelion took a glancing strike on the platform and waved off the healer until every burned cadet below her had been seen. Vael collapsed after the cut, conscious but shaking, with Kaia bracing him. Maren stayed upright at her post until the black pennant came down, then sat hard against the wall and cried into both hands.

Lamya stood on the wall over her stood-down Flight and her freed scout and her executed deceiver, and she was silent for a long moment, the war-matriarch reckoning with the size of what had been done to her and by her and around her, the Farshore’s oldest certainty cracked in ten seconds of silver light. Then she looked at me across the space, the enemy commander whose verdict she’d carried across an ocean and whose truth she’d been unable to see until her own law forced her eyes to it, and she inclined her head. Once. The way a commander acknowledges a commander, the way she’d inclined it at the herald’s line, an honor-code older than the exodus recognizing that the code had been kept on both sides even here, even now.

Lamya lowered the black pennant herself.

By nightfall, healers from both armies were working the same wall.


Chapter 15: The Name Across the Water

A strange evening settled over the academy as two armies’ healers worked the same burned walls, and I walked it at dusk with the sense of a man moving through an aftermath too large to hold, watching a war become its opposite by the hour.

Ayida and the life-caste moved through the Farshore wounded, and the Farshore wounded flinched from nothing for the first time in their lives, and it opened another crack in the Farshore’s inherited fear, made of nothing but kindness applied to a hurt.

On the Farshore, healing meant field-surgery, salt, a set bone, and hope. A dying people with no life-line, no bond, and no Ayida possessed only pain endured and wounds that scarred if they healed at all. Their medicine began and ended with endurance. And here, on a wall they’d crossed an ocean to take, were warm brown hands closing burns with a single breath, flowers growing out of the burned stone where a healer knelt, torn wing-membranes knitting closed under a touch, wounds simply ceasing to be wounds, and the Farshore read it as miracle. Sylva, the smallest life-hatchling, worn out and refusing to stop, breathed pale green bloom over a gale-scout’s burns, and the scout’s wing-sisters, hard long-crossing fliers who had crossed an ocean to kill everyone on this mesa, stood over a baby dragon closing their sister’s burns and wept openly, as the ocean-clan had over sweetness and sunlight. None had ever seen a hurt simply cease. A people who has never seen mercy has no defense against it.

Jessa fed everyone, and honey-cake achieved in one evening what two parleys had failed to do. She sent it up the walls to Farshore wounded and guards, sweet in a way their hard salt-and-ash food had never been. Gale-scouts lowered their cakes after the first bite and stared at them. One ash-clan veteran closed her eyes while the starch left her shoulders. A frightened, proud people remembered they were people over wrapped squares of cake. Jessa had said it would end more wars than swords, and nobody wrote it in the sagas but the cooks all knew it, and she was right, and the honey-cake did what my proof and my flowered wall could not, which was make the enemy, one bite at a time, forget to be afraid.



Bolla woke under Kaia’s protocol: names, injuries, choices, in that order. Morana sat beside her bed. By afternoon, Anfa stood quiet guard at the door. The three women held their positions without comment.

Bolla’s first act on her feet was to ask to see the man who had carved her.

She was told the law had already answered. Lamya had closed the account on the wall, one stroke, no words. Bolla stood very still when she heard it, taking it in, the man who had wept before her clan-fires and carried her south and carved her neck and aimed her at children, ended by her own matriarch’s hand. She did not weep and she did not rage. She stood very still, the way she’d stood still on the shingle baring her neck, except this stillness was different, this was a person reckoning with the size of a thing.

“He made me a weapon in a week,” she said, slow, careful, her pidgin better now for weeks of practice. “A brand and a chain and a knife, in seven days, and I did not even know it was happening. And your Mark unmade it in a heartbeat, in the open sky, in front of all my people, and I woke up myself again.” She looked at the silvering scar-arcs on her own neck, the ones that matched Morana’s. “I want to understand the difference. Between the brand that made me a weapon and the Mark that restored me. Made and chosen. I have been afraid of the Mark my whole life, all my people have, and the Mark is the thing that gave me back to myself, and I do not understand how both of those are true, and I cannot go home not understanding it.” She looked up. “I want to learn it. I want to stay and learn the difference. That is what I want.”

She petitioned to stay when the Flight sailed. And Lamya granted it, one scout, staying at the Aerie as the Farshore’s eyes, her people’s first embassy to the resonance they’d crossed an ocean to kill, and everyone on both sides understood that it was more than an embassy, and no one said so. She would stay to heal and learn. That afternoon she took the open place between Morana and Anfa on the western wall.



At the truce-fire, Kulshedra and Thessaly compared the surviving halves of the oldest record. Rán’s shell-tablets held the forging and burial. The Farshore songs preserved the truth the continent had burned: the First Alpha had once carried a true Mark and spoken with kindness.

They had also preserved his name.

Kulshedra produced a song-tablet of grown-shell and carved bone. The name lay in a tongue so old that even she would not attempt it. When I asked why, she held the tablet closer to the fire without letting the flame touch it.

“A name said wrong is a door knocked on the wrong house,” Kulshedra said. “This name has waited since the exodus to be said right. I will not say it wrong at the end of it. It is the true name of the Alpha under your mountain, the name it had before it was broken, and a true name is the only call that can reach whoever once owned it. But it must be said right, or it knocks on nothing, or worse, on the wrong door. I cannot say it right. My tongue is an age too young for it.” She put the tablet in Sybara’s hands. “Your archivist can learn to. It will take her a long time. Let it. A name this old is worth the years.”

Sybara received it with shaking hands and immediately specified a cold-jar, a warded shelf, and separate copies of every mark before translation began.

I remembered the single flicker I’d touched at the bottom of the hollow. Sybara sealed the tablet into its temporary case.



The cold line came under the warm evening, by relay, and it was three sentences, and it emptied the fire of its warmth for exactly as long as it took to read.

The relay-glass ticked, and it was Vandra, from the Shattered Peaks garrison, and her report was the coldest report on the continent. Through the battle, through the largest unmaking in recorded history, through the loudest day the world had heard since the burial, the seal’s instruments at the Peaks had recorded nothing. Not one pulse. The mountain that had answered every spike for two years and gone silent two months ago had not so much as stirred while a Mark rang louder over the crater than it had ever rung.

Sybara brought the report to me in the deep archive. I watched her file it in the folder marked LISTENING and rest her hand on the drawer.

“It heard the unmaking, the chord, and the name arriving,” she said. “The loudest day in ten thousand years produced no reading beneath the mountain. It has stopped answering while it listens.” She closed the drawer. “So am I.”



Lamya and I stood on the wall the next morning, two commanders, and we spoke plainly and personally, without ceremony.

“The Flight sails before week’s end,” she said, watching west toward the ocean her people would recross. “An embassy stays. The scout stays. We go home to tell an entire people that they were wrong since the exodus about the belief they held most firmly, and I do not know how that telling goes, and I am not certain I survive the telling, because a matriarch who leads her last dragons across an ocean on a lie does not always keep her seat when the lie comes home.” She said it flatly, without self-pity, the ash-clan way. “But it is the truth, and I will tell it. I keep the law. The law does not bend for the difficulty of its telling.”

And then she named the truth neither of us had said, the terrible gentle irony at the bottom of the war.

“My people are dying,” Lamya said. “You know it. Your archivist knows it. The clutches thin and the clans end, and we have called it the price of freedom across their long exile, and it is the cost of fleeing the true bond along with the forged one.” She looked at me. “The bond. The true Mark. The bond that keeps a dragon-line from thinning to nothing. We fled it because it wore the face of the forged Mark that unmade us, and we have been dying of its absence ever since, and the one force in all the world that could save my dying people is the resonance we crossed an ocean to kill.”

I did not offer. She read the offer forming and stopped me before I could speak, with a raised hand.

“You will not offer,” she said. “Not this year. It cannot be offered to a people who buried never again deeper than their own name. We have held one belief since the exodus. Give us a season to believe something else. Give us the years it takes to look at a wall covered in flowers and a freed scout and a Mark that casts light, and to stop being afraid, at our own pace, in our own time. And then, someday, when a Farshore matriarch who is not me, or is me, comes to you and asks, you will answer. But you will not offer. Let it be ours to ask.” She inclined her head. “That is what remains, Alpha. A door. Left open. At our pace. Do not push it, and it will open, in the years, and my people will live, and it will be because you did not push.”

I lowered my hand and left the offer unspoken.



They brought me the striped hatchling in the quiet after, and I met my daughter properly for the first time, and she told me nothing and everything.

She was amber-and-gold, striped in narrow bands, small, and calm. Her calm was tuned toward the center-point rather than the patient deliberation Torren and Essa carried. She sat in the crook of my arm and looked up at me with ember eyes that held a stillness no one could yet name. She’d waited an entire season in her shell, singing, refusing to hatch until the world got loud enough for her, and now she was here, and she looked at me with the patience of a creature that had known exactly what it was doing the whole time.

When I took her, she put one small paw over the center-point and hummed.

The pitch matched the chord’s root. Sybara’s instrument answered from across the room with a clear sustained tone. Cinda tilted her striped head and hummed again.

We named her at the nest, with the family assembled. Cinda. Ember-song, in the old fire-clan tongue, Vibria’s word and mine together, and it fit, because she was a song, and she was ember, amber-and-gold, fire braided with an unnamed golden resonance in narrow stripes.

Vibria, eight times a mother and completely undone, held her striped daughter and wept without pretending it was smoke.

“She waited,” Vibria said, thick, fierce. “She waited a whole season. She waited in that shell singing while her brothers and sisters hatched, and she wouldn’t come, and I sat up nights with her and I couldn’t make her, and I finally understood it tonight, watching the sky go still. She was waiting for the loudest note in the world to be born into. The freeing. The unmaking. The biggest sound the center-point ever made. She held on in that shell until the world got loud enough for her, and then she came.” She kissed the striped head. “She’s mine, all right. Only a child of mine would refuse to hatch until the entrance was dramatic enough.”

Sybara adjusted her glasses. “She resonates without a bond. There is no page for that.”

She opened a fresh file and wrote Cinda’s name at the top.



Ten women came to the Tower that night, and the doors stood wide to a sky with no enemies in it, and warmth filled the Tower, with one cold line under it.

Talise hesitated at the door.

It was a variation on tradition now, the doorstep second, the customary half-beat at the Tower threshold. Talise had already crossed it bonded after the night in the chronicle-room, when the pile made room for the tenth light. This was different: her first full-pack gathering after a war, the first time all ten had come together with her already one of them. Brenna had paused at the door of the room she’d built half the furnishings for. Morana had done it, still braced for a vote that wasn’t coming. Ceto had done it, and then Ceto, being Ceto, had named it, the doorstep second, and appointed herself its official timekeeper, a post she took as seriously as she took anything, which was to say with total mock-gravity and complete delight.

She stood now at the threshold with an invisible timepiece, counting Talise’s hesitation aloud. “One,” Ceto announced, to the room, to the doorframe, to posterity. “That’s the doorstep second. Everyone gets one, no more, it’s in the founding charter of the water-table, which I am also writing.” And before Talise could take a second one, before the chronicler who’d spent years in doorways could talk herself into staying in this one, Vibria’s arm came around her from inside and Ceto planted a firm hand on her back as counterweight, and the two of them hauled the tenth light bodily over the threshold and into the warm tangle of the pile, and Talise came in laughing, teal point bright on my chest across the room, the woman who had narrated this exact room from this exact doorway for years finally pulled all the way inside the story, no longer at the edge of it, in the middle at last.

She tried to open her notebook. Of course she did. Two years of reflex sent her hand toward the page before she remembered she had come to participate, not observe.

Nine hands confiscated it, nine bonded women reaching for the notebook in one coordinated motion the pack had clearly discussed in advance, and Vibria came away with it and carried it in triumph to the doorframe and hung it on the peg beside a fresh gouge in the wood where Talise’s charcoal pencil had already found its permanent home, its own place in the geography of the Tower room alongside Campe’s cape-peg and Brenna’s tool-cup and Sybara’s scroll-rack, the tenth woman’s mark added to the map of the room.

“Off duty, chronicler,” I said. “Tonight you don’t write it. Tonight you’re not the witness and you’re not the saga-keeper and you’re not at the edge of anything. Tonight you’re primary source.”

And Talise, who had wanted that for years and been terrified of it in equal measure, looked at her confiscated notebook on the peg, and then at the gathered pile of her family, and let it go, and the letting-go was the last of her coming all the way in.



They undressed each other in familiar pairs and the newest one, the pile moving in twos and threes that had grown together over years and knew each other’s laces. Vibria took Campe’s braid down because that was theirs now. Morana and Anfa, the storm-sisters, undressed each other without a word. And Nure and Ceto flanked Talise, drew the tenth light in between them, the three water-women, tide and reef and tidepool, and Ceto declared on the spot that they were the water-table, a caucus, a faction, a voting bloc with a name by morning, and Nure agreed with deep-water gravity that the water-table would be a force in this Tower, and Talise, delighted, began drafting its founding charter aloud until someone kissed her quiet.

Vibria enthroned herself at the head of the bed and issued unnecessary directions that everyone ignored, which had always been her role and had been since the beginning, the social center, the one who made us a family instead of a program. And Campe, carrying, was granted the wall-side of the bed by an unspoken unanimous rearrangement, the pile shifting without discussion to put the war-mother against the wall where she’d be held and would not have to hold, where she’d be shielded instead of shielding for once, and she noticed it, and she allowed it, and I watched her file it under the things she would never once admit had moved her, the same drawer where the frozen tear went, the private ledger of a commander who had taught herself for fourteen years not to be moved and had been losing that discipline, gloriously, since the night she asked for her clutch.

Talise, from the witness-chair she’d claimed at the edge one last time by her own request, said, “Let me have the good seat once more. Before I’m in it. Let me watch the room from the chair the last time, and then fetch me.” And I granted it, because it was hers, the good seat, the thing she’d wanted for years, and every shutter in the room opened to her, the voyeur’s coronation, the entire pack opening itself to the watcher who’d earned the middle and asked for the edge one last time before she took it.

And the build began, and the Weave rose through all of it.

They moved through one another without hurry, each woman taking the touch and rhythm that belonged to her, while the Weave climbed under all of it, the ten points on my chest brighter with every crest, the center ringing.

The triple-mouth build came first.

Campe knelt between my knees, forest-green eyes raised. She gathered her massive breasts around my cock and pressed the heavy warm flesh together, stroking me between them until the head pushed through her cleavage. Then she leaned down and took the tip into her mouth, tongue circling, while her war-rumble traveled from her chest into my thighs.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. The commander who had moved an entire battle through other people’s wings worked my cock between her tits and watched my face for every response.

Sybara joined her from the side. The first touch of her cold tongue against my heated skin shocked a curse out of me. Her glasses caught the Mark’s light. She licked slowly along the length Campe exposed, then closed her mouth around me while Campe kept the paizuri rhythm moving beneath her.

“Temperature differential is producing a measurable increase in,” Sybara began.

Nure’s mouth replaced hers before the sentence could finish. Ocean-slick warmth closed around me. Nure’s adapted tongue moved with the unhurried tide-rhythm she had mastered across years of choosing sensation, taking me deep, drawing back, then holding me at the exact edge where my hips wanted to follow.

Campe kept her breasts tight around my base. Sybara’s cold mouth traced the places Nure left wet. Three temperatures worked the same cock in turns and overlaps: war-warm softness, frost-cold tongue, ocean-slick heat.

Ceto’s reef-hot hands joined from behind Campe, one wrapped around the length whenever the three mouths left it bare. Brenna’s forge-warm palm cupped my balls and read every tightening with a smith’s precision. The two storms tangled behind the kneeling women, Morana’s fuller body pressed to Anfa’s lean frame, silver scars answering each other’s touch. Ayida kept one hand flat on the Mark, steadying the center as all ten points brightened.

Talise watched from the chair with every shutter open to her. Her pencil had stopped. The dapple at her wrists ran wild as she followed every mouth, every hand, every involuntary tightening of my body.

I held the headboard because there was nothing else to hold. The build climbed until Nure felt the first true warning in my pulse and lifted away without being told.

“Not yet,” I said, breathing hard.

“Not yet,” Campe echoed, releasing her breasts from around me with visible reluctance.

I caught her under the arms before she could retreat and drew her upright against me. Her breasts pressed warm and heavy to my chest, the war-rumble still moving through them. I kissed her until the parade-straight set of her shoulders softened, then put her hand over the clutch beneath her belly.

“Wall-side,” I told her. “You carried the battle. Tonight we carry you.”

Campe’s green eyes went soft. She obeyed, settling into the protected place the others had made for her, and Brenna immediately braced a pillow behind her back with the practical care of a forge-keeper bracing a stressed frame. Ayida drew Campe’s feet into her lap. Sybara, still flushed from the triple-mouth build, pressed a cool palm to the commander’s hot inner thigh. The cradle-rumble deepened at being tended from three directions.

I turned back to the women kneeling between my knees. Sybara’s spectacles had already fogged at the edges. Nure’s mouth shone wet in the Mark-light. Ceto’s amber rings glowed around the fingers she’d used on me. Brenna’s forge-scales held a banked orange along both forearms.

“All of you looked pleased with yourselves,” I said.

Ceto grinned. “We performed excellent preliminary work. Sybara has data.”

“I have observations,” Sybara corrected, adjusting fogged glasses with a hand that shook. “The sample is incomplete.”

“Then watch closely.”

I pulled Sybara up first and opened the front of her loosened robe another inch, enough for her full breasts to spill entirely free. Her nipples stood hard against the cold wash of her own skin. I cupped one, raised it into my palm, and bent to take the pink peak into my mouth. Frost feathered over my wrist. Her prepared sentence failed behind a sharp inhale.

Nure moved behind her and swept the long blue-black hair aside, tasting the back of Sybara’s neck while I worked her breast. Ceto’s hands slid around Sybara’s wide hips from the other side. Three women held the scholar inside a warm-cold-ocean triangle until her spectacles whitened and her knees weakened.

“The build is still preliminary,” I said against her nipple.

“I withdraw the objection,” Sybara managed.

I set her gently into Campe’s waiting arms. The commander gathered the frost-mother against her chest, massive warmth behind pale curves, and Sybara melted there with a sound she would later deny making.

Nure came next. I caught her by the waist, lifted her from her knees, and kissed the salt from her mouth. Her gill-slits fluttered under my thumbs. I traced the glowing branches racing outward from each touch, then spread her fin-membranes and held them wide for the room to see. Ceto leaned in and pressed her amber-ringed palms to the translucent blue-green fans. New interference patterns spun between reef and abyss, gold-and-teal rosettes turning slowly over Nure’s luminous skin.

Brenna watched the patterns with a maker’s fixed attention. I caught her chin and turned that attention back to me.

“Your turn to be handled.”

Her slate eyes stayed open. Always. I unfastened her work-leather binding while the others watched, peeled the practical layers away, and gathered her firm breasts into my hands. Her forge-scales climbed brighter when I squeezed. I pinched one nipple between finger and thumb, held the pressure, released, then repeated it in the three-cycle rhythm she had taught me. By the third hold her breath came through clenched teeth in the beginning of a quench-hiss.

“Not yet,” I told her.

The hiss stopped. Her eyes widened. She held because I had ordered it, forge-built body trembling while the heat banked under her skin.

Ceto applauded softly. Vibria booed the delay from the bed. Morana laughed against Anfa’s shoulder. No one waited untouched. The pack folded around every surrender, hands and mouths carrying each woman through the others’ pleasure.

Then Vibria caught my wrist and hauled me toward the bed with both feet braced against the mattress.

“Preliminary work is over,” she announced. “First bond. First ride. Move.”

Ten women who had chosen a broke surveyor from Harren’s Crossing surrounded him in the warmest hour two years of war had allowed. The Weave rose under their hands, mouths, laughter, and breath.

Vibria took me first. She always wanted it first and always had, since the ceremonial bond she’d elbowed three cadets to reach. She climbed into my lap at the head of the bed and sank onto my cock in one hot, slick stroke, fire unshackled and my bare hands locked around her scalding hips.

Her compact bronze body worked over me. Her perky tits bounced with every drop. Heat-shimmer rolled off her in a visible blur, warming the bed, while her inner walls gripped me at the startling furnace heat that belonged to her alone.

“Eight of them, Alpha,” she said, riding. “And I called every one. Kira, Torren, Sera, Kori, Vash, Tama, Essa, and Cinda, who waited for the loudest note in the world to make an entrance.” She ground down until I was buried in her. “Eight. I’m winning the entire academy.”

“Nobody else entered the contest,” I said, tightening my grip and driving up into her.

“That’s how good I am.” Her glow-eyes brightened. “Next year we discuss nine.”

The room declined as one. Vibria took the refusal as agreement and laughed, then lost the laugh when I seized her hips and took over her rhythm. I pulled her down onto every thrust, harder and faster, making her small strong body bounce in my hands.

“That’s it,” I told her. “Ride it. Let them hear you.”

She threw her head back toward the open balcony doors and made sure the night watch heard. “Breed me, Alpha. Fill me again. I gave you eight, and I can take every drop you have.”

Her bronze thighs clamped around me. I felt her climb through the Mark before her body showed it: the tightening inside her, the hitch in her hips, the sudden hot flutter around my cock.

“Now,” I said.

Vibria came hard. Her pussy clenched in rapid, hot contractions that milked my cock while her whole body shook over me. Embers spilled from her open mouth. Her orange eyes went molten, and the fire-scale cuirass flashed across her torso, lantern-bright from within. Sparks jumped from her fingers into the sheets and added one more scorch-mark to the south wall’s long record.

She kept moving through the aftershocks, greedy and laughing between gasps, squeezing me in diminishing pulses until I lifted her off before she could pull my finish from me.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Coward,” she panted, delighted, collapsing against Ceto. The amber fire-point on my chest blazed.

Campe rested on her side at the protected wall-edge, one leg drawn up while Ayida supported it across her lap. I fitted myself behind the commander and entered her slowly, keeping every ounce of pressure away from the forming clutch.

Her massive breasts shifted against Ayida’s waiting hands. Campe reached back, caught my wrist, and placed my palm over the three warm points beneath her belly.

“You kept the promise,” she whispered. “Now feed them. Breed my clutch strong.”

I drove into her from the side, measured but deep. Ayida stroked her breasts in time with my thrusts while Sybara pressed a cold kiss to the back of her neck. Warmth, frost, and the constant cradle-rumble traveled through the linked bodies.

“Come for me,” I ordered.

Campe clenched around me in slow, powerful waves. Her first contraction drove the rumble through the wall. The second made the three warm points pulse beneath my hand. On the third she said my name and crushed Sybara’s fingers against her lips.

I held inside her until the last contraction eased, then withdrew. The green point on my chest pulsed while Campe kept my hand over the clutch.

Sybara bent over the bed’s edge and presented her massive round ass, her full appetite restored now that her clutch had hatched. Her glasses stayed on. I oiled her carefully, prepared her with my fingers until her pale thighs shook, then pressed into her ass slowly enough to feel every tight ring yield around me.

She tried to narrate. “The frost morphology at the phase boundary is exhibiting a repeatable correlation with, with the angle of, oh. The pressure is, the data.”

Nine seconds. Then the scholar vanished under the woman.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Deeper. Please. Breed me any way you want.”

I gripped her wide hips and answered her request. Her massive ass flexed against me with every thrust. Frost-crystals bloomed over the headboard beneath her hands, each carrying the shell-vein pattern her body signed on everything it froze since her clutch.

Nure slid beneath her and put a cool luminous mouth to Sybara’s clit. Sybara jolted between us, glasses slipping down her nose, ass clenching tight enough to stop me for a heartbeat.

“Look at what you’re taking,” I told her, pushing the glasses back into place. “Keep them on.”

“Yes, Alpha. I can, I can see, I need, oh, don’t stop.”

I drove harder. Nure kept her mouth steady. From the cold vault, two faint wyrmling-chimes answered through the bond, Kess and Veya singing in their sleep at the frequency of their mother’s frost.

Sybara heard them. Her whole body tightened.

Her orgasm hit in a violent series of internal spasms. Her asshole clenched around my cock, released, and clenched again while frost exploded across the headboard and crawled over the wall in blue-white egg-veined sheets. Her bun came apart completely. Her glasses fogged opaque. A raw cry tore out of her where the last clinical sentence had died.

Nure held her through the aftershocks and kept licking until Sybara’s thick thighs trembled helplessly. I stayed buried in her ass while the contractions milked me, then pulled out slowly when she went boneless against the mattress.

The blue frost-point on my chest went bright.

Anfa raised her wrists while Morana was still tangled around her side. I laid the lean storm back, caught both wrists in one hand, and entered her as Morana cradled her from below. Across my shoulder I could see Nure drawing slow blue-green trails over Brenna’s stomach and Ceto heating those trails with amber-ringed fingertips. The room kept moving around us; nobody waited in a line.

“Stay under me,” I ordered.

“Yes, Alpha.”

I took Anfa faster. Morana kissed her throat and whispered the first of the praise meant for her own coming turn. One soft flash walked the ceiling like lightning at a great distance.

At Anfa’s peak, her pussy clenched around me and her silver scars flashed from spine to ribs. The word she gave me carried none of the guilt from harder nights.

“Home.”

I held her pinned through every clean contraction. Morana never released her; instead she shifted beneath us, face already turned toward mine, her fuller body warm against Anfa’s lean one. When Anfa softened, I withdrew and pulled Morana forward without breaking the storms’ embrace.

She lowered herself onto me face-to-face while Anfa remained behind her, arms around her waist. Wanted. Chosen. Ours. The pack passed the words around the two storms: Anfa naming how beautifully Morana had flown, Vibria reminding her there had never been a vote she could lose, Campe calling her wing-sister in the old command dialect.

“Hear them,” I said, gripping her ass and setting her pace. “Nobody is taking those words back.”

“I hear them.” Her scars sparked silver. “Breed me because you want me. Let all of them say it while you do.”

I drove up hard. Her heavy tits pressed to my chest, Anfa held her from behind, and the praise rolled through the open Weave. Morana came with her eyes locked on mine, her pussy convulsing around me as a hot gush soaked my lap and living silver discharged across both storm-women. She laughed through the last contractions. Anfa answered by kissing her temple.

Before the silver faded, Nure glided between my knees. Brenna’s orange handprints still marked her luminous hips from whatever the two patient women had done while the storms broke. Nure drew me out of Morana and into herself with one controlled descent, fin-membranes fanning wide behind her.

“The sky is safe now,” she said, setting the rolling tide-rhythm while Morana’s aftershocks continued against my side. “Soon, the tide. You will keep the promise.”

“I promised. Take what you need tonight.”

Ceto kissed along one fin-membrane as Brenna held the other open, turning Nure’s solitary tide into a three-woman current. Her gill-slits fluttered. A slow contraction traveled visibly from her core through branching light to the edges of both membranes. The next wave caught Ceto’s rings and Brenna’s forge-scales in it.

Nure’s controlled climax lit all three women blue-green. The deep-point on my chest blazed while her inner muscles rolled around me, and I held her through it until her light dimmed to a satisfied pulse.

Brenna and Ceto met me at the balcony together, already carrying traces of Nure’s light. Brenna planted her powerful body against the warm rail while Ceto leaned over her shoulder and offered a count neither of them intended to keep.

I entered Brenna first and brought her close with slow, exact strokes. Then I stopped.

Her forge-scales climbed from orange to white at the center. Her eyes stayed open. Ceto draped herself across Brenna’s back, amber rings blooming where their skin met.

“Hold,” I ordered.

Brenna held, thighs shaking around my hips. While she waited at the edge, I brought my free hand down across Ceto’s full ass. Ceto called it five. Vibria called it nine from the bed. Brenna’s mouth twitched without surrendering the hold.

I moved again, taking Brenna from measured to hard in one stroke.

“Now,” she said.

Her body clamped around me and the quench-hiss came through clenched teeth, molten forearms lighting both women amber-white. I withdrew as the hiss faded, caught Ceto by the hips, and bent her over Brenna against the rail. The maker braced the reef-dragon from beneath while I entered her and wove changing smacks into the thrusts.

“Alpha, that was either five or eight. I object to the accounting.”

“Then stop stealing ledgers.”

The next true strike double-pulsed through her ring-glow. Brenna’s banked forge-light shone through every amber circle Ceto pressed against her. Ceto climaxed around me in a bright ring-tide, her laughter breaking into gasps while the reef flared far below.

Brenna touched the balcony support with a maker’s assessing hand. “It held. All of it.”

Then I fetched Talise from the witness-chair.

Instead of bending her over another desk or edge, I sat in the center of the bed and turned her onto my lap facing the room. Her back pressed to my chest; her strong thighs spread over mine. From there she could see every woman touching every other woman while I guided her down onto my cock.

She tried to narrate the view. “The chronicler observes the commander holding the frost-mother while the two storms, while the reef-dragon is still shouting at fish, while the Alpha.”

I rolled my hips beneath her. The sentence stopped.

“You can see Vibria’s hand on Ayida’s breast,” I murmured against her ear. “Campe has Sybara’s hair wrapped around two fingers. Nure’s light is moving over Brenna’s stomach. Your dapple just crossed your left wrist and reached your breast.”

Talise watched as I described the room and her place inside it. I kept one hand over her soft middle and the other between her thighs, holding her open for every partner to see. Each plain detail shortened her next attempt at narration until she abandoned it and answered with motion instead, powerful swimmer’s hips working on my lap.

When her climax began, I told her what changed: the lock in her thighs, the sudden grip around my cock, the teal net slowing across her skin. She went silent against my chest.

The dapple snapped still for one breath. Every woman in front of her saw it. Talise opened her eyes on the room she’d watched for years and found herself reflected in ten answering faces.

“Accurate,” she whispered.

The pack laughed and pulled her down among them.

Then Ayida became the center the pile organized itself around, as she always did. I slowed for her.

She settled over me astride and lowered herself one patient inch at a time, gold eyes locked on mine. Her warm pussy opened around me. She paused when I was fully inside, breathing with me, letting every other crest in the bed settle around her stillness.

The mother-prism bloomed full-spectrum across her warm brown skin. Deep greens and golds washed outward from her breasts to her shoulders and down her arms at full intensity. Flowers opened on the ceiling vine though night should have closed them. The Tower filled with rain-on-earth and warm grass.

She began her one unhurried rhythm. Rise. Fall. Hold. Each slow roll let me feel every inch of her, the soft heat and the small tightening at the deepest point. I cupped her breasts. Her nipples hardened beneath my palms as the prism spread.

“Look at me,” I said.

“Always.”

I let her keep the pace, not the command. One hand closed around the back of her neck and kept her gold eyes on mine while the other guided her hips through the slow rhythm she needed.

At the first pre-crest, flowers opened along the bedpost. Gold crossed her throat and breasts at the second. The third stopped her over me, full and trembling.

Then her pussy clenched. Once, deep. Again, stronger. Her breath held as her whole body shuddered over mine, full prism flooding every scale-patch, and my name left her on the last thread of air.

“Dane.”

The contractions continued beneath her silence, warm walls milking my cock while the other women gathered close and touched her shoulders, thighs, and back. The fig dropped a ripe fruit onto the bed. Nobody was surprised. The gold life-point pulsed with the center, and Bellic’s distant voice from the courtyard confirmed to the night that the Alpha was home.

I kept Ayida on me while the others closed in. Vibria kissed the life-mother’s throat from one side; Ceto’s amber-ringed hand moved along her thigh from the other. Across the bed, Campe held Sybara against her heavy breasts, Nure traced Anfa’s silver scars, and Brenna steadied Morana at the edge of another crest. Talise watched from within the circle now, notebook still on its peg.

Ayida reached back and took Talise’s hand. Talise linked to Ceto, Ceto to Vibria, until touch ran unbroken around the bed.

The Mark blazed against my sternum. Ten points pulled toward the golden root.

Ayida tightened around me and held out both hands to the circle.

“Bring everyone,” she said.



And then the Tenth Weave.

Ayida stayed astride me as she leaned back among the flowers, gold eyes on mine, keeping me deep inside her. The other nine closed around us: hands on shoulders, hips, breasts, thighs, each woman touching the next until no body in the bed ended alone.

“Fill me, Dane,” Ayida whispered. “Bring everyone with us.”

Vibria opened the Weave. Every shutter swung wide.

The first shared breath hit as I drove into Ayida. Ten bodies answered through the Mark. Vibria’s pussy clenched around her own fingers. Campe’s cradle-rumble deepened while her thighs shook. Sybara’s asshole pulsed in remembered rhythm as Nure kept a hand between her legs. Anfa’s scars flashed beneath Morana’s palm. Morana flooded again with a sharp cry. Brenna hissed through clenched teeth. Ceto’s rings doubled outward. Talise’s dapple froze, moved, then froze again. Ayida tightened around my cock and held my eyes.

I lost the last of my rhythm. My hands locked on Ayida’s hips. I buried myself as deep as her body allowed and came inside her, my cock pulsing hard while my load flooded her in long, forceful spurts.

“Yes,” she breathed. “All of you. I feel all of you.”

Her pussy milked every pulse from me. The Mark blazed bright enough to bleach the room gold, and my release traveled through the open Weave. Ten women peaked around me in a coordinated wave: hot contractions, trembling thighs, wet hands, clenched mouths, elemental light breaking over skin. Every one of them felt where I finished. Every one answered through the bond with the physical shock of receiving it as if my seed had filled the whole circle.

The second breath arrived under the crest. The pleasure became weight, enormous and intimate, spread across ten bonds. No shutter flinched.

On the third breath we became one field of sensation: fire and war, frost and two storms, life and deep water, forge and reef and tidepool, all held around one golden root. Eleven perceptions folded together while Ayida kept me buried inside her and her slow contractions drew out the last weak pulses of my orgasm.

One breath. Two. Three.

For those three breaths there was no distance between giving and receiving. I felt Vibria’s furnace contractions as if they closed around me, Campe’s cradle-rumble vibrating in ten chests, Sybara’s frost blooming beneath ten pairs of hands. Anfa’s calm filled Morana while Morana’s flood ran through Anfa. Nure’s tide rolled beneath Ceto’s bright rings. Brenna’s molten steadiness braced Talise’s frozen dapple. Ayida’s held breath became the breath all of us held.

My own orgasm ran through the circle in return: the deep pulses of my cock inside Ayida, the heat of my seed filling her, the strain in my hips, the helpless groan I couldn’t keep down. Every woman received the sensation through the Weave without losing herself. Ten distinct bodies answered one shared release in ten distinct ways, and beneath all of it the golden center held us apart enough to remain ourselves and close enough that no pleasure belonged to only one person.

Ayida’s last contraction pulled another weak spurt from me. Vibria laughed with my breath. Sybara gasped through Campe’s rumble. Talise stayed silent inside all that noise, slack-water light motionless while the sensation passed through nine women.

Under the adult Weave, Cinda hummed the chord’s root in her sleep, a brief family-bright note from the nest, and then the ten-point floor carried us onward.

Because a Weave cannot be held longer than flesh can carry, and three breaths was our full capacity, past which the weight would break someone, and Sybara’s protocol did not permit breaking someone. At the end of the third breath we came out of it, and we came out of it the way we’d come out of the earlier chord, in ten kinds of tears and laughter. Vibria laughing, sparks in her breath. Campe silent with her hand on her belly and her plates softened to bare olive. Anfa curled small. Morana laughing through the last of it. Ayida glowing at full prism. Nure dimmed to content. Brenna’s eyes finally closed. Ceto asleep between one breath and the next. And Talise, the tenth, wide awake and wordless, watching the whole room come apart in joy, chronicling it in the only accurate way she’d ever found, which was to feel it and write nothing down. Cinda’s root-note faded back down to the ground-floor nest two floors below. And the sky over the wide-open Tower doors held no enemies at all, just the stars and the dark and the quiet.

Sybara retrieved the confiscated instrument after, from wherever she’d hidden it, because Sybara would smuggle an instrument into the apocalypse, her hands unsteady, and the resonance-glass gave its verdict. The ten-tone chord, sustained, ten element-frequencies over the center-root, held through the Weave. And this time, when we stopped, the chord did not stop. It rang on. It kept its note the way a struck bell keeps its note, ringing on and fading slowly over a full minute after the Weave had ended, the resonance outliving the resonating, and Sybara logged the reading under the earlier nine-tone reading with one word amended, her quill steady now though her hands weren’t, the entry that had been Home last season and was Home now with a change.

Home (sustained).



Talise stayed awake long enough to watch the room settle. Only then did the chronicler close her eyes, her pencil on the doorframe peg and her private notebook shut beside it.



Epilogue

Eight days later, at dawn, Campe laid.

The expanded nest received, at last, its builder’s own. She’d built the first of it two years ago for Vibria’s first clutch, and added a wing for every clutch since, and lined it with two years of stolen spoons and pencils and buttons, and warmed the empty side and kept it ready, and now the nest she had built for everyone else’s children took her own. Three eggs. Armor-shelled, overlapping plate-shells already visible in the pattern of the war-clutch, the fourth distinct clutch-type after fire and life and frost, hardening in slow waves as Campe rumbled the cradle-frequency over them, the lullaby her mother sang, the one Sera answered, incubating by voice.

Everyone in the family assembled in the nest gallery for it, because a laying was a thing the Aerie stopped for even now, even a week after a war. Sera stationed herself on the nest-rim with the gravity of an heir apparent inspecting her successors, tail wrapped around nothing, rumble-purring at the three new shells in the war-dragon lullaby frequency her mother had taught her. Kira and Torren and the four fire-newborns were held at a respectful inspection distance, and Kira, Warden of the Nursery, delivered what was unmistakably a security briefing to the new eggs, sparking a stern instruction on the defensive posture she expected of them once hatched. Torren appraised the armor-shelled eggs for vault-value and was visibly conflicted about their non-tradeable status. Amaya bloomed a ring of white and gold flowers around the whole gallery, the life-brood’s offering to the war-clutch. Fen rooted himself contentedly in the corner. And Sylva stood ready to heal anyone who needed it, which was no one, which disappointed her.

Cinda reached one paw toward Campe’s three armored eggs and hummed the center-point’s root-note. The shells answered with three low, uneven tones. Sybara opened a new line in her file and recorded the pitches.

Campe sat upright beneath her half-cape, plates smooth, one hand spread over the three armor-shelled eggs hardening under her cradle-rumble. My stolen pencil and ranger’s ring lay tucked into the nest lining beside them.

She looked at me, forest-green eyes tired and bright.

“Requisition complete,” Campe said.

Bellic produced the good tea without being asked, the blend from the upper cabinet behind the spare clips, the previous Alpha’s blend, the one she offered without ceremony as her whole review of a thing, and she poured it out for the entire gallery, and she said nothing, which from Bellic was the highest benediction the Aerie had, and everyone drank it, over three new eggs and a laying fourteen years in the coming, and nobody said a word, because there were no words for it, only tea, and a rumble, and a nest full at last of its builder’s own.



The Flight sailed four days before Campe laid. Thessaly’s relay described sixty war-forms rising from the Drowned Reach into a west wind, Lamya holding the central position until the last formation cleared the ruins. Bolla remained on the upper plaza between Morana and Anfa, sun-bleached hair lifting as the Flight dwindled over the water.

Kulshedra relayed Lamya’s parting in the old dialect. It was a wing-salute rather than a treaty, one line Sybara rendered and I have kept.

“Sing carefully,” Lamya said, across the water. “The whole world can hear you now.”



That night I joined Sybara in the deep archive while she placed the song-tablet in its cold-jar beside the folder marked LISTENING and began the careful work of translation. Vandra’s weekly report from the Peaks lay beside it: the mountain, silent, attentive.

At dawn I stood on the Tower balcony with Cinda perched on my shoulder, her amber-and-gold tail curled behind my neck. Ten points and the ringing center warmed my chest. She set one paw over the center-point and hummed the chord’s root into my bones.

Two floors below, Campe’s cradle-rumble rolled through the expanded nest. Her three armor-shelled eggs answered in low, uneven notes, each one hardening to its own rhythm. Cinda lifted her head and hummed back. Mother, eggs, and Weave-born daughter held a rough little chord across the Tower stone.

I looked northeast. The Shattered Peaks were far beyond sight, but I knew the line as surely as any bearing I’d ever drawn. The center-point did not pulse toward them. Nothing answered Cinda’s song.

That silence felt attentive. I rested my hand over the center-point and kept my eyes on the unseen bearing.

“Listening,” I said.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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