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Chapter 1: The Brand at Cold Iron

The brand-iron at my ribs woke before I did.

It was the cold that did it, the small fire I’d built down to coals an hour back, the wind off the road climbing the bank to where I’d laid my cloak. The brand-mark under my left arm pulled inward against the fourth and fifth rib, a tooth worried by a tongue, and I came up out of half-sleep with my right hand pressed to it before I’d named the ache.

Pulse 84. Breath shallow, second rib. Vitality one-fifty-five of one-seventy-five. Left forearm, the cut’s gone Wane, second wane-mark, and moving.

I read myself first, the way Crane had taught me to read a patient. Old habit. The Cleansers’ Academy drilled the diagnostic-first into the bench until the read came before the thought, and four years on Aldous Crane’s preceptor-bench had filed Roan Hale’s read finer than anyone in his year managed. The name still arrived in third person, the patient on the bench is a patient, even when the patient is you. I’d answered to it for ten years. I did not thank him for that. I did not thank him for anything anymore. But the read came clean, and the forearm was the thing to attend to before the cold or the brand or the road.

I sat up.

The fire was a low orange shape in the bowl of black river-stones I’d set against the bank. The wards were where I’d left them: six small charred fragments of bone laid in an outward fan, strung on copper wire from a Conclave cook-pot I’d broken at Whitemarrow’s outer toll three weeks back. In the working-light the copper held a faint cold-blue line, fragment to fragment, a thin imperfect ring against anti-vitality. It would not stop an inquisitor’s medallion at six feet. It would buy me a count of three before he crossed it, which was enough.

I’d built better wards in better years. This was the best I could manage six days east of Whitemarrow on what the road had given me.

The cut ran thin and red under the cuff of my jacket. I rolled the sleeve back. Vitality-band thin; the Wane veins the inner radius, black-purple, three small threads. Not deep. Not even Wane-touched the way the Whispergrass would be three days east, just the realm’s slow saturation of every cut, every scrape, every place the skin opened to the air this side of Whitemarrow Citadel. I’d walked through it for two years. I was still walking through it. The veining was the road’s tithe on anyone going east.

I took a small breath. Pre-work ritual; never broken. The fire sat at my back, the bank rose behind that, the road ran forty feet down the slope and dark.

Then I worked.

The Academy taught this purge in the second year. A finishing technique, what a Mender does after a wound has already begun to fester, taught palm-flat to the patient. They did not teach it palm-flat to your own forearm with the working hand of the same arm doing the work. That part I learned on the road.

I set my right palm flat to the inner radius and let the working come.

The cold-blue lattice brightened under my palm, then turned the silver-white of a Cleanser’s tier. The hum sat below speech, felt in my chest more than heard. I let the silver-white flow into the cut, into the small black-purple net lying along the radius, and drew the corruption back out with it. The Wane came up as thin smoke and thinned away before it reached the level of physical air. Its smell rose a moment, overripe iron and cold soil, and was gone.

The cut sat closed. The wrist read clean.

Vitality one-fifty. Five units for a small Cleanser purge. Acceptable.

I rolled the sleeve down. The brand-mark ached when I moved. It ached at any work that drew the light to me, the way an old break aches in cold weather, except this break was not old and the cold weather was every weather. The iron in the Cleansers’ Academy public square had been hot enough to scar through the leather of the jacket I’d worn that morning. The Mercy who held it had not flinched. Crane had stood in the gallery and watched without expression. I named the brand’s grammar to myself as it went in: three lines, the Conclave’s heretic-mark, Empowerer-class, because the Conclave had judged me Empowerer-capable on the strength of one night’s working two years before.

The night of the working.

The memory rose to the edge of the read, the way it always did when the brand ached.

The bed. The vitality at her chest gone past three-quarters. The working at my palms changing color past the gold I knew. The thing that rose in me when the read failed and I reached past Cleanser, past Empowerer, past the tier I had a name for. Her breath catching, second rib. The sound she made when the working took.

Eighty words at most. The whole of it I let myself have at a time. I had not let myself have more in eighteen months. The grief in it would split me at the seams if I sat with it, and I had a road to walk and a Conclave at my back, and no one from Whitemarrow to the eastern coast could afford to stand near a man with that read on his face for long.

I let the memory go, and pulled my hand off the brand before I’d noticed setting it there.

The fire had a few minutes left. I fed it a knot of dry pine and looked at the road.

The road came up out of the south bend below the bank, ran east a quarter mile through a long flat of scrub, then climbed the next rise. I’d picked the camp because the bank dropped my fire below the road’s sight-line and the wind carried the smoke south, and because if I had to leave fast the climb down was thirty seconds at a run. The Whispergrass began maybe four miles on. The Wane ran thicker in the grass; I’d read that the last time I crossed it, two months back, west to east.

I had not chosen east. East had chosen me. Two roads ran west out of any village in the realm and the Conclave watched both. One road ran east, and a year ago the realms past Whitemarrow had stopped letting Conclave inquisitors through their tolls. The Conclave called it heresy. The realms east called it sovereignty. My brand was Conclave-marked, and the brand and the eastward pull had some relation I had not worked out and badly wanted to, and so I walked east.

I’d eaten the last bread two hours before sunset. A strip of dried mutton waited in the jacket’s inner pocket. I’d eat it at dawn.

The wind shifted, and I watched the road before I heard it.

A rider, half a mile west, moving east at the long ground-eating canter of a courier on a deadline. The light gave me the read before the sound: branded across the chest, the dark spot the size and shape of an Inquisitor-Captain’s medallion. Not a Captain himself, couriers carry a sub-rank brand. The dispatch-pouch at his saddle-hip read too, a sealed grammar in the wax, Conclave-script, fast hand.

I went very still against the bank.

The wards stayed. The fire stayed. I pulled neither back. A rider at that pace was not looking off the road; he was looking down it. He would pass in thirty seconds and never see the smoke, because the wind held south and he came out of the west. I read his pulse across the distance, fast but steady, a man who had been riding hard for hours, and read the pouch’s script for what it would give me at half a mile.

Sealed Conclave courier hand. Bound east. Marked priority; the outer ring carries the third-degree mark, the rank used for direct High Mercy correspondence. Crane.

A Crane dispatch east. Past Whitemarrow there were three Conclave outposts in the next hundred miles, then the eastern realms. A Crane dispatch did not go to outposts; outposts got Cardinal-Mercy hand at most. A Crane dispatch east meant the High Mercy was writing to someone past the outposts. Someone in the eastern realms.

The rider came on. The hooves found a regular beat on the road’s hardpack, rolled past my place against the bank, and he did not look up, did not slow, held the canter. I read him until he was past the next rise. The pouch’s seal stayed legible a count of forty before it dropped below my range. The brand-spot on his chest stayed legible longer. He carried it east into the dark.

I let out the breath I’d been holding without noticing, and the brand ached as it went. His mark had come close enough in the read to pull at mine, they want to find each other, iron to iron. That is the thing the brands are for. That was the part I had only begun to read clearly.

I waited a long count after the hoofbeats faded. Then I unbuilt the camp.

The fire I drowned with two handfuls of river-stone scooped from the bank. The wards I gathered into the leather pouch at my belt; the copper wire I coiled and tucked. The cloak I shook out and rolled at the shoulder. The road stayed a Conclave channel as long as I walked it, and a courier east at this hour meant more Conclave west of him within the day. I would not be here when they came.

I went off the road north into the Whispergrass in the second hour past full dark.

The grass came to mid-thigh by the first mile. At its edge the light changed quality the way water changes at a river’s confluence — the cold-blue lattice thinned, took on a faint pale-grey under-cast, and the under-cast read as a script and as nothing else I knew. Not pre-Conclave Ascendance-school. Not Conclave Cleanser-grammar. Not Empowerer-grammar. Nothing I have a name for. It ran through the grass like a thin slow weather, the way frost runs a window before dawn — not aggressive, not yet, but laid down by some hand at some prior hour for a purpose I could not read at a glance.

The Wane brushed me in the third hour.

It came as a thin cold pressure under the sternum and an under-the-skin static along the vitality-line, and the light brightened a shade as the working in the grass and the working in me tried to read each other. The brand ached sharper than it had in camp. Brand-iron and the Wane want each other. The Wane reads my brand from a hundred yards. The brand reads the Wane the same distance, the same hunger. I’d read it twice on the road, twice in my own field-notes, once in a Conclave library I should not have been in, and each reading sat heavier on the next.

I kept walking. The brand-ache was not a thing I could outrun. The Wane was not a thing I could outwalk for long. The grass at this latitude ran maybe eighteen miles north to south; a steady pace would clear it by the second dawn.

I cleared half by midnight, slept three hours in a hollow under a stand of low thorn, and was walking again before the sky lightened.

The second dawn found me on a low rise at the grass’s eastern edge. The grass ended there and the ground broke into hill-country running on toward the eastern realms, and somewhere past it stood a warhold I had heard named at three tolls and never seen — Black Anvil at one, the Iron Hold at the second, Ymara’s Hold at the third. The Conclave’s ledger used the first; the ogre-kin preferred the second; the smallholders along the road defaulted to the third. Same place. A traveller learned which name to use by who he was talking to. I had not been making for it. I’d been making for east, generally. The road and the brand pointed east and I went.

I stood on the rise and read the eastern horizon.

Pale grey dawn lay against the dark of the broken country. The light carried its usual quiet cold-blue lattice — the land’s living grammar near the surface, the slow weave of every breathing thing and every working-stone in the line of sight. Wardlines on a small village fourteen miles east, Cleanser-tier, weak. A working-stone at twenty-two miles, mid-grade, dim. A herd of working-cattle by the river-bend, sixteen miles, faint.

Then, past all of it.

A tremor in the read, forty to sixty miles east, single-point, deep. I took its character the way I’d take a pulse from a wrist — cadence, rate, shape. A heart-stone, the size a small warhold runs its realm on. Pulse irregular. The lattice over it is breaking up at the upper layers, layer by layer, slow, the way ice breaks when something heavy crosses the top. The pulse came again, slower, a stone holding its grammar against a sustained Wane-touch that ate it a layer at a time. I read it for what it was: an ogre-kin heart-stone, the central stone of a fighting-realm’s warhold, built to carry a queen’s realm-tie. The kind of stone a small kingdom dies before it lets fail.

It was failing.

I stood on the rise and read the tremor a long minute. The brand ached at it; the Wane that far off pulled my iron the way a tide pulls a small boat, and the iron pulled back. There was a warhold forty to sixty miles east, and its heart-stone was being eaten from the inside, and at this rate it would fail in a week, two at the outside, and after the heart-stone went, the realm-tie would break, and the queen would lose her tie, and the warhold would fall.

The eastern realms had closed their tolls to the Conclave a year ago. The Conclave had let them, maybe, because it knew they could not hold what was coming without its hand, and the Conclave preferred a realm dying alone to a realm surviving without it.

I read the tremor again.

A queen’s heart-stone, failing. The Wane deeper in it than I have read on any one body. A working hand could read this from forty miles. A working hand who reached the stone in time, with the right Cleanser-grammar, could buy it weeks.

The sun cleared the eastern horizon, and the brand ached, and I read the tremor through three more pulses.

Forty miles east-by-northeast. A warhold’s heart-stone. Three weeks at the current rate before it went past anything a working hand could buy back.

Three weeks was reachable.

A heretic on the road with this brand at his ribs would not be welcome at any ogre-kin gate. A heretic who could read that stone from forty miles and name what was eating it might be heard at a gate for a breath before the warhammers came down.

One breath is enough to name a working.

I shouldered the road-bag and turned east where the road forked.


Chapter 2: Inquisitor Patrol

The mutton was gone by mid-morning.

I had pushed the eating back twice, the way I always did when no replacement was coming, and then the strip was in my hand, and then it was a thin salt taste on the back of my tongue, and then it was nothing. I rolled the wax-paper and tucked it into my jacket’s inner pocket for whatever its small dry weight might be worth at a later fire. Then I walked.

The broken hill-country east of the Whispergrass came up to meet me by the second mile. The grass thinned into low scrub, then gave out at a cracked clay-flat where some old watercourse had carried itself south a century ago and left only the bowl of its leaving. The road I had abandoned by the bank the night before came back into the country here, climbing the western slope, running on across the flat, lifting again toward a higher ridge five miles east. I did not get on the road. I walked it from a quarter mile north, in the broken country, where my shape against the scrub did not show from any distance.

Pulse 88. Vitality one-fifty-two of one-seventy-five. Right calf, first-stage fatigue, road-fatigue, not stress.

I read myself the way I watched the road. Old habit. The Cleansers’ Academy taught reading patients, not self-reading. The rest I had taught myself.

The country broke into low ridges and steep narrow draws. Three miles past the flat, the road came up a rise to a small stone-and-wood structure squatting beside it, and I went still in the scrub half a mile off and read it.

A toll-post. Two-room hut, wood walls on a stone footing, a fenced paddock on the south side with two saddled horses tied. A stand of poles by the road-edge carried the realm’s transit-banner, the eastern realms’ grey-and-iron diamond. The post belonged to the local kingdom; the kingdom permitted the inquisitors to operate it under a thinning treaty that still held this far east.

A smallholder stood along the gate-line in a stained leather jerkin, a long iron-tipped quarterstaff angled across his shoulder. Toll-keeper. The kingdom paid him a wage I would have laughed at on the way through, had I been a man with anywhere to be. He watched the two Conclave inquisitors by the door of the post the way a man watches dogs that have come into his yard. The dogs had come in. He had not invited them. The treaty had.

I had watched them all argue for a quarter-hour from the rise’s south face before I came down to the road. The taller inquisitor, the tired one, the brand-mark on his right shoulder reading sub-rank, had stood with the papers in his off-hand and waited while the toll-keeper held his quarterstaff across the gate and refused, in the local kingdom’s three-word formula: no Conclave iron east. The treaty said the eastern realms would let Conclave inquisitors through their tolls on the kingdom’s hour, not the Conclave’s. The toll-keeper had taken his hour and a half, and he had taken it while the tired brother stood and kept his right hand off his belt. When the keeper finally stepped aside, he stepped aside the way a man steps aside who has done the thing the treaty made him do and would not pretend it was anything else. The tired brother walked past him without a nod. He had paid the indignity of the waiting, and he was going to remember that he had paid it. The toll-keeper spat on his own gate-line as the inquisitor passed. That part the kingdom had not made him do.

Two figures by the post. I read them in the working-light, slowly, the way I would have read two patients at a practical-exam.

The first: tall, mid-thirties, dark-haired under the hood. Field-grey under the brown traveling-cloak, the same weave I once wore under a Cleansers’ Academy faculty robe. Brand-mark on the right shoulder, sub-rank, not full Captain. Anti-vitality ward sewn into the cloak’s hem, woven into the brown wool: a small Mender-tier weave, a suppression against being diagnostic-read at standard range.

The second: shorter, broader, near forty. He wore the same field-grey, the same brown cloak. Brand-mark on the left shoulder. Anti-vitality ward in the hem, slightly cleaner work. A brand-iron rod rode his belt, sheathed in a long leather sleeve along the right hip. Cleanser-restraint tier, fourteen inches at the haft, the script under the leather showing as a faint cold-blue line.

I crouched in the scrub and read for a long count. The wards in the cloak hems were good work. They would hide the wearer’s vitality-signature from a casual read. They would not hide their own grammar, though, not from someone they could not read in return. To me, half a mile off, the wards were small clean rectangles of script. They could read me at three paces. I had read them already.

The papers waited in my inner pocket. I had not used them in nine months. A thin folded packet of parchment, a Cleansers’ Hall seal at the bottom that was mostly correct, bought from a road-clerk’s table fourteen months ago. The name on them was Brother Aren of the Cleansers’ Hall; the mission, Mercy-mission to the Black Anvil holding at the request of the local kingdom’s seneschal. The seneschal at Black Anvil had requested no such thing, and the inquisitors at this post would not be reading the eastern realms’ records to check.

I came down out of the scrub on the rise’s south side and walked back to the road a hundred yards west of the post, the way a foot-traveler comes up out of the country on the western approach.

The first inquisitor read me at three hundred yards. I knew the read by the small shift in his stance, his left hand coming down off the rail to his belt. The second set his cup on the stool and came out to the road, his right hand free above the brand-iron’s sleeve.

I came up to the banner-pole, and the first inquisitor stepped into the road and held up his palm at chest height. The Conclave’s standard halt-sign.

“Brother.” His voice was tired, the voice of a man three days from a rotation back to the outpost. “Your papers.”

I drew the packet and held it out without slowing. He took it and unfolded it one-handed. The second inquisitor came up on my left shoulder and stopped three paces off, the brand-iron rod still sheathed.

The first read the packet in the working-light, then read the physical ink. The seal held. The mission-line passed. His eyes flicked up to my face for a beat, then dropped back. He folded the packet once and held it out to me.

“Mercy-mission east. The seneschal at Black Anvil.” He said the name without warmth. “You picked a hard road, Brother.”

“I was sent on a hard road.”

He nodded slightly. He was prepared to let me through, and reached for the small bronze stamp on his belt.

The second inquisitor said, “Wait.”

The first inquisitor’s hand stopped above the stamp. The second came up another pace on my left. I did not move. I read his vitality-pool surge a small step in his chest as he gathered the working he was about to use, and I knew before he spoke what he meant to do.

He read me at the brand. The Mercy doctrine taught inquisitors to read brand-script through concealment, off the heart-vitality-line resonance, even through a jacket and a tunic and a layer of skin. I had been trained in that same reading once. I had been good at it. I knew what it looked like from the inside, and so I knew the moment his read landed on my left ribs, because his eyes narrowed and his right hand came down from the rod’s haft to its grip in one motion.

“Brother.” His voice was not tired anymore. “Step away from the post.”

The first inquisitor was looking at me now, slowly, the papers still in his hand. “Hask…”

“He’s carrying brand-script under the ribs. Heretic mark.” The second inquisitor, Hask, drew the rod from its sleeve. Fourteen inches of dark iron, the script glowing cold-blue along the haft. “Maren. Take him.”

The first inquisitor, Maren, came at my right with the papers still in his off-hand, his right hand reaching for the cuff of my jacket sleeve.

I moved.

His right wrist crossed toward me at chest height. Carpal joint open at the moment of grip-extension. One sharp downward torque on the proximal phalanx of the index finger will lever the wrist and break the scaphoid. I caught his fingers in my left hand and torqued sharp downward, and the wrist gave at the scaphoid with the small wet sound of a green branch breaking. He screamed. His hand fell limp to his side. He stumbled back into the banner-pole and went to his knees, holding the wrist against his chest.

Hask was already on me. He had not expected the first to go down. He brought the rod up toward my chest in a thrust meant to set the script against my sternum, which would collapse my Cleanser-tier working for an hour and let him bind my wrists. I read the line of the thrust a beat before it arrived. His blade hand was extended. My jacket’s inner pocket held the small knife I had used to cut my food for two years.

I drew it with my right hand and brought it across the inner face of his right forearm, two inches above the heel of his hand, where the flexor digitorum superficialis and the flexor carpi radialis run close to the surface under thin skin. The knife was small and not sharp, and it did not need to be sharp for what I was doing. Cut the flexors. The hand will open.

The tendons gave. The brand-iron rod fell from his hand and hit the road’s hardpack script-down, and the cold-blue glow died on impact. Hask’s fingers stayed open. He cursed in Conclave Latin — malefactor, fili meretricis — and clutched the bleeding wrist against the field-grey over his stomach.

I did not stay. I turned off the road’s north shoulder and went into the broken country at a hard run.

The papers had fallen from Maren’s hand in the strike. I caught them up off the hardpack at a run, shoved them down inside the jacket, and was past the banner-pole before he was off his knees. I ran two hundred yards before I looked back. The first was still kneeling by the pole. Hask stood along the road’s edge, off-hand pressed to the cut wrist; neither one followed. The two horses still stood in the paddock. The rod lay where I had cut it from his hand. One of them would ride west for the outpost and reinforcements; the other would hold the post bleeding. Either way I had thirty minutes to be gone from the road’s sight-line.

I ran the draws below the ridges, where my shape did not show against the crests. The right calf complained on the third draw. I ran on it anyway. I had taken no working-cost in the fight — knife-work and joint-work, not vital-arts. Vitality one-thirty-five. Calf at second-stage. Twenty minutes more and it locks.

I ran ten minutes more at that pace, dropped to a fast walk, climbed a low ridge to the north, and stood on the crest and read east.

A darker grove sat three-quarters of a mile off in a fold of the broken country. Forty trees, oak and dark elm, the canopy low and dense. The light over the grove read at a quality I had read once in the Whispergrass the night before and had not had a name for. Pale-grey script. The under-cast of the Wane’s pattern. The grass-edge script from the Whispergrass had been a passing brush. This was the same script thickened, present in every trunk, every bough, the ground beneath the canopy. The grove was Wane-touched in the sustained way.

It was the only cover within ten miles.

It was also the safest place from the inquisitors. Conclave doctrine, third volume of the Inquisitor’s Field-Manual, which I had read at the Academy when I was nineteen and bored: No inquisitor cohort shall enter Wane-ground without Cleanser support of at least Cleanser-Mender grade. The nearest Cleanser support sat at the outpost three days west, and the only Cleanser-grade working at the toll-post itself was bleeding into Hask’s field-grey over the stomach.

I went into the grove.

The under-canopy ran darker than the country I had crossed, and colder, and the air carried the smell I had pulled off the Wane-cut on my forearm at the camp the night before — stronger now, present in every breath. Overripe iron and cold soil. The pale-grey script ran through each trunk like frost on glass, slow, laid down by some prior working-hand at some prior hour. I read three trees as I passed. The script in each was the same. One working-hand. One grammar.

I stopped a hundred paces inside the grove at a small clearing where two dark elms had fallen in the same season and left a gap in the canopy. The afternoon light came down through the gap as grey-gold. I sat on one of the fallen trunks. I did not draw water. I stayed still.

The forged papers came out of the jacket where I had shoved them past the post. Brother Aren of the Cleansers’ Hall, on Mercy-mission to the Black Anvil holding. The forger had been good. The forger had also been six hundred miles west, and the papers were now the only thing tying my body to that name, and the second inquisitor had already read them and would read them again to a third before nightfall. I struck the small flint over a curl of dry leaves against the base of the trunk. The fire took on the third strike. The papers went onto it folded. The wax of the seal hissed once. The Cleansers’ Hall sigil charred and broke. The ash lifted on the air a moment, settled onto the leaf-mat, and was nothing.

I read the grove in the working-light.

The pale-grey script ran on through every trunk in the clearing, unbroken. I read the grammar in one of them closely. The under-cast was an Ascendance-school grammar at its bones, but inverted somehow, the layers reading backward, the outward-give-energy direction reversed to inward-draw. Ascendance-school grammar. Inverted. Old. I had not read an inverted Ascendance-school grammar at the Academy. I had not read one in any text I had been allowed to touch as a student or as faculty. The Conclave had suppressed the Ascendance-school four centuries ago.

The afternoon turned to evening. The grey-gold in the gap thinned to grey-blue, then to ash. I had not moved from the fallen trunk. The right calf had stopped complaining; it had stiffened into a low cold weight instead. The pool sat at one-thirty.

The brand-mark under my ribs ached.

It had been aching since I sat down. I had read past the ache the way I had read past it all my walking-life. Brand-iron present, left ribs. The grove’s script, present in every trunk. Brand-script and grove-script trying to find each other across six feet of air between me and the nearest trunk.

I turned my head slowly toward the elm on my left. Three paces from where I sat. In the working-light, the pale-grey script across the bark facing me had brightened a shade and the lines had drifted, the way iron filings drift toward a magnet held near a table’s edge. The script was reaching toward my left ribs.

The brand-script under my left ribs was reaching back.

I read it in my own body. The Conclave’s brand-mark in the fourth-fifth rib gap was no longer a static three-line scar in the working-light. The lines had stretched fractionally toward the elm. The cold-blue base under my ribs was bleeding outward in the trunk’s direction, and the trunk’s pale-grey base was bleeding inward toward me, and at the midpoint between us the two workings were beginning to touch.

I pulled back from the working-light.

The pull was a deliberate act, the way a man closes his eyes against a strong sun. I drew my own attention back from the brand and from the trunk, and the bleeding stopped, and the script across the elm steadied back into its uniform pattern, and the brand under my ribs returned to a still ache.

I sat on the fallen trunk for a long count and did not breathe much.

The thing I had just read, I had read clearly. I gave myself the moment to know it before I let myself name it inside.

The Conclave’s brand-iron was made to mark heretics. That was the surface use, the doctrine they taught at the Academy, the public reason for the ironwork in the public squares. I had carried the brand for two years and known nothing more about it than the ache.

The Wane was in the grove. The Wane was in the Whispergrass under the light’s under-cast. One hand, one signature, the same script through every trunk and every grass-edge. And the script of the Wane and the script of my brand were of a kind. They wanted to find each other. They reached for each other across six feet of air without my permission.

The Conclave’s brand-iron and the Wane had a working-relationship. The mark the Conclave had set under my ribs was not only a punishment. It was a tracer. The Wane could find the brand across distances I had not yet measured. The Conclave knew this. The Conclave was not surprised by it. The Conclave had been branding heretics for four hundred years with iron-work the Wane could read, and the Conclave had not stopped.

The Conclave knew about the Wane. The Conclave was using the brand to find heretics for it.

I kept silent on it aloud. I let it settle inside my chest the way I let the diagnostic readings settle — a thing read clearly, a thing not yet acted on. The institutional shape of it was enormous, and I was a single Cleansers’ Academy fugitive sitting on a fallen elm in a Wane-touched grove at dusk, a pool at one-thirty, no food, and a broken-wristed inquisitor at a toll-post three miles south-west. I was not the man who was going to do anything with the shape of it tonight.

But I had read it. The reading would not unread.

The light in the canopy gap went out, and the grove went dark, and the brand under my left ribs ached in the cold the way it had ached in the cold every night of two years on the road, and the pale-grey script in the trunks held steady in the working-light, and I sat in the dark and stayed still.


Chapter 3: The Wane in the Brand

I sat against the fallen elm three hours past the last light.

The grove had gone as dark as a closed cellar by then. The under-cast in the read gave the trunks a faint pale-grey edge, enough that I could read the script on the elm three paces left of my knee. I had held my attention back the way I’d pulled it back at dusk, and the brand under my ribs and the script on the trunk had stayed on their own sides of the air between them.

Pulse 84. Vitality one-twenty-eight of one-seventy-five. Brand in the fourth-fifth rib gap, ache steady and cold, pull toward the trunk three paces left, present whenever I let the attention drift.

The Wane in the grove read me through the brand. The brand read the Wane through whatever channel the iron of the Conclave’s branding-disks had driven into the burn two years ago. The two readings were one reading, looped, the way two facing mirrors made a corridor of themselves. The longer I sat, the more the loop would settle into the grammar of my own vitality-line, and the sooner the next Wane-touched country I walked into would read me. I could feel the loop seating in my chest as a low private weight that had not been there an hour before.

I would not sit through to the fourth hour.

The procedure was not in the Cleansers’ Hall public catalog. The Conclave did not publish it. To publish it would have been to publish what the brand-iron was for. It lived in the Cleansers’ Academy inner-archive instead, on a single bloodline-sealed reference shelf three sub-floors under the diagnostic library. The Academy had opened it for me in my fourth year of study, the day my preceptor decided I was ready to read at sustained register. He had stood at my shoulder while I read the binding-script aloud. He had let me read the grammar off the page once, slowly, while he read my reading. Then he had closed the binding, and we had gone up the stairs to the common-room, and he had not mentioned the reference again.

I held the reference in memory now the way every grammar stayed with me: the shape of the inscription, the order of the layers, the count of the lines around the perimeter, the closing seal. I had not put the procedure to a body in the four years since. I had carried the brand two years and never once considered the reference, because until dusk in that grove I had not known the brand was a thing the Wane could read.

The procedure was a separation-working, for severing brand-residue from a healer’s vitality-line. The Conclave had no use for it.

I was not bloodline-cleared. I was not Academy-permitted. I was a branded heretic against a fallen elm in a Wane-touched grove, and I was about to use a grammar I had read once on a binding I should never have seen.

One-twenty-eight at the sternum. The procedure runs forty minutes of sustained Mender-tier draw. Net cost near a hundred. End-state about thirty of one-seventy-five.

The math was workable.

I got the small fire going first.

I shaved bark-curls off the under-side of the trunk with the belt-knife and built them into a hollow at its base where the air would draw without making the flame visible from the canopy gap. The flint caught on the third strike. The fire came up a hand’s-width high. I passed the blade through the flame, edge first, both sides, until the iron read clean of the toll-post’s residue.

I broke the road-cheese rind out of my inner pocket while the blade cooked. I had carried it against exactly this kind of hour for nine days. My body had reached its threshold now.

Vitality climbing as the body reads the fat against the back of the tongue. One-thirty-two on the swallow. One-thirty-six fifty counts after.

Not full. Workable.

I drew the stylus from the belt-pouch, Cleansers’ Academy issue, a thin shaft of polished black wood the length of my middle finger, with a fine inscribing tip I had not used in two years. I pulled my jacket open and drew the dark grey wool tunic up on the left side until the brand in the fourth-fifth rib gap caught the firelight.

The brand was a square of script about two inches a side, three burned lines forming the Conclave’s heretic-mark at its center. In the read the lines glowed cold-blue along their base, brighter than I had read them on most nights, because the elm three paces left was bright with pale-grey script and the brand was reading the elm whether I held my attention or not.

I steepled my fingers at chest-height, fingertips touching, and held them for the count of three. The pre-work breath, the thing my preceptor had taught me in my first year, to keep the grammar from spilling the moment I set it down.

I leaned forward and began.

The separation-grammar ran a perimeter around the brand, not across the brand itself. The Mender-tier script would form a boundary-line between the brand-iron residue and my own vitality-line. The stylus never cut the skin. It drew the grammar a fraction above the skin, and the grammar settled into the line below as if I were drawing on the body’s idea of itself rather than the body. I drew the first stroke along the brand’s upper edge. It came up clean. My hand did not shake, because it had done this once before with a preceptor at my shoulder. I drew the second down the right edge, the third along the bottom, the fourth up the left. The perimeter closed. The brand sat inside a small cold-blue rectangle that had not been there a minute before.

Vitality one-twenty-six. Two units for the inscription. Holding.

The inner-grammar came next: six interlocking layers along the perimeter’s inside face, each a sealing-instruction for one functional layer of the brand-iron’s binding into the vitality-line below. Eighteen glyphs. It would run about thirty-seven minutes at clean fidelity.

I worked.

The brand grew warm under the stylus the way a wound grows warm under a Mender-tier working. I drew the second inner layer down the right edge. The cold-blue brightened a shade as the separation-grammar began to read the brand-iron from outside. I drew the third along the bottom. The brand-iron read back. Separation-script and brand-script began to engage along the perimeter, the way two facing currents find each other in a tide-channel.

Vitality one-fifteen. Three units a layer at standard. Two layers left. Hold.

The fourth layer was the hardest. The Academy reference had named it the fulcrum, the point at which the separation-script had to read the brand-iron’s deepest line and seal the boundary against it. I drew it up the left edge. My hand held. The brand gave a sharp pull the moment the fourth layer closed, the way a thing whose grip you have broken gives a last reflexive tug at your wrist before it lets go. The Wane in the elm three paces left pulled too, briefly, hard, then settled back into the steady pale-grey of the bark.

I kept the stylus in place.

I drew the fifth inner layer along the perimeter’s innermost face, the inner-seal. Then the sixth: the closure. I drew them in the grammar’s instructed order, the way the page had read in the inner-archive four years before, and as the sixth layer closed, the light over the brand changed.

The cold-blue along the three burned lines dimmed.

I drew breath. The brand had glowed in every reading I had taken of it for two years. The cold-blue went from the brightness of an active small working to the brightness of a working-stone at deep rest, then below that, to a brightness that read as nothing more than the slightly raised pattern of long-healed scar tissue on skin.

The brand was scar.

I lifted the stylus from the inscription a fraction at a time, the way the Academy reference had read the closing: do not break the attention on the lift; bring the attention down with the stylus. I brought it down. The grammar around the perimeter held its light for a count of ten, then settled, then read as a quiet rectangle of cold-blue boundary-script around the dead brand under my ribs.

The brand-iron residue was severed from my working-line.

I sat back against the fallen trunk.

Vitality thirty of one-seventy-five. Pulse 78, steady. Chest-tide shallow. Brand: dead. No pull toward the elm three paces left. No ache, no cold. No reading.

The pale-grey script still glowed on the bark of the trunks. The Wane in the grove had gone nowhere; the grove was Wane-touched and would stay Wane-touched for the next working-hand who came through. But the elm on my left did not lean toward me in the read now. It read like the other thirty-nine trees: ambient, slow, indifferent.

The dead brand sat in the fourth-fifth rib gap, cool weight against the wool tunic. The ache that had ridden the brand through every cold night of two years on the road was gone. I noticed the absence on the second breath the way a man notices the absence of a sound he has been hearing without knowing he heard it.

I put the stylus back in the belt-pouch. I pulled the tunic down. I closed my jacket across the front. I banked the fire to a slow red-orange among the bark-curls, low enough that it would burn itself out before the small hour without drawing eyes.

I lay down on the leeward side of the fallen trunk with the cloak over me. I did not sleep. The ground was Wane-touched, and a working-line does not settle on Wane-touched ground for a man at thirty of one-seventy-five. I half-slept instead. Vitality forty after one hour. Forty-eight after two. The dead brand did not ache, did not pull, did not read.

I rose in the late hour before the dawn-edge.

I rolled the cloak. I scattered the cold ash into the leaf-litter and turned the litter over the dark spot with the toe of my boot. I drank a long swallow of water from the skin and ate the last of the rind. I walked out of the grove, east.

The Wane did not read me as I left. The elm three paces from the fallen one did not reach for me now. The pale-grey on the bark went on glowing, indifferent, as I walked between the trunks toward the grove’s eastern edge. The grass along the outer boundary read clean.

I crossed into the broken hill-country at first light. I stayed off the road. My right calf had stiffened in the half-sleep and complained through the first half-mile. I worked it loose by the second. Sixty on the first ridge. Sixty-eight on the second. Seventy-two after an hour.

I walked east and thought about what I had done.

The Conclave had branded heretics for four centuries with iron that fed the Wane and tagged the heretic into the Wane’s reading. The Academy had kept the separation-grammar under bloodline-seal in the inner-archive because a procedure on no record was one a heretic could reinvent at need, a heretic who needed no permission to reach the light. My preceptor had taken me to the binding once and let me read it. He had closed it. He had not told me what the brand-iron was for. He had not been permitted to tell me. He had taught me the procedure in the hour of his choosing, and let me carry it the way he carried every grammar he gave me: in memory, in the hand, against the moment of need it had been written for.

The work he taught me to read, he did not teach me to use.

I walked the next ridge at a steady pace. Vitality climbed to eighty by the third hour. My right calf settled into the road-walking step.

I came up the long western slope of a higher ridge at late dawn, stood on the crest, and read east.

The country dropped in a long shallow slope to a plain of red-brown earth and low scrub that ran some four miles to the foot of a mountain. The mountain was Black Anvil. It rose to a single dark-grey peak and a broader dark shoulder, and into the western face of that shoulder, carved from the mountain itself, sat the warhold I had read off the working-tremor two dawns ago at the Whispergrass’s eastern edge.

The outer wall came up out of the mountain’s face in cut black-stone — forty feet to the parapet, twelve feet thick along its base. Watch-towers stood on the four corners and a fifth above the gate. The Iron Gate pierced the south face: double-portcullis, the outer one half-raised in the dawn, the inner one lowered. A single archway of black-stone ran deeper than the wall’s thickness, and a working-stone-script on the inner arch read clear to me even at this range, because the light along the gate ran clean against the dawn-line.

I stopped about two hundred yards out. Close enough that the gate-watch could see me on the road; far enough that I had not yet crossed the line where the watch would lift a horn. I stood on the road in the dawn light with the cloak at my shoulders, the dead brand cool against the wool tunic, and vitality at eighty-five of one-seventy-five.

I read the working-stone-script on the gate’s inner arch.

Mender-tier. Old Mender-tier — three hundred forty years by my read, judging the slow patina of the working-light along the script’s edges. An automatic-seal working. The inner portcullis would drop the instant the working read any breach-grammar in the outer arch, and the script would close the seal against anything reaching higher than Mender-tier without the gate-watch’s leave.

It was not holding the way it should have.

The cold-blue glowed at a fraction of the brightness I had read on Mender-tier automatic-seal workings along the Cleansers’ Hall outer wall in my third year at the Academy. That working had been one hundred eighty years to this gate’s three hundred forty, and its brightness had been roughly twice what I read here. Working-stones did not dim with age alone. A working-stone with age behind it ran brighter, not dimmer, the way a long-worn river-stone reads smoother than a fresh-cut one. A script at half the brightness of its expected register was a script being drawn down by something on the far end of the grammar — drawing from it and giving nothing back.

The pale-grey under-cast lay over the gate-stones. Faint. Present. The same hand on the grammar I had read in the elm back in the grove.

The Wane had reached the gate-stones of Black Anvil.

I did not know how badly. From this distance it was a reading of brightness only. But I knew enough to name what I read: the warhold’s outermost working was being drawn down, slowly, by the same hand that had worked the elm. The warhold was dying along its vitality-line. The gate-stones were a sign of it. The working-tremor in the heart-stone two dawns ago had been another.

I stood on the road at two hundred yards and read the gate against the dawn-line and held still.

The watch in the western corner-tower had not seen me yet in the dawn-grey. I had a count of minutes before they would. I was a man in a road-cloak on the road at first light — no horse, no banner, no escort — walking up to the only gate of the warhold of the Iron Queen on the morning of a day she had not been told I was coming.

The Iron Gate in the south face of the mountain rose against the dawn light, black-stone, forty feet tall.

I took another step toward it.


Chapter 4: The Iron Queen

The road took me the two hundred yards at a steady walk.

I ate the last of the road-cheese on the way. The salt and the fat sat on the back of my tongue, and my vitality held at eighty-five of one-seventy-five. Pulse 80. Breath even. Right calf settled. The brand in the rib gap dead and cool against the tunic.

The watch in the western corner-tower picked me up at fifty yards. I read the watchman in the working-light first, the way I read every new person in every new place: a continuous cold-blue lattice along the parapet, the pulse steady at his throat, vitality thick on the ogre-kin baseline, his chest-line blank. No working-hand in him. A warrior. He looked, and did not lift the horn.

A second warrior stood outside the gate. Iron-grey wool, the warhold’s cut. His helm rested on his hip. A head and a half taller than me where he stood, seven foot two somewhere there. A black-iron axe rode the harness across his back. He set his hand on the haft and spoke.

“State your business.”

A low voice, deeper in the register than a human’s would have come.

“I came to see a Conclave-trained healer,” I said. “I need to speak with one.”

His face moved.

The jaw tightened first, then the brow came down a fraction along the inner edge, and his hand closed on the axe-haft. He held the look for a count of two seconds.

“The hold’s healer left a month ago. Failed against the Wane.”

I had sensed the warhold dying through its working-stones from two hundred yards. I had not put the failed-healer name on it yet. The reading I’d taken from the gate-stones and the missing healer were one fact told from two ends.

“Send for your captain,” I said.

He turned his head and called up to the corner-tower. “Torr. Civilian below. Conclave road-cut. Says he wants a healer.”

A second voice came down from the parapet, quieter, gravelly, the kind of voice a man wore at fifty after twenty years in command. “Hold him on the road.”

I sat on the road.

The captain came down the inner side of the outer wall at a dawn-walk’s pace. Ogre-kin, fifty there or near it, his weight steady on both feet, the iron-grey tunic and a small Anvil-stone in his belt-pouch reading in the working-light as a felt-resonance link to the heart-stone through the keep. A warrior who watched the realm-tie by feel. He stopped four paces from me, the gate-warrior at his shoulder.

He looked at me for a count of five seconds.

“You’re Conclave-trained.”

“I was.”

“Field-cut. Cleansers’ Academy. The collar of the working-jacket and the road-dust on the boots.”

“Yes.”

“The hold doesn’t need another failed Conclave healer. Walk back the way you came.”

He did not raise his voice. He named what he saw the way a man named a verdict in his own court. A man at his post who had watched the warhold die along the working-line while the Conclave did nothing for sixteen years.

I did not show him the brand. The dead scar under the wool of my tunic gave no ache, no pull, and read as a long-healed burn to any working-hand who looked. The forged papers naming Brother Aren of the Cleansers’ Hall were ash in the toll-post grove. I had nothing in my mouth but my voice and what the man four paces off would read off me while I spoke.

I cocked my head right a fraction. The slow tell.

“Captain. I’m not asking to come in.”

He waited.

I heard the working-mistress’s apron before I saw her.

A scrape of canvas under the inner arch as the stretcher came through. Four warriors held the corners of it, moving slow at the dawn-pace, the stretcher level with their hips. A man lay on it under a dark-grey blanket. The mistress walked the right corner in her apron, the canvas script along the hem reading cold-blue in the light. Tier 2 working-hand. Younger. Black hair in a short braid.

I read the man on the stretcher from forty feet.

Pulse 58. Breath shallow on the right, second rib. Vitality at one-third of an ogre-kin baseline. The right lung, lower third: the grammar along the lining reads Wane-touched in pale-grey script, knitted into the vitality-line where the bronchial branch forks. Three days from systemic collapse. Cool silver residue across the chest stopped the spread but not the damage. Three Cleanser workings attempted. The last one yesterday.

I named what I read to the captain in the level voice I had used at the Cleansers’ Hall ward-round in the third year of my study.

“Wane-touched lung. Lower third of the right. Knitted into the vitality-line where the bronchial branch forks. He is three days from systemic collapse. Three Cleanser workings attempted on his chest. The Cleanser stopped the spread. The damage is still in him.”

The captain’s eyes went still at the second sentence.

The gate-warrior had turned his head toward me on the first. The mistress had stopped under the arch on the third. The four warriors held the stretcher level, but the one front-right glanced at the captain.

I waited.

“You read that from here,” the captain said.

“Yes.”

“At forty feet.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the stretcher, then at the mistress, then at me. She did not put down what she was reading off the man; her hand stayed on his shoulder. She watched the captain.

I said, in the level voice still, “Your healer left because he could not pull what is in this man’s lung. I can pull it. If I do and he lives, you let me in to speak with your queen. If he dies, you can shoot me on the perimeter.”

The captain stayed on me a long count.

He did not bow. I had not expected him to. The ogre-kin queens did not take bows in their courts, and their warriors did not give them to outsiders at their gates. He read the Anvil-stone at his belt for a count I could see him take. He weighed the man on the stretcher and the man on the road and the dying realm at his back.

“Set him down.”

The four warriors set the stretcher on packed earth along the outer ward’s south edge.

* * *

I came inside the gate and dropped to one knee on the man’s right side. I never stood over a patient. The mistress knelt on his left, her apron-canvas spread in the dust, her hand on his shoulder. She read me in the light as I came down and did not speak.

I took a small breath. The pre-work breath. The thing my preceptor had taught me in the first year.

“What’s his name.”

“Holm.”

“Holm.” I leaned in. “I’m going to pull what’s in your lung. It will feel cold. Hold your breath steady.”

His eyes were open. He gave me a small nod, the level of it all he could manage. The lower third of the lung showed in the read as a knitted layer of pale-grey script woven through the vitality-line, fine as embroidery, and the silver residue from the failed Cleanser workings sat over it on the chest the way old water sat in a dish.

I set my right palm on his chest above the bronchial branch and my left palm along the side of the rib. The light came up under both palms. The silver-white of the old Cleanser-grammar gathered clean to my right palm. Vitality 83. Two units gathered.

I drew the grammar into him.

It went in slow. The silver-white reached down into the bronchial branch and laid itself against the pale-grey script of the Wane-touched lining. The pale-grey stayed still on first contact. It pulled away on the second the way old paint pulls from a wall when the right solvent settles under it. Vitality 76.

The pale-grey shifted along the perimeter on the second step. The Wane-touched script came loose at the bronchial branch in three places on the third. I drew it out the way the Academy had taught, slow under the palm, releasing nothing to the air until the perimeter held the corruption clean. The air around the stretcher went faintly cold two minutes in. The mistress drew breath against the cold. She did not break her hand off the man’s shoulder.

Vitality 62.

The lower third had Wane-script woven into the smallest branches, and the perimeter had to read each one in turn and lift the script off in order. I held a steady draw. The patient’s pulse came up a beat to 60, then 62, then 64. The right side caught fuller five minutes in. One of the corner warriors shifted his weight; the captain’s hand went up a half-inch and the warrior went still.

Vitality 51. 43. Holding.

I lifted the last of the pale-grey twelve minutes in. The cold steadied. The perimeter carried the corruption up through the read to my right palm, and I released it. It dissipated, a thin cold-grey on the dawn air for a count of five seconds, then nothing. The smell of overripe iron on cold soil came through and was gone again.

The lung lining read clean.

I brought the attention down through the palms the way the Academy had taught me to bring it down with the stylus when closing any grammar. I lifted my hands.

Vitality 60 of 175.

Holm drew breath. Slow at first, then deeper on a count of three, then a long full draw on a count of five, the first time the right lung filled to its full lower-third volume in weeks. He coughed once, dry, and breathed again, and his eyes shifted to the working-mistress at his shoulder and stayed there.

“Korr’s teeth,” said the warrior front-right of the stretcher, quiet.

The mistress read Holm through her own felt-resonance for a count, then read me. Her face changed on that second read the way the gate-warrior’s had changed on the first sentence at the gate, but slower, and in a different place. She set both her hands on Holm’s shoulders and did not lift them.

The captain stayed on the road for a count of ten seconds.

“Bring him to the queen.”

* * *

The inner arch of the Iron Gate carried the working-stone-script overhead the way a low ceiling carries a beam. I came under it behind the captain. The script glowed cold-blue at the fractional brightness I had read from two hundred yards. Three hundred forty years old. Dimming.

The outer ward opened past the arch.

Black-stone everywhere. The smell came up through the cold of the dawn: black-stone faintly metallic, coal-smoke off the smithy along the eastern wall, banked-hearth woodsmoke from the warriors’ hall above, a thin smell of horse from the stables. The morning watch was changing; warriors in iron-grey wool moved along the parapet and across the packed earth of the practice ground to the southwest. Voices in the low ogre-kin register carried as a constant low rumble. Not a roar. A current.

The captain took the door in the keep’s southwest corner and I came after him into the inner stair. Wide. Ogre-kin scale. The landings opened through black-stone arches I read in the light as the warhold’s interior carrying-grammar, small Mender-tier workings where the joins met, three hundred years old, dim. We came up past the warriors’ hall on the first landing and turned on the second.

A man waited on the landing. Ogre-kin, sixty by the slight thinning of the vitality-line at his temples, gravelly in the breathing. An iron-grey wool tunic under a darker over-coat that carried the Anvil-mark on the shoulder. He stood in the threshold the way a man stood who had stood there for twenty-two years.

“Seneschal. The healer,” the captain said.

Brokk Vorrane-Older looked at me with the steel-grey eyes that ran in the Vorrane line and gave me a count of three. He did not bow either. He nodded once.

“Come in.”

He opened the working-hall door. The cold-blue of the inner space brightened: the heart-stone in the center of the chamber, gold-edged script around the circumference, the pale-grey of the Wane-touched script winding through the lower run of the inscription. The seneschal stepped through and held the door. I went in.

She stood by the heart-stone.

* * *

She had been reading a war-map at a small reading-shelf west of the heart-stone, and she turned as we came in.

The room moved with her.

Seven foot eight where she stood. Shoulders broad under the iron-grey wool, twenty-six inches across. Hair the bone-white of the Vorrane line braided in the warrior-braid to mid-back. Skin the pale-grey of ogre-kin with the rose under her cheekbone in the cold of the morning. Steel-grey eyes that held mine across the four paces without blinking, the way she held everything she chose to look at. Lower tusks small along the speaking-line, an inch and a half, more canine than tusk. A warhold-cut tunic, black trousers cut for working, heavy iron-grey leather boots laced to mid-calf. Her father’s warhammer hung at her left hip in the leather harness: black-iron head, hardwood haft wrapped in old hand-binding, thirty-eight inches head to haft-end, the grammar in the head reading as a pre-Conclave Empowerer-tier working that should not have existed under Conclave law and had existed in this realm’s keeping for a hundred and twenty years. Her mother’s signet ring sat on the right index finger, a single band of dark iron with the Anvil-mark.

She stood at her full height and she did not compensate.

I steepled my fingers at chest-height, fingertips touching, and read her a second time up close, the way I read every patient up close: pulse steady at her throat, sixty, breath even, vitality thick on the ogre-kin baseline, the working-line at her sternum a thick continuous cold-blue thread running the realm-tie toward the heart-stone three paces behind her and through it outward toward the warhold’s grammar at distance. And on the second read, the Wane-weight: a steady pull at her sternum, sixteen years’ worth in the felt-resonance, sitting on the realm-tie like a weight on a rope.

I said nothing of what I read on the second read.

She read me for the count it took her to read me. Steel-grey eyes still.

“You came at the worst hour. The hold is dying. Show me what you can do.”

Her voice was low for the ogre-kin women’s vocal range, clean, short, the consonants close to the front of the mouth. Old Anvil shading on the Common by the third word. No question where the sentence ended.

I did not title her. I did not promise her anything. I did not flatter her in the door of her own hall.

I read her face.

The eyes still. The small line above her inner brow that came up in a queen who had spent sixteen years watching her realm die alone and had stopped asking for help eight years ago, because the help that came had not worked. The set of the jaw that her warriors knew as her controlled-anger tell. Her hand resting easy on the warhammer-haft. A queen who had not had a private conversation in nine years that was not politically calculated. A queen who had watched her father die of the lung the way Holm would have died in three days.

I read the cost of failure. If the working at her realm-tie held, the warhold lived. If it did not, the warhold ended with her, and she would be the last Iron Queen of the line her father and her grandmother and her great-grandfather had carried.

I read what my preceptor at the Cleansers’ Hall had not prepared me to read: the face of a sovereign who had chosen to trust the man in her hall door in the worst hour of her sixteen-year fight.

I did not say any of this to her.

I looked at her. I nodded once.


Chapter 5: Korv at the Outer Post

A runner came through the hall door before Ymara had moved from the heart-stone.

Eastern-guard wool, dust on his boots. Wane-corrupted raiders had hit the outer post seven miles east. Thirty or more. Wolves ran with them. One of the foremost carried Korv the Hollow’s banner-mark. The defenders had been holding the palisade at his last sight, twenty minutes back at a hard gallop.

“Korv,” Ymara said.

“First sighting of his banner inside our reach in eight months,” the seneschal said. “Same man who took the Vellum mill the spring of the Wane’s seventh year. Hung the working-mistress from her own doorframe and burned the warding-stones in the inner court before he rode east.”

“Our outer post. With wolves.” She looked at me.

“The healer rides with the column. The eastern post is what I meant to put in front of you tomorrow. The Hollow has moved the timing. Krad-set the saddling. Twelve riders. Iron-Foot leading. Tarra in the column’s middle. We ride when the bell counts.”

The seneschal went out. Ymara crossed to the heart-stone and laid her hand on it for two breaths, then walked past me to the door without looking at me again.

I followed.

Vitality 60 of 175. Pre-work breath, count of three.

* * *

The outer ward was already saddling. Twelve eastern-guard warriors wore iron-grey wool over leather, axes sealed to the hip. A chestnut mare was brought up for me on the captain’s order. The warrior holding her bridle gave me the stirrup like a man who had judged I could stay on a horse and would not waste time on a second judgment.

Ymara was already mounted. Khar-stone stood under her, seventeen and a half hands, a dark coat with white on the off-front fetlock. She sat the horse the way she stood in the hall, the warhammer harnessed at her left hip.

Captain Hadrek Iron-Foot rode up on her right. The eastern-guard captain, late forties, broad even for ogre-kin, a long pale scar down the jaw-line. He took the briefing from the seneschal in three sentences and turned his horse toward the gate.

Tarra brought her horse up into the middle of the column.

The Iron Gate opened on the captain’s signal.

Ymara took the column out to a trot, then a canter, then a hard pace by the second mile. The eastern country opened into the cold of the morning: low rolling ground, the Whispergrass-edge grass-flats falling away east to the broken plateau and the dark line of the Wane-front along the horizon.

My riding was basic, and the column’s pace ran harder than the road-pace I had used these past two years. By the third mile I was correcting my weight in the stirrups every other stride. The brand-scar under my ribs lay dead and did not ache.

The pale-grey came up along the grass-edge by the fourth mile.

It was faint when I first read it, a thin script under the cold-blue lattice, the same pale-grey I had read at the Whispergrass-edge two dawns before. It thickened by the fifth mile. By the sixth it ran both sides of the column and laid into the earth at a depth I could read even from a moving horse.

Ymara took the column up the lip of a low ridge and stayed there a count. She kept silent on why. She read the eastern horizon, then the column, then me. The grey eyes settled on the second line of script the way she settled them when she was reading something tactically. She took the column down to the half-canter for the seventh mile. The mare under me was glad of the slower pace; I was gladder.

The post came up on the seventh mile, smoke rising into the air.

* * *

The post was a stone-and-timber blockhouse set in the lee of a low rise, a packed-earth yard fifty yards across, a low palisade of cut timber around the perimeter. The combat had already entered my working-light half a mile out. The cold-blue lattice over the palisade pulsed with the breach. The pale-grey of the Wane-touched script ran in lines across the attackers’ working-grammar, thin and continuous and intentional in a way I had not yet seen at this density.

Ymara took Khar-stone up the last quarter-mile at a gallop and pulled the column wide to come at the attackers’ flank. She dismounted twenty paces from the line. The warhammer came out of the harness into her right hand, one-handed. She walked those twenty paces like a woman who had walked many lines on many counts.

The attackers read clear in the cold-blue lattice as I came down off my own horse.

Thirty Wane-corrupted soldiers along the palisade. Four wolves. The men’s faces stay human. Every vitality-line carries pale-grey script knitted through the working-grammar — chest, shoulders, hands. The eyes read at a faint luminous register, the way old coal carries a banked heat. The pulse runs off-true: it lags half a count on the gait, then jumps half a count fast on the strike. This reads as neither fear nor anger. It reads as driven.

The wolves ran larger than the Wane-front baseline. Pale-grey hide-script. The teeth carried the same script.

Ymara took the first Wane-corrupted soldier through the shoulder joint with the hammer’s first one-handed swing.

The black-iron head went through the deltoid and the joint on a single count. The man dropped. The pale-grey in his vitality-line did not stay with him. It came loose off his chest the way the Wane-script had come loose off Holm’s lung the morning before, but this time the script did not dissipate into the air. It reached. Sideways. Across two feet of ground, toward the next Wane-corrupted soldier on the line.

I cocked my head a fraction.

Not dispersal. Not collapse. The Wane-script has lifted off the body and reaches toward the nearest still-living vitality-line. The lift-and-reach is not the corruption fleeing. The corruption is being CALLED.

The second soldier’s vitality-line acquired the pale-grey across his chest where the reach had landed, within a heartbeat. He did not stagger. He did not register the addition.

Ymara had already moved. The hammer took the third through the temple and the fourth through the rib on the under-swing. The Wane-script on the third’s body lifted and reached toward the fourth. The script on the fourth lifted and reached toward a wolf by the palisade. The wolf’s hide brightened where it landed. None of them slowed.

The Cleansers’ Hall had taught me a hundred working-grammars, and the Hall had not taught me this. The Hall read the Wane as a disease that ran in individual bodies, the way a fever ran. This was not that. This was one working laid across thirty bodies at once and FED from somewhere I could not see. Each body was a vessel; the corruption ran through the vessels; when one vessel emptied, the working pulled the corruption to the next.

This is not a sickness. This is a hand.

The thought settled in me in the level voice I used on the third-year ward-round. I did not say it aloud.

Hadrek had taken the column into the palisade gap, and the eastern guard inside turned to anchor the line. The combat ran close. Spears met the standing strike, axes met the chest. The Wane-corrupted fought off-true, and the eastern guard had to read each man twice to land the strike clean. Tarra worked the inner perimeter, cleansing two of the eastern guard who had taken Wane-touched cuts early.

I held back along the column’s tail-edge, twenty paces from the line, reading.

The wolf came in on the flank on the count of the third minute.

It broke through the palisade gap from outside in a long low run, took a guard down by the throat on the spring, and turned on Ymara from her right. The pale-grey brightened along its hide, the teeth caught the cold of the morning, the lunge ran clean at her shoulder-height.

Ymara took the warhammer two-handed. The full-power swing came up under the line, the haft riding the count between her hands clean. The head took the wolf through the skull on the strike-arc’s high point. The skull collapsed the same instant the working-grammar flared along the hide and went out. The wolf dropped at her boot.

She was already turning when the Wane-corrupted soldier came from her left flank.

I had not seen him.

He came in low with the Wane-touched blade under the line and got it into her left shoulder, into the deltoid, before she could bring the hammer around the second arc. The blade went in two inches. Not deep. Not through the joint. The pale-grey along the blade’s edge ran into her shoulder-vitality-line on the same count.

She did not stagger. The third arc of the hammer took the soldier’s head off through the second cervical vertebra, and she held her full height with the corruption spreading.

The pale-grey in her shoulder-vitality-line was a fine bright line, running along the deltoid toward the upper chest, an inch per second. The Hall had read the spread-rate against the corruption-on-vitality-line tables in the second year. I knew the table. I knew the math. Under three minutes before it reached the chest, over four to the heart, and the working that held the heart was a different working than the working that held the shoulder.

I came at her at a run.

* * *

She held still for me when I reached her. She had the hammer up and ready and held the line on her left while Hadrek’s warriors closed the gap on her right. The pale-grey in her shoulder kept moving.

I dropped to one knee on her right side and set my right palm flat to her shoulder, above the wound.

“Ymara. Hold the line. I’m pulling it out.”

She took the next soldier with a one-handed swing through the rib on the same count.

Vitality 60. The shoulder-vitality-line burns bright. The corruption moves at the active rate. Ninety seconds before the chest. The perimeter has to read clean on the first pass.

The Cleanser-grammar came up under my right palm in the silver-white. I drew it into her, slow along the perimeter, fast on the contact-point. The Hall taught the slow-perimeter purge for stable corruption. The Hall had not taught a purge against active spread, but the grammar held if the contact-point ran ahead of the spread by a hair and the perimeter caught the lifting script on the count of the spread itself.

The cold rose under the wound on the second breath. The pale-grey lifted off the deltoid the same instant it had been reaching forward, and the perimeter caught it on the lift. The corruption rose into the silver-white and stayed inside the perimeter, stopped short. Vitality 51.

She took the second soldier with an off-hand strike under the arc and did not flinch from the cold of the working.

The corruption ran two inches further down the deltoid before the perimeter overtook it. I pushed the contact-point ahead. The vitality-line under the corruption-script came clear in forty seconds. I drew the corruption up through the silver-white on the second pass. The script came loose in a single continuous lift, not three the way it had off Holm’s lung. Vitality 42. Holding.

The blade had carried the working on its edge, and the edge-working had a signature I read along the perimeter as I lifted the corruption. Same hand. Same signature as the pale-grey on the Whispergrass two dawns before. Same as the ground around the eastern post. Same as the script on every soldier in the field.

I lifted the last of the pale-grey at seventy seconds. The shoulder-vitality-line read clean. I released the corruption into the cold of the morning, a thin pale-grey for a count of three, then nothing. The smell of overripe iron and cold soil came through and was gone again.

Vitality 38.

I lifted my palm. Her chin tipped.

She kept silent on thank you. She turned back to the line, to a third Wane-corrupted soldier already counting his strike. The hammer came around two-handed under the arc and took him through the breastbone, and the body went down with the pale-grey lifting off the chest and reaching, and not reaching far. The reach went a foot and stopped in the air. Stopped, and dispersed.

The rate is dropping. The hand is pulling back.

I held on her right side and watched the field. The remaining Wane-corrupted soldiers fell to eight, then five, then two. The last wolf went down on Hadrek’s spear. The eastern guard closed the gap and pushed the remainder into the palisade angle. The pale-grey on every body now dispersed on the lift and did not reach.

The combat closed seven minutes after the wolf-strike took Ymara’s shoulder. Three eastern guard down, six wounded. Thirty Wane-corrupted dead. Ymara stood on the line, the blood on the hammer-head dark, the shoulder cut open under the iron-grey wool, the corruption gone.

She read me a count.

“You read past Cleanser.”

“Yes.”

She walked toward Tarra, to the wounded line. Vitality 35.

* * *

Tarra came up off her knee from the second wounded eastern guard as we approached. The warm-yellow of Mender-grammar glowed at her right palm, the residue of a closing-working in the air around her. She read Ymara in the cool blue-grey of her own register and read me the same way a second later.

“Queen. Sit.”

Ymara sat on the bench inside the palisade. Tarra crouched on her left and laid her right palm to the shoulder cut over the wool. The warm-yellow went into the wound on the second breath. The corruption was gone — I had pulled it — but the puncture itself lay open and bled slow, the way an unclosed wound bleeds.

She worked the Mender-grammar through the cut for two minutes. The wool, then the skin, then the muscle. The wound closed and the warm-yellow went down.

She read Ymara’s felt-resonance a count, then read me the same count, slower. She left unnamed what she read in me.

“Closed at the deltoid. The shoulder will be stiff three days. The healer pulled it clean. There is no corruption in the line.” She glanced at me. “Healer.”

“Tarra,” I said.

The name landed as acknowledgment, and she nodded.

Ymara stood. The shoulder rolled once under the iron-grey wool. She looked at me a count.

“You will come to the working room tonight. We will speak plainly.”

* * *

The column rode west at dusk.

The wounded went on the second wagon. The dead went on the third. The eastern country in the slant light read pale-grey along the grass-edge both sides of the road, and the Wane-front on the horizon held its line the way it had held for sixteen years. The warhold’s torchlight showed five miles ahead in the second hour out, a small constellation low on the western sky.

Ymara rode ahead of the column on Khar-stone. She held me on her right side by her own invitation, a queen-gesture pitched as acknowledgment, the way she did not title the warriors who held the line. Tarra rode on her left, the working-stone re-hitched at her belt, the apron over her arm. She kept silent. She watched me in her cool blue-grey register, and watched Ymara’s shoulder, and watched the road’s eastern edge.

I kept the read in me in the level voice of the third-year ward-round and let it lie.

This is not a sickness. This is a hand. The Wane in Korv’s force was not a vitality-blight running in individual bodies. It was a working someone had laid across thirty bodies and fed from a distance I could not see, and the lift-and-reach was that working’s grammar, and the rate-drop as the combat closed was the hand at the other end making a decision I could not read.

Ymara did not look at me as we rode. She read the eastern horizon the way her father had read it. The mare kept the slower pace, the column moved to the count of the wounded in its middle, and the first lamp of the warhold’s outer gate brightened in the cold-blue as we came up the last mile of the road.


Chapter 6: The Plain Speaking

The hall door stood open down the far end of the second-level corridor.

I came up the last of the inner stair with the apron over my left arm. Vitality near forty of one-seventy-five. Tarra had fed me bread and warm broth before sending me up; the broth sat against my sternum like a coin.

The heart-stone in the room’s center glowed along the gold edge of its script. A brazier on the south wall threw a long warm slick across the polished black-stone floor.

I stopped one pace short of the threshold.

“Healer.” The seneschal’s voice came from the east wall, gravelly. “She is by the heart-stone. Go in.”

Brokk Vorrane-Older stood inside the threshold, hands folded over the iron-belt at his waist. Sixty at least, white in the beard. He kept the position the way a man holds a position he has held for thirty years.

I went in.

She stood by the heart-stone with her left hand flat on its top. The warhammer hung at her hip. The bone-white braid had been re-tied since the ride; the iron-grey wool tunic was clean now, the deltoid covered. She watched the gold-edged script run under her palm and let me close the twelve paces in my own time.

Four cardinal stones marked the compass points, each a shoulder-high pillar, each quiet in a faint cold-blue rest. The two windows held the night. Four braziers burned low; oil-lamps in iron sconces ran the wall between them.

I stopped three paces off.

She let the silence run a count, then took her hand off the stone and turned to me.

Pulse near sixty. Breath even. Shoulder vitality-line clean where I had pulled the pale-grey. The ride did not cost her.

“Sit if you want,” she said. “I will stand.”

There were no chairs. The reading-seat against the west wall was a black-stone slab three feet high, sized for her, not for me. I shook my head.

“I will stand.”

She gave a short nod.

“I do not pray to the powers anymore. I have not in twelve years. I do not waste the prayer; they do not waste the answer. I will not preface this. I am going to tell you what the hold is. I will tell it once.”

I nodded.

She closed both hands on the warhammer’s haft, the grip her father had used.

“The Wane has held this warhold for sixteen years. The first three it stayed in the eastern reach and we read it as a season-blight. The next five it crept into the marker-stones along the outer line. The last eight it has lived in the heart-stone.” She tipped her chin toward the gold-edged script that ran at her hip. “It is here. It has been here since I was twenty-six. It runs in the script and the bedrock and my own line.”

I did not speak.

“The Conclave sent Cleansers three times. Year one. Year four. Year eight. The first two made no difference at all. The third gave me a courteous letter from your House saying the corruption ran too deep for their tier to reach. They did not return. I stopped requesting them after year eight. I have not allowed Conclave personnel inside the warhold since. That is why you are standing in this room and not dead at the Iron Gate.”

My left wrist had set itself to the old angle without my permission. I rotated it once, slow, and the click came the second the bone passed the bad set. She did not look at the wrist; she had heard the click on the ride and had not commented then either.

“The population. I will give you the number once. Fifty-two thousand at my father’s last spring. Thirty-eight thousand this one. Three eastern villages Wane-evacuated, the people resettled toward the central reach. Twenty-four hundred dead to the Wane and to the things the Wane has made it sensible for our enemies to try. I have read every name at the night-bell in the warriors’ hall and I do not need to read them again.”

She paused. The pause kept a count of five, and that pause was the answer for what she would not say over the count of names.

She shifted her hand on the haft.

“My father. Vorrane Anvil-of-Black. Iron King. Thirty-eight years on the seat. Dead of Wane-touched lung at fifty-four. My mother died of grief two years after. My sister fell in a border raid, year seven. My cousin Vorrane-Younger of the Wane, year thirteen. The line ends with me. I have not married. I have not borne an heir. I will not condemn a child to inherit what I inherited.”

The voice did not shift. The grey eyes did not shift. I had not looked away from the read once. Wane-weight: a faint gold-grey load behind her sternum, not the heart-stone’s gold-edged script and not the cold-blue lattice of her own line but a third thing sitting between them. Sixteen years of it. It reads down into her queen-line bloodline channel and the heart-stone reads back up into her, and the gold-grey sits in the seam. The seam was the load.

She had not asked a question. She was done. The pause ran longer this time.

I took the small breath I always took before a working. Habit. Crane had taught me to take it.

“Before I read your heart-stone,” I said, “you need to know what you are letting into the room.”

She inclined her head a quarter degree.

I opened the jacket on the left side and lifted the wool tunic clear of the ribs. Three lines of working-grammar had been burned into the skin two summers ago. A dead scar now, flat, pink-grey along the edges, no longer the angry red the Cleansers’ Hall yard had branded into me that dawn.

I turned a quarter so the brand fell in her line of sight, not the seneschal’s. Brokk’s back stayed to the threshold. He did not turn.

“I am branded a heretic by the Mercy Conclave. Two summers ago, in the Cleansers’ Hall public square. The brand-iron was alive then. It is dead now. I separated the working-channel from my vitality-line in a Wane-touched grove the dawn before I came to your gate. It will not read on any Conclave instrument and it does not draw the Wane. You can read it for yourself in the felt-resonance now.”

Her grey eyes rested on the brand for a count of three. The pause she ran over the brand was the pause she had run over the names.

“It is dead,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Read the seam.”

“Yes.”

She gave a single nod, the same nod she had given Tarra over the wounded line.

I let the tunic fall.

“I reached past my sanctioned tier two years ago. Cleansers’ Academy faculty. Three weeks from a Cardinal-Mercy candidacy interview. There was a woman I loved. She was dying of a vitality-blight my tier did not touch. I reached past it. She lived. Her family gave her to the Conclave the next week because they feared what I had made her, the Conclave put her in a tainted-vessel hold, and three days later I stood in the public square at dawn with the brand-iron against my ribs. I have been on the road since.”

She did not ask the woman’s name. I had not given it. Her name was the one thing the Conclave had not taken from me in the brand-court. I would not set it down in a stranger’s hall on the first night I had stood in one for two years.

“What tier did you reach?”

“Empowerer. Tier 3.”

She did not blink. “You can work at that tier now.”

“I can. I have not in two years. The working drains me, I have not had the place to recover, and a Tier 3 working leaves a residue any working-hand can read half a day’s ride off. The Conclave’s doctrine names Tier 3 working outside their registered bonded lines as heresy on principle.” I let the breath out slow through my teeth. “Their reasons are not the reasons they print. I do not have the grammar to name the real ones yet, and I will not invent them for you here.”

She accepted that with the same slight tip of the head.

“What do you ask,” she said.

“No price tonight.” The voice came down to where my voice goes when I name a cost. “Let me read the warhold’s heart first. If it can be saved, I will tell you what saving it costs.”

“Then read.”

She crossed to the west wall and lowered herself onto the reading-seat. The warhammer she set down on her right, head on the floor. She looked at the heart-stone.

By the threshold, Brokk turned his back to the room. The seneschal had witnessed the queen authorize the working. The seneschal would not watch the working itself. Oldest court-protocol in the warhold; he had held it thirty years and he would hold it tonight.

I crossed to the heart-stone.

The east cardinal stood three paces off the circumference. I knelt at its foot. The stone was cold-rough under my left palm; my right palm I set on the floor along the heart-stone’s outer radius. The cold-blue lattice came up under my own working-hand at full register, and the heart-stone took the cold-blue across its surface and lifted it to the gold-edged register of the script.

I took the small breath.

I read.

* * *

The heart-stone’s script ran the full circumference along a gold edge that had not changed in six hundred years. Anvil-line founding queen’s grammar, Korlana-the-First’s hand, I thought without naming it; pre-Conclave Ascendance-school structure, spirals widdershins, the joining-marks on the cardinal axes carrying the school’s signature flourish. I let the read sit on the surface for a count of ten before going deeper.

Below the script, the queen-line bloodline channel ran down into the bedrock and out. A continuous cold-blue thread, root-thick under the heart-stone, branching beneath the keep’s foundation and out into the realm. Black Anvil at the center. Every working-stone hung off the end of a thread. Six hundred years of carriage. Ymara reads it from the west wall right now in the felt-resonance the way she has read it for sixteen years.

I went down to the next layer.

There: the pale-grey.

Inside the cold-blue thread. Not on it. Not beside it. Within it.

I held still. Slow read. Don’t move the contact-point.

The pale-grey ran inside the queen-line bloodline channel in three distinct places. The first sat in the heart-stone itself, down where the cold-blue thread joined the gold-edged surface script. The second lay roughly seven miles east, inside the working-stone of the eastern guard’s outpost. The third ran further out, fifteen or twenty miles north-east, inside an outer reach-stone whose name I did not know.

I kept the contact-point steady. I read each place.

At every one the pale-grey was woven. The Wane-script had not been laid over the cold-blue thread; it had been threaded through it, strand by strand, so the channel carried the Wane the way a cable carries an inner core. The work was patient. The work was old. The work ran small enough in each place not to break the cold-blue. The cold-blue still ran; the channel still carried Ymara’s queen-tier read out to the realm; but the pale-grey lived inside it, drawing along it, feeding on it.

I read the working-grammar of each weave.

Same hand.

The cadence-marks ran identical at all three. The signature-flourish on the closing strokes was the flourish I had read along the Whispergrass-edge four dawns ago. The flourish on the brand-iron after I had pulled my own stitch. The flourish on every Wane-corrupted soldier in Korv’s column.

One hand had laid the Wane in three places along Ymara’s queen-line bloodline channel. The same hand had touched the Whispergrass. The same hand had touched the Conclave’s brand-iron.

One hand.

I went down to the next layer.

The signature-script is not modern. The marks run a longer count than current Conclave training. The closing-flourish is the pre-Conclave Ascendance-school’s flourish in a cousin-form I have read three times in the Cleansers’ Academy library, only as fragments, in working-grammars dated at least two centuries before the founding of the Conclave. The hand that laid this is older than the Conclave. By a long count.

I went down once more.

The pale-grey is not just laid. It is fed. The weave under the heart-stone ran on a small steady draw, too small to break the channel, too small for Ymara to read in the felt-resonance against the chronic ache of sixteen years, but big enough across that chronic count to drain a realm. The other two ran the same. Three small draws, continuous, fed back along the cold-blue thread into a source-point I could not see from the heart-stone.

The thread ran west. West and slightly south of west. Toward the realm’s western reach, beyond it, into country I had not crossed.

The hand is at the far end of that direction. Still working. Still feeding.

The rate-drop from the close of Korv’s combat surfaced in me again that same instant. The hand on the far end had made a decision today. It had pulled back when the combat closed. The hand was reactive. The hand was watching.

I let the read go.

I lifted my right palm off the heart-stone’s outer radius. The cold-blue lattice sank down to working-rest along the floor. The queen-line bloodline channel ran on as it had run for six hundred years. The pale-grey ran on inside it.

I had knelt by the east cardinal for forty minutes. Vitality at twenty of one-seventy-five. My right knee had set into the floor’s polish and I would feel it for two days.

I stood.

The left wrist gave its small click at the bone’s bad set as I came up. I let it go.

She had not moved from the reading-seat. The grey eyes had not left me. The warhammer rested on her right at her father’s measure. Her hands had stayed in her lap, palms down on the wool of her trousers, the signet ring on the right index catching the brazier-light at a single point.

I kept silent.

She read me in her felt-resonance for a count and she did not speak either.

Brokk’s back had not moved.

The Hall had taught the Wane as a vitality-blight. A thing that ran in bodies the way a fever ran. Cleansers to purge it, Empowerers to outrun it, Lifebinders to mend the damage. The Hall had not taught the Wane as a working. The Hall had not taught the Wane as a hand.

If the Wane was a hand, and it was, then the Conclave’s official position on it was wrong at a level the Conclave could not be wrong by accident.

The pale-grey on the brand-iron was tier-three working laid with a clean signature. The brand-iron came from the Conclave’s foundry at Whitemarrow. No path ran from that foundry to my ribs and to a Wane-touched warlord’s haft and to the inner gate of an eastern outpost without passing through a hand that knew what it was doing.

And if one hand had laid the working on the brand-iron and into the queen-line of a realm that had refused the Conclave’s healers for eight years, laid it patiently, threaded into the channel itself, then the Conclave did not have to run every weave in person. The Conclave only had to know the pattern and look the other way.

The Conclave was the thing doing this.

I did not say it aloud.

The thought sat in the inside voice I had used on the third-year ward-round, and it sat heavy enough that I felt it behind the sternum the way I felt the vitality-load. The Conclave is the thing that is doing this. I kept it there and did not let it onto my face.

She had watched the whole count. She did not ask.

The four braziers had burned down a hand’s breadth. The two windows kept the night.

I would tell her in the morning. Not now. I needed the dark to put a structure on what I had read, and she had taken a Wane-blade to the deltoid and was going to need the dark for her own reasons. The hand on the far end worked slow.

I drew the small breath I always draw as a working closes and let it out slow.

The seneschal held still.

I stood by the heart-stone at midnight and held what I had read in the inside voice and kept silent.

The hand was old. The hand was patient. The hand sat at the far end of the western thread, and dawn was hours away yet.


Chapter 7: The Sealed Working

I slept four hours in the warhold’s guest quarters and woke on the second bell with the taste of the broth still under my tongue.

Vitality near a hundred and ten of one-seventy-five. The deep ache in my right knee from the heart-stone read had not lifted. Without thinking, I rubbed the burn-scar on my thumb-pad against the inside of my index finger, and only registered the motion on the second pass.

The guest chamber faced east. Flat grey light came up through the slit-window. I rinsed my mouth over the basin, pulled on the wool tunic and the work-jacket, and went up to the working-hall.

The Iron Gate’s bell had rung the second hour. Korlan Iron-Hand had the smithy’s three forges already ringing; the wind off the parapet carried coal-smoke down across the outer ward in a thin line.

The seneschal Brokk Vorrane-Older was not in the doorway. Brokk had the warhold’s outer business this morning, where he belonged. What remained in this room was the queen’s and the healer’s only.

She stood by the heart-stone with the eastern window’s grey light behind her. The bone-white braid was clean and re-tied. The iron-grey wool tunic was clean. The warhammer hung at her left hip in its leather harness. She had heard me on the stair. She had not turned.

A reading-shelf ringed the heart-stone, and on it sat a wooden tray with a clay pot and a covered bowl. Steam came off the pot in a thin line. Tarra waited by the threshold.

She looked at me as she passed under the lintel. Her working-mistress’s apron was clean, and her right palm sat warm-blue in the rest state of a Tier 2 hand at its own load. She kept silent. The look she gave me was the look one healer gives another when the work has set its own register: assessment, acknowledgment, no flattery, no question. She went past me down the stair.

I crossed to the heart-stone.

“Sit if you want,” Ymara said.

“I will stand.”

She poured into two clay cups, set one on the reading-shelf’s outer edge for me, and held the other. The tea was hot black-stone tea, cut with something sharper. I took a swallow. The warmth went down past the broth-coin under my sternum.

“I have read the heart-stone,” I said.

“You read it last night. Speak.”

I set the cup back on the shelf.

“The pale-grey in your hold is intentional. One hand. Fed from a distance off the western reach. The hand is older than current Conclave training by at least two centuries. It has woven the Wane into your queen-line bloodline channel at three points. The first lies in the heart-stone under us. The second sits seven miles east, in the eastern guard’s outpost-stone. The third runs twenty miles north-east, through an outer reach-stone.”

She did not move. Her grey eyes still kept the register I had read when I closed last night.

“My father named two,” she said. “He did not have the grammar to name a third.”

“He read the two true and missed the third by a quarter mile. The third sits in the reach-stone above what your maps call the Iron Falls bend.”

The line of her mouth moved a small degree.

“And the unstitching.”

“A Cleanser-tier purge will not touch the weave. The Wane is threaded through the cold-blue channel, not laid on top. A Cleanser pull breaks the channel before it breaks the weave; you cannot pull one without pulling the other, and the channel is the realm-tie. Mender-tier is worse. Empowerer-tier work outside the bond-register has the strength to reach the weave but no purchase to take it.”

“And the path with purchase.”

“One.” I drew the next breath slow. “The work has to be Empowerer-tier, using your queen-line bloodline channel itself as the structural support. The channel becomes the carrier of the working. The weave is unstitched against the channel from the inside. The working is not done on you; it is done with you.”

She read me a long count by the light at her harmonization-stone and kept silent.

I would have given her another count. I had given Tessa less than this. The room had the patience to hold it.

“Name what that requires,” she said.

“A soul-bond at the working-line level.”

The wind off the parapet carried a thin note down past the eastern window.

“It is intimate. It is permanent. It is forbidden. It is the only thing that will save your hold.”

I let the four sit. The braziers had burned to a coal-bed; the sconces’ oil ran low. The gold-edged script of the heart-stone ran on under her left hand.

“Intimate how.”

“The bond seals at the climax of intimacy on sacred ground. The intimacy is the working. The working is the intimacy. They do not separate. The two layers set against each other, and the bond forms along the seam.”

“Permanent how.”

“Once set, the bond carries vitality and bond-channel resonance across any distance for the rest of both lives. It cannot be unmade. Not by you, not by me, not by the death of one party. The survivor holds the broken half until their own end. It is not a contract. It is a structure.”

“Forbidden how.”

“The Conclave’s doctrine names Empowerer-tier work outside bonded-line registers as heresy on principle. The reasons they print are not the real reasons. I do not have the grammar to name the real ones yet, and I will not invent them in your room. I will name this much: every branded heretic the Conclave has produced in four generations was branded for some version of this working. They name the doctrine; they do not name the why.”

Her right hand had risen at some point and rested on the warhammer’s haft at her left hip. I had not seen it move.

“So the dead iron in your ribs is what this working costs the second time a hand runs it.” Not a question. She had set the brand against the working and weighed the two on one scale, the way she weighed everything — by what it took from the people who carried it. “Sacred ground.”

“A place of pre-Conclave working-stone resonance. An old shrine site. I have not yet ridden to it; I will ride this week. There is one within your reach. The bond requires it; the grammar held in sacred ground locks the bond’s first seal at a frequency the Conclave’s instruments cannot read. The ritual goes at the new moon, three days from tonight. The dark-moon pulse amplifies the seal.”

She gave the small nod. Her eyes did not leave me.

“Risk.”

“Three.” I set my left palm flat against the reading-shelf’s outer edge so the wrist would stay still. “First. The working could break against me. Empowerer-tier work at this scale, through another body’s realm-tie, has no precedent in the Cleansers’ Hall record for all the time I read in the library. If my working-line fails at the join, my hand burns out. Coma, possibly death. The bond does not form. Your hold is not saved. You lose a healer.”

“Second.”

“The bond could form imperfectly. The weave in your queen-line bloodline channel is delicate; read it wrong during the working, and the working could damage the channel itself. Your realm-tie thins. The Wane-weight along the seam might lift, but your read of your own line goes shallow for the rest of your life. You would still rule. You would not read the realm the way you read it now.”

“Third.”

“The bond could form correctly but take a structurally altering form the literature does not fully characterize. The marginal-note record at the Cleansers’ Hall library names two such cases across four hundred years of running. Both pairs lived. Both reported the bond-channel acquired registers neither party had words for. Neither pair was sorry. The record says nothing about what the change cost them inside their own lives.”

I let the third sit longer than the first two.

“I do not hide that one. I do not know what it does. I am the hand, and I do not know.”

She had taken a swallow of her tea on the second risk. The cup still rested by her right hand. She set it back on the shelf as I closed the third.

“And the cost to you.”

“Vitality drain at the seal. Two-thirds of my ceiling at minimum, possibly the full pool. The working leaves me unconscious for hours after; the marginal-note record names ninety minutes. The Conclave learns of the working within the same week. Their hunt accelerates. They were patient with me as a fugitive. They will not be patient with me bonded.”

She read me again, the same way, by the harmonization-stone.

“You did not name the cost to me,” she said.

“You will read it off your own register and tell it back to me. I do not read your line to that depth from outside.”

The corner of her mouth moved a quarter degree. Not a smile. An acknowledgment.

“Twenty-four hours,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I will ride the western reach. The larger perimeter. Eighty miles out and back. I will walk my warriors past the working-stones at the western markers, and I will read the realm by its felt-resonance against what you have named. I will come back at second dusk. I will give you an answer then.”

“Yes.”

“You will stay in the warhold.”

“Yes.”

She set her left hand on the warhammer’s haft and her right against the heart-stone’s edge. Then she crossed to the threshold without looking at me. At the lintel she stopped.

“Eat. Sleep when you can. Read what you need in the working-stone library. Brokk has the key.”

She did not turn in the door. She went down.

* * *

I sat by the reading-shelf with the tea and let the gold-edge run under my eyes for an hour. The hand on the western end of the thread had not adjusted since the rate-drop during Korv’s combat. It was waiting for a register-change at its end of the work. I would not give it the change today.

At the midday bell I went down to the warriors’ hall.

The center hearth was banked low. Two long ogre-kin-scale tables ran along each side wall. About forty warriors filled the benches; Yelka the cook called from the kitchen archway in a voice I could hear from the door. I went to the nearer west table. A warrior near the head shifted a quarter pace right without comment. I sat in the open span. Ogre-kin tradition: queens and healers eat with warriors, no special table. The bench rose high enough that my feet rested on the cross-beam.

The warrior on my right was twenty-four, broad even for ogre-kin, dark hair cut close, leather and iron over his shoulders marked with the hand-binding of the eastern guard. Three small smith-burns sat deep in the back of his left hand, the kind a man earns from his father’s forge before he is old enough for the warhammer.

“Healer,” he said. “Brokk Iron-Hand. Korlan’s son. Eastern guard.”

The disambiguation was the polite move. He had heard about the seneschal’s name and he was sparing me the moment.

“Roan Hale.”

He inclined his head a quarter inch and went back to his bread. I ate.

Across the hall, Holm sat at the third table with his left lung still healing. He caught my eye and gave the warriors’ nod, the small one. He was breathing without the rattle.

Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger set his bowl back down on the table’s outer edge. “Holm says he can sleep on his right side again.”

“Good.”

“He had not slept on the right in two years. My father said the working you did was past Cleanser. The forge sees what other hands cannot teach.”

“Your father reads true.”

He cracked his knuckles once, left hand only, the way his queen did with the right. “The eastern guard has nine men with Wane in the lung or the gut. Captain Hadrek’s reading. The Cleansers’ Hall sent us a chant for it eight years ago. The chant did nothing. Mender Tarra has held them at the line for what time she has. There is one, Karr in the third squad, who will not hold by the end of the moon.”

He said it level. Not asking. Naming.

“I would read him before the moon turns,” I said. “If your queen names it.”

“That is for her to name.”

“Yes.”

He took the bowl up and went down the hall to the kitchen’s stack.

After the meal I walked the inner and outer wards. The working-script in the gate-arch kept the same fractional brightness I had read on my arrival. The west wall’s working-stones were Wane-touched along the lower courses. The hand feeding the source had reached this far through the outer wall and was still reaching.

I went back to the warriors’ hall for the evening meal. I ate. I did not speak much. The warriors did not press me. I slept four hours.

The next day ran out along the western parapet. I read the cardinal stones at noon and let the work-jacket dry by the south window. I did not go down to the heart-stone again.

* * *

The eastern window had gone slate-grey when the courtyard’s outer noise lifted. Hooves struck the cobble. A short call went up from the gate. The wind off the parapet carried the chestnut warhorse’s blow across the outer ward in a long thin breath.

I crossed to the eastern window.

Khar-stone came up through the inner gate at a hard walk, lathered along the flank, unharmed in the leg. Ymara sat the saddle with two days’ dust in the wool. The braid had come loose from the second tie; strands ran forward across her iron-grey shoulder. The mother’s signet on her right index finger caught the late slate-light at a single point.

She dismounted by the stable arch and held her stride toward the keep. Khar-stone went to the groom; Ymara went to the inner stair.

I had read her by the working-light from the window. Queen-line bloodline channel: steady state. Felt-resonance: even, the way of a woman who has set down a load to make a decision and has not picked it back up. Vitality high; the ride had not cost her. Wane-weight along the seam: the chronic load, unchanged.

Her footstep came up the stair at her own measure. Not hurried. Not slow.

She came through the threshold and stopped.

She had not washed. A thin line of dust ran across the brow above her right eye. The wool tunic had gone dark along the collar with the day’s sweat. The boots had taken the western road’s red-grey on the toes. The warhammer hung at her left hip in the leather harness, its head set against the haft at her father’s rest. Bone-white came forward over her shoulder.

She had not eaten. I read her vitality-line. She would not eat until she had said the thing.

The steel-grey rested on me in the doorway a count longer than her usual. Not the tactical read-still I had seen at Korv’s column. A different stillness: the stillness of a woman who has come back from her own perimeter with the answer and is taking the last breath before she sets it down on the floor.

Her right hand came to the warhammer’s haft. Not the left. The right, her working hand, her warhammer hand, the hand that took heads in the field. She laid it flat against the haft at her father’s grip.

“I accept. We do it at the new moon. Three days.”

The voice did not shift from the register in which she had spoken every locked sentence in this room. But I read what the voice would not carry. The hand flat on her father’s grip, the breath she took before she said it, the steel-grey that stayed on me a beat past the tactical count — the verdict was the queen’s, and those were the woman’s, and the woman was choosing more than a working to keep her hold alive. She would not name that part. I did not make her. I read it, and left it where she had set it.

The braziers had burned to a low warm bed. The gold-edged script ran on under the working-light, the heart-stone at its rest of six hundred years.

She held my gaze on “Three days” the longest count she had given me in the room.

I understood what she had agreed to. I understood what I had just committed to.

The pre-work breath came at my chest without my asking for it. I let it go through my teeth without sound. The thumb-pad against the index finger; the burn-scar on the small ridge; once, slow. I let the hand fall.

She stood at the threshold of the working-hall in the dusk. The warhammer at her left hip. The braid loose from the ride. The mother’s signet on her right index finger catching the late slate-light. Her eyes on me at “Three days.”

The hand on the western end of the thread did not know yet. In three nights it would.


Chapter 8: Three Days Before

The first patient came on the second bell.

Tarra brought her up the corridor from the warriors’ hall’s east corner: a kitchen-girl of seventeen named Annek, who had cut her left forearm against the firewood-block four days ago and watched the cut go pale-grey on the second night. She held the arm out where the watch had laid a folded blanket against the black-stone. Tarra named what her own read showed. Wane-touch in the dermis, into the long flexor, not yet to the bone.

I knelt at Annek’s right.

Pulse ninety-two. Breath shallow, third rib. Vitality three-quarters; the brown patch is fear, not corruption. The read shows the Wane as a thin black-purple vein four inches long, riding the flexor tendon.

The smell in the read was wet-stone cold, the kind that comes off river-rock at first light. Cleanser-tier. Twelve units. I set my left palm three inches below the wound, drew the silver-white to my hand, and pulled. The black-purple lifted off the vein-line, gathered under my palm, and went to the cold air as a thin pale grey.

Annek’s hand opened on the count of three. The fingers had been clenched four days.

“You will keep the arm. The flexor will read sore for a week. Sleep on the back, not the side.”

Tarra moved her down the corridor. The next stretcher waited by the threshold.

* * *

The second was a smith’s apprentice of sixteen, fallen against a forge-stone in the western forge: Wane-touch across the back of the right shoulder where the hot iron had caught him on the way down. Copper-tang rose in the throat as I drew the read close. The corruption gathered along the burn’s edge in the geometry of a leaf-print. Twelve units, then Mender-tier weave over the burn for nine more. He rolled the shoulder twice on my word and walked out.

The third was Karr of the third squad, the eastern guard warrior Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger had named over the meal. Wane-touch in the lung, lower-left, eight months riding. Old-iron dust came up in the read when I leaned to it. He coughed twice under the Cleanser-pull and the corruption went out his throat on a long thin breath that smelled of nothing by the third second.

“I will not stand the line by the end of the moon.”

“You will stand the line. Sleep on the left for three nights so the working sets. Then both.”

He kept silent on thank you. The warriors by the corner shifted their weight onto their heels.

The fourth was an outer-guard with a Wane-blade puncture through the thigh: pine-pitch souring in the read, the corruption running a long thin line from puncture to knee. Eighteen units. The puncture itself I closed at Mender for six more.

The fifth was an ogre-kin girl of six with a Wane-touched sore on the gum. Her mother put both hands to her face when the cut closed.

The sixth through fourteenth ran together. Two more outer-guard. A cook’s boy. A woman of forty who had borne Wane in the small of her back nine months and wept without sound when I unwove it. By the closing afternoon bell I had worked nine hours and my pool sat at eighty of one-seventy-five.

I ate in the warriors’ hall with my back to the corner where the blankets were folded. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger sat at my right over the second cup. He kept silent. He cracked his left knuckles once.

* * *

The runner came in on the late-afternoon bell.

“Healer. Eastern patrol. Brokk. They are at the gate.”

I was on my feet before the bowl had stopped moving on the table.

They brought him down to the corner where the blankets were folded: four warriors round the stretcher, Captain Hadrek Iron-Foot at its head, Korlan Iron-Hand the smith two steps behind with his hands at his sides and his face set the way iron sets after the quench. The blood on Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger’s chest had soaked the leather under the iron and run dark along the seam.

I knelt at his right.

Pulse one hundred and four, weakening by the third second. Breath high only; the lower lobes are not moving. Vitality one-third and falling. The read shows the Wane in the chest as a black-purple weave running through the lung-lining of the left lobe, into the chest-cavity-vitality-line above the diaphragm, and a thin tendril reaching toward the heart-vitality-line that has not yet hooked.

Cold-water-on-bone in the read. Not metallic. Not soured. The Wane had gone past the lining and was reaching into the body’s structural channels.

I read it twice. The second came clean to the same answer.

“How long since contact.”

“Three hours,” Hadrek said. “Eastern wood. A Wane-corrupted out-rider. He was on his feet for the ride back. He went down inside the inner gate.”

“He has six hours at Cleanser-tier. The lung is past Cleanser. The chest-cavity-line is past Cleanser. The heart-line will hook before the sixth hour. If I work at Cleanser he is dead before nightfall.”

Korlan Iron-Hand said nothing. His face did not change.

I looked to Tarra.

“I have not worked past Cleanser in two years. I will work past it now. I need you on the script-trace at my left at Tier 2 fidelity. Not your hand on the working. Your hand on the read. If the working goes wrong at the join you pull Brokk’s vitality back to the chest before the lung collapses.”

“Yes.”

Hadrek had not moved from the head of the stretcher. He watched me, reading by his own felt-sense.

“You stand the corner-guard.”

“I will.”

I set both palms flat to the floor for the count of two. The pre-work breath came into the chest and I let it out through the teeth without sound.

* * *

I inscribed the boundary-script on Brokk’s chest first.

Standard Cleanser opening: a one-inch perimeter traced in the read around the touched region, drawn with the working-stylus from the pouch at my belt. The script ran in a long oval from the sternum’s left edge to the lower margin of the eighth rib, gathering the lung and the chest-cavity-line and the reaching tendril inside its line. Twelve units.

Then I crossed.

The light at my sternum brightened to a register I had not let it touch in twenty-six months. The cold-blue in the lattice climbed to a tone I had taught myself to suppress since the brand night. It came back. The half-second of the lift was a half-second in which my own vitality-line behind the breastbone seized, the breath stopped, second rib, and the heart-stone two corridors down answered through its own pulse.

It answered.

The bloodline channel of the warhold’s queen-line read a working-hand reaching at Empowerer-tier within its own reach, and the heart-stone shifted in the felt-resonance. Not a working. Not a response. An acknowledgment, the way a wall registers a strike that has not yet broken anything. I held my own hand still.

The diagnostic register held. The stylus stayed steady in my grip.

Korlan Iron-Hand stepped through the corridor’s archway. I read him at the edge of sight. He did not cross to the stretcher. He stopped by the corner-watch’s stone three paces back and set his weight on both feet.

I began the Tier 3 weave.

The grammar is not the Cleanser grammar. Cleanser opens, pulls, releases. Tier 3 opens, holds the open, weaves a longer line around the touched region, anchors at four points, and runs a sustained vitality-flow across the whole inscription while the script does its work. The hand has to hold the flow at one rate for seven minutes. The stylus has to write a grammar three times as long. The breath has to stay low, second rib, without rising.

I wrote.

The script gathered along the perimeter and the four anchors took. The vitality-flow under my palm climbed to the sustained line. My right hand began to tremor by the third minute and I locked the wrist against the elbow inside the jacket’s cuff and held the rate. Sweat came down the spine. The breath stayed low, second rib. Vitality at my sternum dropped past the one-hundred line and was reading at eighty.

Tarra’s left palm sat on the stylus-trace along the lower margin. Her own light was cool blue-grey, steady through her own pulse. She did not speak. She watched the join.

By the fifth minute the grammar set.

The Tier 3 weave hooked through the Wane-touched region in the chest at a level no Cleanser-pull could reach. I felt it set the way an anchor sets in shale: not satisfying, structural. The script along the perimeter went bright in the read, all four anchors holding.

I drew.

The Wane did not dissipate under the draw the way Cleanser-pulled Wane dissipates. It came out.

A thin pale-grey strand rose in the read, extending from the lung-lining in Brokk’s chest up through the inscribed perimeter and out into the air above my right hand. The strand had length. The strand had weight. The strand lived in the air for a count.

I kept it there.

I held it above my right hand while the chest-cavity-vitality-line in Brokk’s body began to read clean behind it and the lung-lining drew its first uncorrupted breath in the lower lobe and the tendril reaching the heart-line, unhooked from the perimeter, unwove backward into the strand and joined it.

Eight seconds. Nine.

On the tenth second the strand died in the air.

I let my hand fall.

* * *

Vitality at ten of one-seventy-five.

The hall went sideways on a slow tilt. I saw two of the corner-watch’s stones, then one. Tarra caught me by the right shoulder on the third tilt and held.

I was not unconscious. I would not be unconscious in this hall.

Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger’s chest read clean through the lung-lining and the chest-cavity-line. The vitality had climbed back to half. The lower lobe drew breath at a steady rate I had not heard from him since they set him down. The Empowerer-tier weave had pulled the corruption out down to the carrier-level and had left the lung-lining a fraction brighter than it had been before the Wane-touch. The structural lift. The locked Empowerer mechanic. I read it. I noted it. I let it lie.

Korlan Iron-Hand crossed the three paces to the stretcher and knelt at his son’s left.

He set his right palm flat to his son’s forehead and his left palm to his son’s wrist. He read by his own felt-sense for a count I did not measure.

His eyes filled.

He did not weep. His face did not move. The wet on the lower lids kept to the rim and went no further. Ogre-kin do not weep in the hall corner. They read.

He set his son’s wrist back on the blanket and stood. He looked at me once. He kept silent.

Brokk’s mother and younger sister had come down the corridor on the runner’s word. Mari Iron-Hand-line, broad and bone-white at the temples, said Korr’s teeth in Old Anvil as the read came back to her and put both hands to her face. The younger sister wept without sound.

I felt the corner-watch warriors looking. Two of them had stood the gate the dawn Torr Anvil-Younger refused me before the Iron Gate. They were not looking at me on the same note now. I filed it.

Tarra’s hand had not left my shoulder.

“Inner ward,” Hadrek said. “Mari, Yelka will have broth. He will not stand for two days.”

They moved.

I sat down on the table’s outer edge. Tarra brought black-stone tea and I drank it cold by the second swallow without registering the temperature.

* * *

I slept fourteen hours.

Tarra had left bread and cheese by the basin’s edge and a clay pot of broth on the warming-shelf. Vitality at ninety of one-seventy-five. The right hand had stopped tremoring sometime in the night. The burn-scar on the thumb-pad ached against the index finger when I closed the hand.

Ymara came up the stair on the third bell with her boots still wet from the parapet.

“Walk with me.”

We walked the outer wall’s parapet from the south gate to the eastern corner and the northern run and back to the west: twenty-five minutes by her measure, my breath catching by the second corner and recovered by the third. She did not slow for me. The wind up at parapet height carried the smithy’s coal-smoke down across the outer ward in the morning air; the eastern horizon was clean.

By the eastern corner she stopped and rested both palms on the iron-grey rail.

“The heart-stone shifted in the felt-resonance last night.”

“Yes.”

“A degree.”

“Yes.”

“I have read that heart-stone sixteen years. The line does not shift a degree for nothing. It shifts when the warhold’s own state shifts. It shifted last night under your hand.”

I said nothing.

“I do not name what you did to Brokk.”

“No.”

“I name what I read.”

“Yes.”

She read the eastern horizon for a count. We walked the second half without speaking. The silence on the second half was not the silence I had stood inside the working-hall the night I read her heart-stone. That had been a healer’s reading. This was two people who had set the answer down for the new moon and were now waiting on the parapet for the moon to turn.

By the western corner she stopped again.

“Two more days.”

“Two more days.”

We went down the inner stair.

* * *

The third day ran to the hall’s preparation.

Tarra worked the cardinal stones with a cleaning-cloth of working-silk and a small pot of working-oil: she wiped the north stone first, then east, then south, then west, in the order the Anvil-line working-mistresses had wiped them for six hundred years. The cold-blue in each stone brightened a half degree under the wipe and held.

I laid fresh working-oil in the four braziers and trimmed the wicks. The lamp-flames came up amber and small cold-blue halos sat around each flame in the read.

The formal warhold ritual-cloth waited in Ymara’s chamber. Tarra would carry it down to close the third day.

On the eastern cardinal stone I inscribed the preliminary working-grammar. A preparation-line, no more: twenty characters of pre-Conclave Ascendance-grammar across the stone’s outer face, drawn with the stylus over the count of eight minutes, costing six units of vitality. The script would not do its work tonight. It would amplify the new-moon working during the threshold-crossing if the working held. The cold-blue in the stone took the script.

Vitality at eighty of one-seventy-five.

* * *

The new moon came at night.

The oculus in the working-hall’s high vault held the dark sky at its center. The four cardinal stones glowed gold-edged. The four braziers sat low on the amber bed. The heart-stone ran the gold-edged script at its rest-pace, the one Korlana had set six hundred years before.

I stood in the heart-stone’s center on the polished black-stone floor.

The footstep came to the threshold at her own measure. Not hurried. Not slow.

She stopped beneath the lintel.

The warhammer rested on the threshold’s outer stone. She had set it down outside the working-room in the ogre-kin tradition; weapons do not enter that room. The leather harness lay across the haft in the rest position her father had taught her.

She was barefoot.

The hair was released from the warrior-braid, falling to mid-back in the loose pour of hair untied by the eastern window an hour before. The formal warhold ritual-cloth fell to just above the knee in dark-grey near-black wool her grandmother had cut and her mother had embroidered. The working-script ran along the hem in the close stitch of three queens. The mother’s signet on the right index finger caught the lamp-light at a single point by her hip.

She had not crossed.

She looked at me across the hall’s center.

The steel-grey stayed on me under the oculus’s overhead dark.

I read her in the read without meaning to. Her felt-resonance showed the bearing of a woman who had walked to a place and was now standing on the edge of it. The Wane-weight at the seam was the chronic load, unchanged. The realm-tie at the sternum was steady. The set of her shoulder stayed still through her breath.

The new moon stood in the oculus.

She had not crossed.


Chapter 9: The Dead Shrine

I read the wrongness in the working before I had words for it.

The new moon stood in the oculus. The four cardinal stones kept their gold-edged glow above a cold-blue base. The heart-stone ran the rest pattern Korlana had set six hundred years before. Ymara stood barefoot in the ritual-cloth on the lintel-stone and had not crossed. The room was ready. The room was wrong.

The cardinal stones do not read at full register. The north stone runs at three-quarters. The east stone, where I inscribed the preliminary line on the third day, runs at two-thirds. The Wane-touch from the warhold has reached these stones. The script will form imperfectly here. The bond-line will set against an imperfect grammar.

I had registered the cardinal stones during the third day’s preparation and filed the read for the morning. The morning had come and gone. Only now did the Wane-degraded stones reach the edge of my judgment, with Ymara waiting on the threshold and the cost of failure standing as near as the next breath.

I spoke across the chamber.

“Not here. Not this hall.”

Ymara stayed still. Her eyes rested on me over the heart-stone’s center for the count of three. She read me by her own measure. She did not ask the question I would have asked. She did not argue.

“Then find the place.”

A beat passed.

“Tomorrow.”

She turned from the threshold and did not cross. The warhammer leaned against the outer stone where she had set it down; she lifted it by the haft, and the leather harness fell back across her shoulder into the rest position. Her bone-white hair caught the lamp-light as she reached the corridor’s first step. She went down without speaking, her bare feet on the cold stone making no sound until she found the inner stair.

The new moon will hold. The realm has held sixteen years. One day more is not the thing that breaks it.

I stayed by the heart-stone alone through the night and did not sleep.

I read the four cardinals one by one through the long count. I read the heart-stone’s bloodline channel for the Wane-pattern’s reaching-rate, and it had not changed across the night. I read into my interior for the place I needed and did not find it. I knew the shape: pre-Conclave, undegraded, sized for the bond, geometrically tuned to amplify intimate-resonance. I had never been to any such place inside Ymara’s realm. I had not read further.

By the fourth bell of the morning I held a conviction I could not yet name. The right place lay outside the warhold’s walls. The right place was old.

* * *

Brokk Vorrane-Older came up the stair at first light.

He carried a clay mug in his right hand and a small loaf in his left. He set them on the table’s outer edge without asking and stood in the doorway in the iron-grey wool he had worn the night of the heart-stone reading. His face was the long face of a man who had not slept either.

“You will need a horse.”

I looked at him.

“Yes.”

“You will need direction.”

“Yes.”

He stepped into the room and settled his weight across the balls of both feet. The seneschal’s habit. He looked at the cardinal stones, then at me.

“Stoneback waits in the western stable. Dark-grey gelding. Twelve years old. Quiet on the long ride. He will carry you west into the broken-hill country at a half-day pace without needing the lash.”

“West.”

“There is a shrine in the western cliff country. A half-day’s ride at hard pace through the broken-hill ravines. The Anvil-line knew it as a holy place six hundred years ago. The Conclave did not value it; the working-mistress who last read it died before the Mercy came in. The place has stood empty two hundred and fifty years.”

“And no Anvil-line healer returned.”

“None we trained could read the grammar carved into the arch. It is Ascendance-school, the kind the Conclave burned the records of when my great-grandmother was young. The line stopped going. No one alive in the warhold could hold those stones at their reading, and the cliff-walls do not let the unread place be approached easily. The road south-west runs through hard country. Without a reason to go, no one went.”

“You have read it?”

“No. My grandfather walked the cliff-approach when I was a boy. He said the stones guarding the valley mouth would not let the cold of the eastern wind through. He said the script on the arch was older than the Conclave. I have never gone.”

I held his read for the count of three.

“The directions.”

He gave them. Take the track south-west of the warhold’s outer marker, three ravines deep, the second turn marked by the standing-stones the eastern shepherds use for the spring crossing, the third turn by the broken-pine stand. The valley opens to the south. The cliff-walls are grey-blue stone. The shrine is carved into the northern face.

“How will I read it?”

“You will read it. My grandfather said a healer reads it from half a mile.”

He did not ask why I needed a place outside the warhold. He did not ask what would happen when the ride ended. He did not ask whether Ymara had given me the use of a horse. He nudged the bread and the mug toward me once more with his eyes and went back down the stair.

I drank the mug cold. I ate the bread standing.

* * *

Stoneback stood in the western stable’s third stall. He was the color a heavy iron file goes after a thousand strokes. He held his head still when I came in, and his weight set evenly across all four hooves — a horse who had saved his interest for the road.

I saddled him, the jacket’s interior pockets emptied to my belt: stylus, brass mortar, knife, stoppered glass. Vitality 120 of 175. The fourteen-hour sleep on the second day had brought back what the Brokk weave had taken; the night by the heart-stone had cost little. Enough for a diagnostic in the shrine and the ride back by dusk.

The western gate opened on the outer keeper’s nod. I rode out in the second hour after first light.

The road ran south-west across the warhold’s outer pasture and into the broken hills by the third quarter-hour. The country went hard and grey-green: low scrub along the ravine-sides, grey-iron stone breaking through the soil along the ridges, the wind folding down off the north in a steady cold. Stoneback kept the pace without urging. The horsemanship I had picked up four days ago on the eastern ride held. I did not fall off.

I passed the standing-stones of the spring crossing by the fourth bell — four grey-iron uprights set above a small stream. I took the second turn, as Brokk had said, and rode the next ravine north-by-west. The broken-pine stand rose along the ridge’s shoulder, the dead trees grey-white against the rock. I turned again.

The valley opened before me in the late morning.

* * *

I read it before I came to the cliff-approach.

The light in the working ran at a register I had not read outside the Cleansers’ Academy library since the year before the brand. Pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar. Continuous. The script was carved into stones set against the eastern cliff-spur where the approach narrowed: two pillars of grey-blue stone, nine feet tall, the script running across both at chest height in the flowing organic curve of the Ascendance hand. Cold-blue in the read, full register, no degradation, no Wane-touch in the cuts.

I dismounted fifty yards out and led Stoneback the rest of the way.

The cliff-approach ran thirty yards wide and ninety deep, set between two iron-grey cliff-spurs. The valley beyond ran north-south, six hundred yards long, the cliffs on both sides a hundred and eighty feet of weathered grey-blue stone. A spring crossed the valley floor west-to-east in a thin clean line. Stones followed the spring channel for two hundred yards, pre-Conclave Ascendance-grammar carved on each. Cold-blue in the read. Full register.

I walked the perimeter and ran the diagnostic. The Wane-script I had read on the warhold’s gate-stones — that pale-grey crystalline growth that had eaten the grammar down to fractional brightness — stopped short of the approach. I tested the read at four points along the eastern spur and three along the western. The Wane-pattern’s reach died short of the pillars. It did not cross. It did not even press against the cuts.

These pillars actively repel the Wane pattern. The script is not just undegraded. It is the kind of grammar the Wane cannot read across.

I had not known this was possible. The Academy library had carried fragments in the third-year course on pre-Conclave grammars: a school of working the Wane did not touch. The faculty had called the references poetic.

The references were technical.

I walked the spring’s stones along the approach’s inside edge for fifty yards and read each one. The Ascendance hand ran clean across every stone. The spring water ran clean too, no Wane-tint in the read, the kind of water Annek had not had in the warhold-kitchen for months. I stood by the third stone and let the conviction set.

I led Stoneback the rest of the way down the valley.

* * *

The shrine sat in the valley’s northern end, carved into the cliff face.

The arch in the cliff stood fourteen feet high and six feet wide along its base, tapering to a point overhead. Above it, a single round symbol was carved into the cliff: a circle bisected by a horizontal line with an upward arc through the center. The pre-Conclave Ascendance-school’s mark. I had read it twice in my life, both times inside the Cleansers’ Academy library’s bloodline-sealed inner archive.

The arch’s outer rim kept the script.

I read it.

VAEL THERYN-MAR.

The pre-Conclave Ascendance-school tongue. The two-word naming. The first word marked the school’s mode for a working that holds rather than consumes — vael, the Stillness. The second was harder; the tongue did not survive into Conclave Latin, and the equivalent had drifted across two centuries. Theryn lay beneath the root of the Mercy line the Conclave had taken as their own and reworked. Theryn-mar in the Ascendance reading meant Mercy as a working-shape, not as a doctrine. The Stillness Mercy. The working that does not consume.

I stood before the threshold a long count.

The Conclave had taken the word for Mercy and burned it into ribs. The Ascendance-school had taken the word for Mercy and carved it above a shrine.

A bronze-iron gate hung within the arch, grey-green with the patina of three centuries of weather, not closed. I led Stoneback to a stand of grass below the cliff’s foot and tied him to a stone. He bent his head to the grass without comment.

I went inside.

* * *

The outer courtyard opened before me as an oval space hollowed from the cliff, forty feet wide, twenty-eight deep, the ceiling twenty-two feet of carved cliff overhead. The floor was smooth granite worn by six hundred years of footfall. A single ring of script ran the floor’s circumference, cold-blue in the read. The eastern wall held three carved alcoves — lamp-niches, empty. A stone bench was cut into the western wall. The script there named it in the Ascendance hand: the Mercy bench.

A corridor ran eighteen feet through the northern wall toward the inner working-room. Continuous Ascendance-grammar lined both sides, the cuts cold-blue, the read brightening as I passed and the script registered a healer.

I came through.

The inner working-room stopped me where I stood.

Thirty-six feet across, circular, cut into the living grey-blue stone. The dome rose twenty-four feet to its apex. Three concentric grammar-rings ran the walls at floor, chest, and ceiling-line; all three read cold-blue. The floor was polished granite, the working-circle inlaid in pale stone across its center — twelve feet across, the dark-iron-mortise script running its perimeter. Four cardinal stones stood on the compass points within the circle: north, south, east, west, each a polished black-stone column thirty-two inches tall and twelve across, the Ascendance-grammar carved chest-high on each.

High in the dome’s apex stood the oculus. Three feet across. It cut through eighteen feet of cliff to the sky above. By the midday hour it admitted a clean column of sunlight to the circle’s exact center. The column landed on the polished granite in a ring of light the size of a man’s chest.

I stood inside the corridor’s mouth and read.

The four cardinal stones hold their grammar at full register. The circle inlay carries the dark-iron-mortise script along every inch. The oculus delivers the cardinal-light to the geometric center. The walls’ three rings hold the containment-grammar cold-blue. This is not a working-room. This is a working-instrument. The four cardinals, the circle, and the oculus form one coherent grammar. The shape amplifies within the intimate-resonance register.

I had sensed the warhold’s working-hall and called it a room with stones in it. This was something else. The grammar was built into the architecture; the architecture built into the grammar. The Ascendance-school had not made a place to perform workings. They had made a place that was a working at rest, waiting to be inhabited.

I walked the perimeter along the chest-height ring and read the script in detail. The north cardinal held the holding-grammar at intimate-resonance. East ran the receiving. South ran the carrying. West sealed. The circle’s inlay ran the binding-script in the dark-iron-mortise, dense and unbroken. The dome’s ceiling-ring drained working-residue upward through a small natural vent bored through the apex — a vent I could see through the oculus as a faint break in the cliff above.

I had not known an instrument like this existed.

I knelt in the circle’s center and set both palms flat on the polished granite. The stone was cool to the touch, cool down deep, not cold; the residue in the floor absorbed a small ambient vitality from my palms across the count of two, and I let it go without resistance. The room read me. The room did not push back.

Vitality 105 of 175. Fifteen units to the read. The room takes a small draw at rest. I will not be on this floor without working.

I stood. My weight settled onto the left leg, the right leg cocked to the small angle that came when I rested after a long read. I read the four cardinals once more from the circle’s center. The grammar held. The instrument held. The geometry asked for the working under the new moon’s column-of-light, in the room’s exact center, where the four cardinals’ carrying-pulse joined.

The bond will form here.

* * *

I walked back to the corridor’s threshold and stopped.

The dead healers had left their inscriptions across the walls and the floor and the cardinals and the oculus, and they had left them in a grammar two hundred and fifty years older than the abandonment, and the abandonment itself was two hundred and fifty years old, and the grammar carved into the cardinals ran older than the Conclave by a count I could read off the script and could not yet hold in any framework I had words for. The hands had left the room exactly as they built it. They had not stripped the stones. They had not closed the gate within the arch. They had walked out and not come back.

The room had stood here half a millennium with the cardinal stones holding their grammar at full register, waiting.

I read the column of sunlight in the circle’s center. The midday hour had moved through and gone past; the column ran thin and golden, inclined to the west, the pale stone still catching the last of the light along the inlay’s edge.

This was the place where Ymara and I would set our hands to the working on the new moon’s night, the day after tomorrow.

The grammar would hold. The shrine had been waiting.

I stayed where I stood a count longer. The four cardinals kept their cold-blue along the cuts and made no sound that was not the wind in the oculus and the spring water on the valley floor below.

I went out through the corridor, the outer courtyard, and the arch. I untied Stoneback from the stand of grass below the cliff’s foot and mounted from the western stirrup.

I rode back to tell her the dead shrine could be made to live again. I did not yet know what it would ask of the man who woke it.


Chapter 10: Korv the Hollow

I came back through the Iron Gate in the late afternoon and went straight to her.

Captain Torr Anvil-Younger met me under the inner arch with a nod. “The Queen is in the working-hall.”

I left Stoneback by the western stable and went up.

Ymara stood by the heart-stone’s reading-shelf with her back to the western seat. Her warhammer hung at her left hip in the harness. Her bone-white braid had come loose down her back from the morning’s ride. She turned when I crossed the threshold, read me in a single felt-resonance, and did not speak.

I went to the heart-stone and stopped three paces off.

“There is a shrine in the western cliff country. Hollow’s Span. The valley reads in pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar through every stone. The cardinals stand undegraded. The geometry is tuned for the bond. The Wane-script does not cross those stones on the cliff-approach. It does not even press into the cuts.”

Her steel-grey eyes stayed on me for a count of three.

“How far.”

“Seventy miles south-west. Half a day’s hard ride. The valley sits inside your realm; it belongs to no one.”

“How long has it stood empty.”

“Two hundred and fifty years. The hands left it as they built it. The grammar is older than the Conclave by more than my framework holds.”

Her left hand went to the warhammer’s haft and rested there. The rest position. She read the heart-stone past my shoulder for a long count.

“We ride tomorrow at dusk. The working comes on the next new-moon night. Two days.”

“Two days.”

She lifted her chin toward the heart-stone, the queen’s acknowledgment of a reading landed, and turned for the threshold.

“Eat with the warriors. Sleep in the guest quarters.”

I went.

* * *

The warriors’ hall ran the long-rumble register through the evening meal. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger came in on the eastern guard’s rotation and paused a beat by the bench-foot. The two days had stripped the puffiness the Wane had built into his chest. He nodded me a warrior’s nod, two beats long, the kind a man pays when he has stood up under a working that almost came too late. I returned it. He took the table two over and ate with his guard.

I slept four hours in the guest quarters and woke to the bell-call.

* * *

The bull-horn from the high watch room struck the warhold on the third bell past midnight.

Three long pulls deep and a fourth short. The breach-call.

Vitality one-twenty-five of one-seventy-five. Brand-mark scar dead under the surface. Sleep-fog rides the cortex, two breaths to clear. The horn rang from the keep’s apex. The inner watch saw it first.

I pulled the working-jacket on and the boots on and the belt-pouch in the order I had set for two years, and I went out at a hard pace. Brokk Vorrane-Older waited on the third-level stair-head with a stone lamp. Narrow, awake, no waste in the read.

“The Iron Gate. They came against the outer wall under cover. The Queen rides the inner column. Tarra goes with you.”

Tarra reached me from the working-hall’s lower corridor in the working-mistress’s canvas apron, a heavy leather pouch slung at her right hip.

“Iron Gate. Ladders east of the gate-arch. Rams on the iron-portcullis. The Queen wants you in the courtyard, not on the parapet. Read the field. Tell her where to break.”

“I read you.”

We crossed the inner ward at a run.

* * *

The Iron Gate’s outer portcullis gave way the moment I reached the courtyard’s edge. Ten men with two brand-iron rams worked the head of the column, and the iron above the lower portcullis shattered with a sound like an axe-head through a frozen lake. The rams went down. Ten men came through.

The working-stone-script under the inner arch held.

It did not stop bodies. It stopped workings in the breach. The bodies could come through. The corruption working they carried could not.

This was the thing that mattered.

Captain Torr Anvil-Younger held the gate-defense column on the inner arch’s southern flank. Sixty warriors in iron-grey wool with ogre-kin axes, four braziers throwing orange light across the black-stone. Captain Hadrek Iron-Foot’s eastern wing held the wall east of the gate, where the ladders had come up under cover of the night. The Wane-corrupted climbed without speaking. The vessels did not shout. They did not call orders.

I reached the gate-courtyard’s eastern stone three steps after the men came through.

I watched the field.

Eighty Wane-corrupted, the wall and the gate together. Pale-grey script veins every vitality-line. Same signature-hand as the eastern post raid five days ago. Same hand. Same source. The hand feeds through one channel.

I traced it.

The channel ran from the eastern horizon, a thread in the read, back through the gate-arch and to the ten men in the breach and to the climbers on the wall, and INTO a single point: the right shoulder of the man holding the gate-arch’s center. A brand-iron channel pulsing cold-blue with the same dark-violet veining I had read in every Conclave brand for two years, now at a sustained register, fed from a distance.

The man was Korv.

A tall thin human in field-grey wool, grey beard cut close to the jaw, eyes hollow in the read because the channel through his brand-iron-scar had been at work for months. A Conclave brand-iron sword hung at his left hip, the field-grade Cleanser-restraint weapon turned to combat. His right hand held a long-bladed Conclave cleaver. The brand-iron-scar on his right shoulder anchored the channel.

The hand working him from Whitemarrow’s inner archive was OLD. I had read the same signature at Ymara’s heart-stone four nights ago. Two centuries older than current Conclave training-standard. Patient. Sustained.

Ymara came in leading the inner column on Khar-stone at a hard canter, Vohren-iron drawn one-handed, bone-white braid loose behind her. She read the field in the half-second between the gate-arch and the courtyard’s center. Torr’s column. Hadrek’s wing. Tarra kept the southern edge with two younger Cleansers kneeling over a warrior pulled back with a brand-iron rod across the ribs. She read Korv.

She dismounted, slapped Khar-stone south, and crossed toward the gate-arch at a walk that ate ground.

Korv saw her come.

He spoke. The voice that left the gate-arch was hollow on the surface and carried a second register underneath. The working-pulse in the channel ran through his vitality-line and out through his throat in counter-time with his own breath. The result read as Korv’s-voice-and-something-else-together.

“Iron Queen. The hand at my back asks for the heart-stone.”

Ymara did not slow.

“Then your hand will lose what it asks for.”

She came on, the Vohren-iron rising two-handed for the kill-strike at fifteen feet, and Korv parried.

The parry should not have held. Vohren-iron in two hands at Ymara’s strength put black-iron through quarter-inch boilerplate; the cleaver was field-grade steel and would have folded on the first ring. The channel in Korv’s brand-iron-scar pulsed at contact and held the cleaver to the strike’s line. The brand was carrying him.

I crossed the gate-courtyard at a run.

“Hold him. I can break the channel.”

Ymara took the next strike one-handed against the cleaver’s outside line and drove him back a pace. She did not look at me.

“Then break it. I hold.”

* * *

I reached the gate-arch’s eastern stone twelve feet from Korv. The eastern brazier burned four paces behind me. The stone wall covered my right shoulder. I set my weight on the left leg and dropped the right knee a half-bend into the working-stance.

Vitality one-twenty-five. Channel-purge at sustained distance runs harder than skin-distance. Closing puts me in cleaver-reach. Hold at twelve feet. The work asks the same grammar as the brand-stitch on the elm; it pulls instead of cuts. The carrying-hand is fed from the other end.

I inscribed the brand-channel separation script in the air ten feet from Korv. It was the perimeter inscription of the brand-stitch. The air ran the script’s outer line for a count of two. Vitality dropped twenty units. The script set.

I reached out with my right hand and EXTRACTED.

The channel pulled back through the read. Pale-grey script on Korv’s right shoulder, visible to me alone, drew back toward my right palm. I held it the way I had held the Brokk-Wane-strand to the warrior’s chest two days ago. Ten feet from the source, the brand-channel ran a thin pulled line of pale-grey against the cold-blue ambient. Vitality dropped thirty units. The extraction held.

Korv felt it on the third heartbeat. The cleaver wavered along the parry’s outside line. Ymara took half a step in and the Vohren-iron came at his head. Korv brought the cleaver up, the Wane-amplified strength still in his arm, and he held it.

The hand on the western end READ ME.

I felt the carrying-pressure in the channel double in a single half-second. The hand on the other end did not panic. It did not even shift its pace. It pulled the channel from the western direction at a register that asked me whether I had the vitality to hold what I had taken.

I held.

The tug-of-war ran the count of five.

The other hand was OLD and PATIENT and not strong on this end of the channel. It was feeding eighty men plus Korv across a distance and could not put its full register on any one piece without dropping the rest. A load problem. Vitality dropped twenty-five more. I sat at fifty units. My working-hand tremored against the threshold I had passed during the Brokk weave two days ago.

On the fifth count the western hand RELEASED.

It did not surrender. It chose. The channel went slack in my grip. The hand had read that holding against me cost more than letting go would cost. It drew its register back through the western air at a pace I could not match. I lost the trace by the second heartbeat. The hand was gone.

The pale-grey script on Korv’s brand-iron-scar died in the air above my right palm.

I let the channel go. The pulled line dissipated through the cold-blue ambient in a count of three. Vitality fifty.

Korv staggered.

His right shoulder dropped. The cleaver lowered. The hollow in his face went out on one breath. He looked at Ymara across the four feet of gate-arch between them, and the eyes were a man’s eyes now. Clear in the read, no second register underneath. A gaunt grey-bearded man with the brand-iron at his hip and a face that had ridden the channel for months and was a face again.

He did not raise the cleaver.

Ymara took his head with the next strike.

The two-handed Vohren-iron full-power swing she had not landed on her first attempt. With the Wane-amplification gone, the cleaver came up at its true grade-steel weight and not the channel’s borrowed register. The strike passed through the cleaver and the man’s neck on the same arc. The head came clean off above the second cervical vertebra. The body dropped to the gate-arch’s inner stones. The cleaver clattered down by the body’s right side.

The script on his right shoulder was a dead scar.

* * *

The wall woke.

The wall-defense came back into my read the moment the channel collapsed. Eighty Wane-corrupted men on the eastern wall, on the parapet, on the ladders, mid-climb, went still.

The pale-grey script on every one of their vitality-lines died.

I read it across the field in a count of two. The channel had collapsed in the center; the script died out toward the periphery. They stopped fighting in a single shared heartbeat. Some on the parapet looked to the warriors who had been about to take them. Some on the ladders looked at their own hands. Some mid-climb let their grip go and dropped to the wall’s outer slope with heavy meat-sounds.

The men under the gate-arch were different. Three dropped weapons and went to their knees on the gate-stones. Two turned knives on the breach-crew, the non-corrupted bandits Korv had brought as the ram crew, and Torr’s warriors finished those in a count of fifteen. Some on the wall began to weep along the parapet. One ogre-kin warrior stopped a strike mid-arc and lowered his axe over the awake man who had been the target of his next blow.

The fighting in the gate-courtyard stopped after a count of forty.

Ymara stood under the gate-arch, Vohren-iron in her right hand and Korv’s blood on the haft. She looked at me across the courtyard.

I sat down on the eastern stone.

My right knee gave under the half-bend I had held through the working, the weight came forward off the left leg, and I sat against the cold black-stone with my back to the wall, vitality at my sternum at fifty of one-seventy-five, the long-tide of a sustained work running out through my chest. Tarra reached me in a count of fifteen with a water-skin and a hand on my shoulder.

“Drink.”

I drank.

* * *

Dawn came to the gate-courtyard two hours after the channel died.

Korv’s body lay where it had fallen. The cleaver lay beside him. The brand-iron sword stayed sheathed at his left hip, and the brand-iron-scar on his right shoulder showed a dead scar in the read. No script. No channel. No resonance.

The eighty awake men gathered in the gate-courtyard’s northern half under Hadrek’s wing. Tarra had moved among them through the first hour with the two younger Cleansers behind her, naming each for residual Wane and ordering them to the infirmary-corner by squad. Some were warriors of realms I read at a distance — Maren-Vale men, two from the southern Hjornsk reach. Others were farmers and shepherds the channel had bound on the village level. None could remember the months clearly. Some asked Tarra what month it was. Some asked her if their families still lived.

I had read for the residual Wane-script while Tarra worked. The script was gone. What remained in each man was the cost of months on the channel and the slow weight of having been a vessel. Cleanser-tier work would close the residue. Tarra would have her hands full in the infirmary for a week.

Ymara stood under the gate-arch in the iron-grey wool, the warhammer at her left hip in the rest position. Her right hand rested on the haft. Korv’s blood on the Vohren-iron’s head had dried in the cold-blue dawn into a dark crust.

I pushed up off the eastern stone and walked to her. Vitality sixty, the recovery’s first thaw. I stopped three paces off.

“The hand at his back released the channel. It did not break. It chose to let go rather than have me trace it further. The same hand worked your heart-stone four nights ago.”

She did not answer on the first count. Her gaze held on Korv for the length of a breath.

“We ride to the shrine at dusk. The working comes on the new moon’s second night. The hold is held.”

I nodded.

I looked down at Korv’s brand-iron-scar. The field-grey wool had pulled back under the strike’s force and the scar lay exposed in the dawn light. Three lines of Conclave brand-script burned into the skin in the same place the Mercy had put the mark on every heretic for four centuries. The script was dead now. No light in the cuts. No channel ran back to the western horizon. Just an old burn on a dead man’s shoulder.

I touched my left ribs under the working-jacket without choosing to. The brand-mark scar in my own fourth-fifth rib gap was the same dead burn. The same hand had cut both. Mine had died five days back by the elm; Korv’s died after a count of a hundred-eight breaths. The same institutional mark. The same dead grammar read out in the cold dawn.

I did not say anything.

The dawn came over the eastern hills as a thin grey-blue line above the horizon’s rim. Tarra moved the awake men toward the infirmary-corner. Ymara stood under the gate-arch with the warhammer at her left hip in the rest position. The warhold was held. The new moon’s second night was tonight.

We would ride at dusk. The warhold had held one night. The Conclave did not send its hunters to be turned back by one night.


Chapter 11: The Shrine Under the New Moon

We rode out of Black Anvil’s south gate on the fifth hour of the afternoon. A low grey sky pressed the eastern country off our left shoulder, and the air still carried brand-iron smoke from Korv’s burnt gear.

Twelve riders. Hadrek Iron-Foot led the column, his eastern wing left under Torr to hold the wall. Tarra rode behind Ymara, her canvas apron traded for a heavy riding-cloak, the deep leather pouch from the gate-courtyard now lashed to her right saddle. Four pack-horses ran in the middle. The shrine kit hung in canvas wrap from their panniers: lamp-oil, brazier-stock, stylus reserves, offering-vessels, the warhold ritual-cloth folded over the top of Tarra’s load, and food for two days.

Ymara rode Khar-stone two paces behind Hadrek. Vohren-iron hung from her left hip in the riding-harness, and her bone-white braid was bound tight beneath the warrior-rig. Steel-grey eyes kept the eastern horizon where the road took its first long bend.

I rode Stoneback beside her.

The pace ran hard-medium. Ymara wanted the cliff valley before full dark, and the valley lay seventy miles southwest, a single day’s ride. We crossed the broken hill country at a steady canter through the first hour, dropped to a walk over the rises for the horses’ sake, then opened up again across the long flats. Hadrek read every turn the way a man reads a street he grew up on.

Vitality 110 of 175. Brand-mark scar dead, fourth-fifth rib gap. Slept four hours; recovery climbs slow through the morning. Korv’s source-hand released its hold and never returned. The hand on the heart-stone has not pressed the warhold since.

I carried the read on the harmonization-stone behind us through the first three hours, and the western country stayed quiet under my working.

Ymara kept silent down the long stretches. Twice she dropped her chin at a gully-cut where the eastern shadow lay long, and the column slowed on her cue while Hadrek read her without a word. The set of her shoulders never changed across the whole ride.

At dusk we came down off a long ridge through a Whispergrass strand along the valley’s outer reach. The grass had gone to its second-dusk register, pale grey-green in my read. The Wane-script that usually edged the eastern strand did not press me. I read for it twice from fifty yards out and again from the strand’s center, and the pale-grey signature stayed absent. Not weak. Absent. The cliff valley was close.

The southern entrance opened on us in the last light of dusk.

Six hundred yards of grey-blue stone walled the valley on three sides, the southern mouth a narrow cut thirty yards across, the spring on the valley floor catching the last orange off the western rim. The outer shrine-stones framing the entrance read at FULL register, the pre-Conclave script awake in the cold-blue ambient the way a lamp burns at full wick. Wane-immune, pitched to the active-repel margin.

Ymara reined Khar-stone twenty yards short of the southern mouth.

“Camp here,” she told Hadrek. “Two warriors hold the mouth. The rest take the southern stand. The valley is mine to enter.”

Hadrek inclined his head. “Vohn-ven, Queen.”

He swung down and gave the order, and the column broke into the routine of a perimeter set. Tarra dismounted and brought her pack-horse forward by the lead. Behind her, the two younger Cleansers stepped down on the same signal.

Ymara came off Khar-stone with the slow controlled drop of an ogre-kin queen at full stature. I dismounted from Stoneback beside her on the same beat.

She turned for the southern mouth and walked. Tarra, the two Cleansers, and I followed her into the silence of the working-line.

* * *

The inner corridor read cold-blue, and the cardinal-stones in the inner room held the unbroken script I had walked four days ago. Tarra read the corridor by her own register every dozen paces and said nothing. The two Cleansers behind her bore their light in their palms the way long-trained ritual taught them: hands open, palms forward, a small Mender-register lit cold-blue across old cuts.

We passed the lamp-bracket along the corridor’s outer edge and came into the inner room.

Thirty-six feet across in polished granite. Four cardinal stones stood smooth-topped on the four compass points. A twelve-foot circle of inlay sat centered in dark-iron mortise, the Vael Theryn-Mar script running its perimeter. Six oil lamps waited unlit in iron sconces along the walls. A polished black stone bench ran beneath the south wall.

The oculus high in the dome’s apex framed the sky on the new moon’s first hour.

Tarra set her pannier on the south bench. The younger Cleansers went to the lamp brackets in the order she named under her breath in Old Anvil ritual, and lit the wicks one at a time around the perimeter. Warm yellow climbed the cold grey-blue stone at six even points.

I went to the eastern cardinal stone.

The pre-work breath came to me. I took it.

The stone reads at full ring. Its outer perimeter holds unbroken. The inner ring at chest-height is the receiving-grammar; the second ring along the ground is the carrying-grammar; the ceiling line is the holding-grammar. I leave all three untouched. I set the amplification-script to the four faces of the cardinals. Small Mender work. Five vitality units each. Twenty across the four cardinals; another five along the circle’s perimeter where my own amplification line reaches the point the bond holds its anchor-pulse. Twenty-five total. The work asks the same script my preceptor taught me in my second year, and never told me what it was for.

I drew the stylus from my belt-pouch and inscribed the eastern face of the east cardinal first.

The script took the stone the way a chisel-line takes mortar. The light brightened across the cuts in low cold-blue, the stone received the amplification-line at its own pre-Conclave ring, and the ring closed the read inside it. I worked the east face two minutes, then the north face of the north cardinal two minutes, then the west and the south the same way. The four amplification-lines settled across the four cardinals after fifteen minutes of steady work.

Tarra stood in the southern doorway and watched. The two younger Cleansers had finished the lamps and waited a pace behind her against the south wall. Tarra’s read held the patient quiet of a woman who knew exactly what her place was here.

I crossed to the circle’s perimeter and inscribed the final amplification along the inlay’s southern arc.

Vitality 85.

I straightened from the cut. The cold-blue brightened across the cardinals as the amplification set, then settled to a resting glow on a count of three.

The room was ready.

Tarra looked to Ymara, then to me. She placed a small wooden box on the south bench beside the folded ritual-cloth, then turned and walked back out through the corridor without speaking, and the two Cleansers went with her. The outer door closed behind them with a soft heavy stone-shift, and the room held its quiet.

Ymara stood by the eastern cardinal.

She had not moved through the inscription. She held her full height a pace from the cardinal’s outer edge, her left palm flat against the stone along the chest-height ring. Her steel-grey eyes rested on the inlay at center. She had set the Vohren-iron warhammer down on the corridor stone outside the door by her own gesture as she crossed the inner lintel, and the warhold ritual-cloth on the south bench still lay folded.

She turned her face to me.

“Name what comes next.”

* * *

I walked to the circle’s edge.

“The bond-line is three inscriptions. The first goes at my sternum, left-handed, because the working-hand for self-inscription reverses. The second goes at your sternum, approached from the right, stylus in my left, because the grammar for inscribing another reverses too. The third inscription is not an inscription. It is the seal at the circle’s center, at the climax of the working we agreed to.”

She kept silent.

“The first line holds the working to my vitality-pool. The second holds the carrier-thread to your sternum and runs it back to mine. The seal-mark opens at the trace and closes at the seal-moment. Once closed, the bond is permanent. I cannot undo it. You cannot undo it. The line will hold across any distance for the rest of our lives.”

“You named this in the working-hall five days ago.”

“I name it again. The Conclave’s doctrine on Empowerer-tier bond-formation calls the working structurally-altering for both parties, in terms the doctrine does not spell out. I have read the doctrine three times. I do not know what we will be by dawn. I tell you because I do not know.”

She let one breath pass.

“I do not need it named again. The risks have not changed. My answer has not changed.”

“Then I begin.”

She lifted her chin against the cardinal stone. The queen’s acknowledgment of a reading landed.

“Begin.”

* * *

I walked to the south bench.

I shrugged the working-jacket off my shoulders, folded it once, and set it on the bench’s outer edge. The under-tunic came off over my head, folded the same, laid on top. I unbuckled the belt-pouch and set it beside the folded clothes, the stylus kept in my right hand.

The brand-mark scar on my left ribs sat in the cold lamp-light, pale pink across the fourth-fifth rib gap, dead to my read. The scar did not catch on the room’s ambient. The dead grammar in the cuts stayed dead. I caught it once by my own register, and it was what it had been since the elm: an old burn on a scarred man’s flank, no working, no pull.

I went to the center of the circle, bare-chested above my trousers.

I knelt on the inlay.

The stylus came to my left hand under the reversal-rule. I set its tip to the skin a half-inch above the sternum’s top mark.

The first line set.

The stylus catches the skin against low resistance. The cut runs shallow — no blood. The script reads cold-blue, same pace I have practiced in the dust of every camp for two years. This first line marks the outer edge of the pulse-anchor.

The heat came up under the cut — low, slow, no burn. I traced the carrier-thread next, the setting-line through the middle of the sternum, and the seal-mark last, its open pattern low on the bone.

The lines set over six minutes.

I cut it without a word. The hand had the grammar; it needed no naming. The carrier-thread set through the middle of the sternum at the same heat. The seal-mark set at the bottom, its open pattern matching the diagram on the pre-Conclave reference on my preceptor’s desk eight years ago, before any of this.

I sat back on my heels.

The cold-blue read true to my own hand. The seal-mark held open at the bottom in its locked-waiting state. The pulse-anchor was set. The carrier-thread was set.

I stood.

* * *

Ymara had crossed at some point during the inscription.

She stood a pace inside the circle’s perimeter, beside the eastern cardinal’s edge. She had not gone to the bench, had not lowered the ritual-cloth, had not changed clothes. She still wore the travel-leathers from the ride: the dark grey wool tunic with its high collar and cord-tie at the throat, the riding harness gone with the warhammer at the threshold, the boots still on her feet.

She read me by her own register. Her steel-grey eyes held my chest where the inscription had set.

I walked to the south bench. She came to it on the same beat and sat on the polished black stone the way her bones told her to — slow, controlled, full stature, the bench low enough beneath her seven-foot-eight frame that it brought her sternum level with my standing height where she sat at my right.

She reached for the cord-tie at her throat and undid the knot with one pull. She drew the wool down off her shoulders to the bare upper chest. The collar opened to the sternum by her own gesture. The wool gathered at her shoulders and kept there along the upper-arm seam, the drape over her breasts and the rest of her body intact.

Her sternum lay bare to the upper-rib line.

I took the stylus in my left hand under the reversal-rule.

I set the tip a half-inch above the central mark of her chest.

“The pulse-anchor. This holds the working to your vitality-pool. You will feel it as a warm beat at the sternum for the next three hours.”

I traced the line.

She stayed still beneath the trace. Her eyes held on my hand. The line set cold-blue, visible to me; she read the warm beat by her own register, and her shoulders held with the stillness of a woman reading her own chest for the first time, under a working she had agreed to.

“The carrier-thread. This is the connecting line. It runs from your sternum to mine. You will feel it as a thin warm thread in the chest only. You will not feel it anywhere else yet.”

The second line set through the middle of the sternum. The thread’s grammar took the carrier-line over three minutes of steady work. Her breath caught once against the second rib, mid-trace, then kept to the same slow even rate.

“The seal-mark. This is the agreement-pattern. It does not close until the bond seals. Right now it stays open.”

The third line set at the bottom of the sternum. The light in the cuts read cold-blue, the open-pattern locked at its waiting-register.

I lifted the stylus from her chest.

The inscription was set.

Eight minutes of trace-work in my left hand, and not once had the hand shaken. Vitality 75.

* * *

She watched me lift the stylus.

She kept silent for a count of two.

“You read me at the chest the whole time.”

“Yes.”

“I read you reading me.”

“Yes.”

The count ran.

“Then read all of me.”

* * *

I set the stylus down on the south bench beside the folded clothes.

She rose from the bench with the slow controlled lift of an ogre-kin queen at her full stature. The wool shifted off her shoulders as she rose — the cord-tie undone, the collar already lowered, the cloth unsupported along the upper ribs. It began to slip.

She did not catch it.

She did not let it fall either, not yet. She stood at full height a pace from the bench, the wool slipping slow down her upper arms, her sternum bare beneath the inscription’s cold-blue read, and she lifted her left hand and laid the palm flat on my chest over the working-line’s center mark.

Her palm was wide enough to cover from collarbone to mid-rib.

The cold-blue inscription brightened under her touch.

I read it from inside, the way a man reads his own pulse with two fingers at his own throat. The pulse-anchor at my sternum carried its warm beat under her palm. The carrier-thread between my sternum and the air above hers drew thin and warm. The seal-mark at the bottom held its open-pattern, waiting.

She read the heat against her hand.

I read her palm in my own working.

The oculus at the dome’s apex framed the new moon at its off-center pass, the working-hour’s first quarter, the cold silver-blue light catching the inlay’s outer ring along the circle’s southern arc. The cardinals kept their amplification-lines at the resting glow, ready for the seal-moment.

The circle’s center waited a pace beyond us.

She did not move her hand from my chest.

I held my own hand still at her wrist, where it had risen on the second count to steady her palm against the inscription. The warmth there was not yet the channel-warmth — the channel did not exist yet — but it was the warmth of a queen’s hand on a healer’s chest, in the first moment of a working-line both halves of the bond-grammar had spent six days preparing to set.

The seal lay a pace away.

The bond was beginning.


Chapter 12: The First Bond

Her palm stayed at rest.

I read her from inside the inscription’s cold-blue. Pulse under my fingers ran fifty-eight, slow for her ogre-kin baseline, even. Breath moved through her lower ribs on the four-count cycle she had held since the threshold. The vitality-line lay thick across her chest. Her realm-tie reached west from her sternum toward Black Anvil’s heart-stone, pulling the same load it had pulled for sixteen years.

The carrier-thread between her sternum and mine reads a quarter of full register. The seal-mark at her inscription’s base holds open. The center is a pace away.

“Come to the center,” I said.

She moved her palm from my chest to my wrist. The grip was unhurried. She turned us along the eastern edge of the inlay and stepped past the perimeter with me to her right. The four cardinals kept their amplification-lines low, a rest glow. Above us the new moon crossed the oculus, a first quarter of the working-hour gone.

She walked the four paces from the bench to the central inlay with the slow deliberate gait of a woman who had decided. I kept to her right.

On the second pace the wool gathered over her shoulders, its cord-tie already undone for the inscription, lost its purchase. She did not catch it. On the third pace the cloth slid past her elbows. On the fourth it fell behind her in a slow dark-grey heap along the inlay’s outer ring. She stepped clear of it.

She stood in the center at full stature with the new moon directly above her shoulder. Seven foot eight, bone-white hair released from the warrior-braid down her mid-back, the steel-grey of her eyes holding my face in the first-contact register of a queen who had named her own terms and meant to carry them.

She was at her scale.

She was what she was.

I read her two ways at once, the cold-blue of the inscription and the woman on the polished stone, and the two reads did not separate. The trace had been the work of my left hand against her sternum. This read in the center was a different read. I did not pretend otherwise. I did not pretend I stood outside it myself.

I dropped my hand from her wrist and undid my belt. The wool came off my hips. I folded it and set it on the perimeter beside the cloth she had left behind on the third pace. I crossed to the center bare-footed, the cliff’s cold under my soles.

I stopped a half-pace from her right hand.

She did not move.

I stayed still.

The new moon over the oculus held.

She lifted her left hand and set the palm flat against my sternum a second time, over the working-line’s center mark. The pulse-anchor brightened under her palm in the cold-blue. The carrier-thread between us drew thin and warm at half register, the strand thickening as we met in the center. Her right hand rose to my jaw with the same unhurried motion her palm had used on my chest.

She lowered her head.

The size-differential measured a half-foot of standing and the same half-foot of her sternum above mine. I read it the way I had read it in the inner court and under the gate’s arch: a fact of the body that we would meet where it asked to be met. I lifted my chin and the kiss landed where it landed, slow first, then not slow.

“My smith.”

The Old Anvil shaped in her mouth in the same low register her warriors knew when she gave a verdict. It was not theatrical. It was not soft. It was the address-term landing on a man whose chest held her palm and whose sternum carried her inscription.

I read the word two ways, in the feel of it and in the cold-blue both. The carrier-thread brightened at the call.

I said nothing aloud.

I read her wrist: pulse at sixty-two, the rate climbing with the contact, the steady rise of a woman whose body had read its own choice. The Wane-weight on her sternum had not moved.

She kissed me again, deeper, and her right hand on my jaw moved with the slow draw of a queen who had judged that the circle’s center would not permit a standing beat at her scale.

She lowered us by her own gesture, not mine.

I went down first onto the polished granite, and she came down over me, all the warhold height and weight of her, her left palm flat to the stone beside my head, her right hand still on my jaw. The granite took the cold off my back. She did not. Where she was there was no cold left in the room.

“This is the answer for both,” she said, low, the register her warriors knew when she named a verdict.

“Yes.”

She settled astride me at her own full stature and took me into her on a slow controlled drop, and the breath went out of me. The Academy doctrine called for sustained vitality-line contact through the seal. The doctrine did not know what that contact felt like. I learned it now, the heat of her closing around me, the weight of her riding her own thighs and not her arms, the long warrior’s muscle of her working under my hands, the haft-callus on the palm she kept pressed to my sternum.

She moved.

I started to read her out of old habit, the carrier-thread, the climb— and her breath went into my mouth and I let the count go dark and stayed with her instead. There was the heat of her under my hands, her hair falling forward across my chest with every slow downward beat, her grey eyes open on mine and not closing, watching me the way she watched everything she had chosen.

I set my hands on her hips. My palms were small against her scale. They did not need to be wide. They needed to be there. They were.

I had read this woman through a dying hold and four days of her testing me; I was not going to read her through this. She had decided to live in her body for this hour. I lived in mine. I felt the heat of her sternum against the heel of my hand. I felt the breath drag into her lower ribs and break. I felt the small repeated catch in her shoulder where the warhold’s old wrist-ache lived, I had counted that across a workbench two days back at a clean clinical distance, and now it was hers against me and around me, where I could not have counted it if the hold’s life rode on it, because I was inside it.

She found her own pace, deep and unhurried, and rode it, and her control began to fray a thread at a time, the iron queen who named verdicts coming apart over me slow and quiet, the sounds breaking out of her not the queen’s and not for any ear but mine.

“Korr’s teeth—”

The swear landed untranslated against the cardinal stones. She did not soften it and she did not perform it. The word was the word.

She bowed her forehead down to mine and held it there and rode the edge, her breath gone ragged past my jaw.

“Stay with me—”

“I am here.”

It was the only thing I said. She took the two of us over on her own count, her body clenching around me, the sound low and surprised and entirely her own, and the seal came up through both of us like heat off summer stone. Not in the cold-blue. In the small change in the weight of her breath against my mouth, and the long shudder that ran the length of her and crossed into me.

The bond crossed its first threshold.

And then I could not read her. The diagnostic voice that had walked me through eight years on the bench, the voice Crane had trained into my bone, came up against the wall of her body and stopped. No count. No register. Only her braid in my left hand and her pulse riding mine into one beat and the working-light brightening past anything the room had held in two and a half centuries against my closed eyes.

I am not reading her, Master Crane, I thought without thinking. And the working is here.

The seal closed at my sternum the way a man feels a door drop into its frame under the carpenter’s hand. The bond formed.

Her hand left my jaw and went to her own right wrist on its own, not by her choosing, and she gasped, not from the climax, just after it, at the wrist, where a warmth woke that had never been there before. The sound a person makes when a thing comes alive in a place she did not know it could. It set itself to the place her palm had first touched my hand on the working-stone the night before, and it would be there the rest of her life.

Then the rest of it let go. The cold weight that had sat on her chest sixteen years, her father’s death, the Wane-load she had carried since the morning she took the hammer — lifted off her and into the new line we had made, and I felt her chest leave the breaking-register it had lived in since I first read her at the gate.

She made a sound that was not a word.

It was the sound a person makes when a chronic pain stops for the first time in the body.

The read of her was a woman whose chest had been a closed room for sixteen years, now thrown open to a dawn she had never let herself look at.

Vitality at twenty-five.

My vision narrowed to its edges. My right wrist tremored hard on the low pool. The diagnostic register went thin. I read her face up close: a woman reading her own chest opening on the same beat she read my healer’s hand on her hips going under from the cost.

She read the drop in the wrist-warmth.

She read the drop in my face.

She moved.

* * *

She lifted off me with the slow controlled rise her bones told her to make and came down on her knees beside my left shoulder, her right hand cradling the back of my neck before my vision went.

She was speaking. I did not register the words. The bond-channel at my wrist read her even as consciousness closed.

She lowered my head onto the central inlay with the careful placement of a queen who had read the required hand-placement off the felt-resonance without being told.

The dark came.

* * *

The new moon had passed an hour beyond the seal. The cardinal stones kept their after-glow, attenuating to a rest cold-blue. The wall script held a post-seal hum. The floor inlay had stopped singing three minutes past the seal.

Ymara knelt in the working-circle’s center. Naked on the polished granite, hair loose at her shoulders, in the post-seal stillness of a woman who had read in the wrist-warmth that her smith was sleeping and not dying, and now carried him through the required ninety minutes on the central inlay because the felt-register had told her so the moment the seal closed.

He lay across her lap.

His head rested in the careful placement she had given it. His chest moved on the even cycle of a vitality-pool in the recovery-register. The pulse-anchor on his sternum held a closed-seal gold-blue. His brand-mark scar at his left ribs had gone the dead pale-pink the doctrine had promised, dead in the cold-blue, dead in the felt-register, dead in the body.

She stayed still over him.

She sat cross-legged on the polished stone, in a posture the bench would never have permitted and the central inlay did. Her hands rested on his shoulders, her left hand on his right shoulder, her right hand on his chest over the pulse-anchor. The bond-channel warmth at her right wrist read with every count.

The Wane-weight was gone.

She read its absence in her chest with every breath she took.

She had not believed it would go. She had carried the load sixteen years and had not believed it would lift. The Iron Hold was dying on the cliff valley’s eastern horizon, and the load on her chest was gone — both at the same dawn.

She did not resolve them.

She held him.

The ninety minutes passed on her count. The new moon moved from center to slightly past. The cardinal stones’ glow attenuated. The wall script settled. She did not feel the cold of the stone under her thighs. She read his pulse through the wrist-warmth with every count, and the read held.

A third quarter past the seal, she spoke aloud.

The line was her father’s. She had heard it last in the working-hall of Black Anvil sixteen years ago, the dawn Vorrane Anvil-of-Black said the words and stopped breathing. She had not said them aloud once since.

“Korr-vohren. Hold the line.”

She said it to the room. She said it to the working-stones. She said it to her father.

She did not pray.

She said it to the seal, to the bond, to the load that had gone.

The room held quietly.

* * *

A fourth quarter past the seal, the dawn light reached the oculus.

The cold silver-blue of the new moon’s last pass shifted to the warm-rose of the eastern horizon’s first light through the cliff valley’s narrow gap. The light caught the pale stone of the central inlay and the four cardinal stones’ rest glow. Ymara, the smith across her lap, read the dawn on her own face and on his.

The working-room door opened at the threshold.

Tarra came in with the careful step of a working-mistress who had spent the night on the inner balcony at her queen’s instruction. She carried a tray: a stoneware pot of tea, two cups, a folded cloth. She stopped short of the circle’s outer ring.

She read the room in her own cool blue-grey register: the cold-blue lattice across the working-stones, the gold-blue along the bond-line between Ymara’s sternum and Roan’s, the wrist-warmth marker at Ymara’s right wrist clear in the carrier-thread’s signature.

Tarra read all of it.

“The bond is seal-state. He will wake in the second hour.”

The verdict landed in the register of an ogre-kin mistress-of-workings reading a working she had not witnessed but had kept the wardline for.

“I will hold him until then.”

Ymara did not lift her head from his. Her right hand stayed on his sternum over the pulse-anchor’s gold-blue. Her left hand on his shoulder held.

Tarra did not approach the circle. She set the tray on the polished black-stone bench at the south wall and turned back to the threshold. She closed the door from outside with the careful close of a working-mistress who knew what a post-seal room held.

Ymara kept the cross-legged position. The bond-channel warmth at her right wrist read steady. The carrier-thread at her sternum carried gold-blue with every count.

She lowered her face to the smith’s hair.

I have not held a man in my lap who was not a wounded warrior dying. I held my father in the working-hall the night he went. I held my cousin Vorrane-Younger at the warhold’s heart-stone the night he went. I held my sister Marlek at the border the night she went. I have held three dying men in my lap. My smith is sleeping. His vitality-line sits in the recovery state. He will wake in the second hour. He is not dying. He is sleeping.

The weight is gone.

I am not the last Iron Queen alone.


Chapter 13: The Sanctuary Claimed

I woke in the inner court chamber, the vitality-pool climbing back from a drain past the wrist-tremor threshold, the bond-grammar having set its steady-state rate into me overnight.

Pulse 64. Breath, four-count cycle. Vitality 80 of 175. Right wrist warm, a channel holding at its rest register. Sternum-anchor reads closed-seal gold-blue.

I stayed still.

The chamber was small and stone and warm. Tarra’s work, I read in the lamp-bracket above the bed-alcove. The frame had been cut from the cliff wall, the mattress laid in fresh. My boots and jacket hung from the alcove’s iron hook.

The brand-mark scar over my left ribs read nothing. It was a paler patch of skin under the tunic, and in the light of the work it gave nothing back, the dead register the doctrine had promised.

The bond-channel sat behind my attention the way a watchman’s lamp sits in the corner of a room. Not foreground. Steady. It read Ymara’s vitality-line in the inner court two corridors away. Pulse 60, her ogre-kin baseline. Vitality-line at her new ceiling. Wane-residual fifteen percent of pre-bond, steady, held.

She was alive. The channel held.

The bond was the working I had laid; the bond was now the working I lived inside. The grammar had moved from a thing I performed to a thing I was. I read it in my chest, in my wrist, in the absence of the old fugitive’s running-pulse behind my skull.

The thing was settled. I did not have to hold it. It held itself.

I am not running this morning.

The thought landed in the body before it landed in the head.

I rotated the old crooked break in my left wrist once, the slow turn, the small audible click. I sat up the controlled way of a man whose pool would not yet take a fast one, and I went to find her.

* * *

The inner court was full of warriors.

Twelve from the column who had ridden with us, in iron-grey wool along the long stone table. The two Cleansers from the prep crew stood at the south end. Tarra had the table’s eastern head, the formal seat the script along the table’s edge marked as the speaker’s.

Ymara was not there.

I stopped in the threshold and stretched my left wrist a second time. The click set into the room. One of the warriors looked up. He looked back down.

“She’s on the balcony.” Tarra spoke without lifting her eyes from the slate in her hands. “She’s been up there since the first hour. She is naming the place this morning. The crew is here for the naming. You are here for the naming. Eat.”

A clay bowl came down by my right hand. It held cold meat, bread, and a piece of hard cheese. I ate standing at the table’s outer corner, plain, no thanks, the way Ymara herself ate in the warriors’ hall.

When the bowl was empty Tarra set down her slate and stood. The room came up with her. We crossed the inner court at the ceremonial pace a mistress of the work would set, out through the threshold and across the outer courtyard into the morning air.

The dawn lay an hour past first light. The cliff walls caught the eastern light along their upper third, weathered grey-iron stone shining wet and cold. Above us the inner balcony had been carved into the cliff at thirty feet.

Ymara stood on the balcony.

She held the railing at her full stature. Bone-white braid down her back in the warrior’s single thick line, restored from the previous night’s release. Iron-grey wool tunic, black trousers, iron-grey leather boots. The Vohren-iron warhammer rode her left hip in the rest harness. Her mother’s signet caught the eastern light on her right index finger.

The cliff face held her at scale.

The warriors took their positions in the outer threshold in two even ranks, weight on both feet, hands open at their sides. Tarra stood before them. I stood at her right, one pace off.

Ymara’s steel-grey gaze rested on me. Her right hand came to rest on the warhammer’s haft.

She spoke first in Old Anvil.

The phrase ran three syllables. Vohr-helan. She gave it in the low even register her father had used at his last words, a register she had not used for sixteen years. The cliff face above the balcony took the word and held it.

The warriors did not repeat it. The Old Anvil naming belonged to the queen and the cliff.

She spoke a second time in Common.

“Hollow’s Span Sanctuary.”

The crew repeated it back at a count of one breath each. Twelve voices answered in the warrior-register, two in the Cleanser-register, and Tarra spoke it in her own. Fourteen voices held one breath, then fell to nothing.

The cliff-script that had carried the pre-Conclave name Vael Theryn-Mar across the lintel inside the arch did not change. The old name sat in the deep grammar. The new name ran in the fresh script the warriors’ breath had laid against the cliff during the naming.

A place could carry two names. A place could carry three.

Ymara’s eyes shifted to Tarra.

“Tarra Korv-line keeps this Sanctuary. She holds the wardline. She holds the crew. She speaks for the work when I am not here. Her word over the work is my word over the work.”

She did not soften the line. She did not perform it. She named it the way she had named her verdicts in the hall of the work.

Tarra grunted once, formal. She kept silent. The crew did not move.

Ymara left a count of three breaths on the balcony. Then she took her right hand off the haft and let it rest at her side. The crew read the gesture as the close of the ceremony, broke with the field-discipline of warriors who had been told what came next, and dispersed into the morning’s work.

I stayed in the threshold and looked up.

Ymara held my gaze for a count of two breaths. She did not nod. She did not speak. She went back through the balcony’s inner door, and the morning held its quiet.

* * *

She came down the spiral stair and met me where the outer courtyard opened.

“Walk the stones with me,” she said. “Tarra is at the spring.”

The three of us walked the stones in the order Tarra named them: the spring channel’s two-hundred-yard line, the cliff-approach’s narrow point where the wardline would be anchored, the outer ward by the valley mouth.

The spring channel’s stones ran the same pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar I had read in the inner working-room three nights before. The script ran continuous in cold-blue, undegraded. The same hand had laid the spring channel and the inner room both, two hundred fifty years before the Conclave’s standard had set into the realm.

Pre-Conclave grammar at rest. The Wane does not read these stones.

“They are Wane-immune,” I said. “All of them.”

“I felt that the moment we came up the valley last night.” Ymara’s voice ran the low even register she used in the hall. “The stones do not carry the load.”

Tarra crouched by one of the spring-stones and put her palm flat against its surface. “This one’s script reads half-degraded. Not from the Wane. From age. I will rededicate it first.”

She named eight more along the spring channel that would need rededication. I named four I wanted to read down to the marginal register for their structural lessons. The labor divided cleanly.

We walked the cliff-approach to the wardline’s anchor point. Two stone pillars stood eight feet apart where the way narrowed, nine feet tall, a worked stone seated in the head of each. The wardline itself was not yet lit. Tarra would lay its grammar tomorrow.

The outer ward by the valley mouth read passive-defensive. The script along the outer stones held cold-blue, the bond’s installation strengthening the field to its strongest hold since the shrine had been abandoned. The line did not push. It held.

Ymara watched me read. The bond’s wrist-warmth carried what we needed between us. She read the line, and I read the line, and the line held us both through the morning.

* * *

The stone library opened off the inner corridor, opposite the side-passage I had read for its threshold-working two days before.

I had not yet entered it.

Tarra opened the library with the careful step of a mistress unsealing a room two and a half centuries closed. She tapped her stone, and the four wall-bracket lamps lit. The stones came up in warm-yellow oil-light along three carved shelves, at floor, waist, and eye height. The chamber held its breath in the cold mineral register of a room sealed for two hundred fifty years.

Three hundred and forty stones. Sixty scrolls in their wooden cases.

I knelt on one knee by the floor-shelf at the eastern end and lifted the first stone. Six inches across, polished river-cut grey, the grammar carved across its face in the pre-Conclave Ascendance-school hand I read slow and deliberate, the way the script demanded.

The face held a Cleanser-tier purge variant. The marginal-note slip tucked beneath it read in a teacher’s lecture-register: the purge of the lung lining, given by the hand of Maris Veynhold in the third year of the apprenticeship to the mistress of Hollow’s Span, ninth winter. A teaching record. I set the stone back.

The second stone held a Mender-tier separation-script the Cleansers’ Academy had taught me in my fourth year as the standard. The Sanctuary’s version was older. The marginal note named a separation-script the Conclave had folded into its own canon in the third century PC. The Sanctuary’s was the source. The Conclave had inherited it.

I set the second stone back.

The third was a scroll on the eye-shelf above. I drew it down and unrolled it across the reading-desk in the center of the room. A mistress’s journal, the ledger dated to the eighth century PC. The journal held correspondence-notes between Hollow’s Span and a school of the work in the northern fjords, the marginal commentary below the third panel set in a hand eighty years younger than the main text.

The commentary read:

the queen of the northern fjords who could not be named in the light of the work because her own line crossed the breath-water.

I read the line slow and deliberate.

The fjords. A queen. A line that crossed the breath-water. In the pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar, breath-water named a water-cultivation reference, the line of work that ran the lungs where the body turned its water-cycle. The queen was a water-cultivator. She could not be named because her working had crossed the breath-water into a register the light could no longer read her by.

I did not have the framework to name what kind of working would cross the breath-water that way. I read the line a second time. I read it a third.

I closed the scroll. I set it back in its case. I did not open the next.

The seed had landed behind my attention the way the bond’s warmth had landed at my wrist. I would hold it.

I left the library with the careful step of a healer who knew that a room two hundred fifty years closed had more to give, and that there was no profit in opening every drawer in the first hour.

* * *

Ymara stood in the inner working-room when I came back. She kept the working-circle’s eastern edge, where she had stood when the inscription began. The inlay across the polished floor held a residual cold-blue around its perimeter, the bond-formation’s grammar leaving its mark on the stone the way a kiln leaves its mark on iron.

She had set her warhammer back on her left hip in the harness rest position. The Vohren-iron read the same faint Empowerer-tier pre-Conclave pulse it had carried by the Iron Gate the morning we met. The hammer rode her again, post-working, the ogre-kin tradition closed along the threshold’s edge.

Vitality-line at her new ceiling. Sternum-anchor holds closed-seal gold-blue, steady. Wane-load fifteen percent residual, even cycle. Bond-channel reads clean, the wrist warm.

“You are in the new state,” I said. “The Wane sits at fifteen percent of where it was.”

She nodded once. She kept silent.

The warmth held steady at my own wrist as her bond-channel read mine in turn. The exchange was small. It needed no words.

We walked to the threshold of the inner room together. The script across the lintel read Vael Theryn-Mar in the deep grammar. It kept under the new name the warriors’ breath had laid against the cliff.

We stopped on the threshold’s outer stone.

The cliff-approach showed in the light of the work from where we stood. The wardline six hundred yards out held the strongest passive-defensive register the field had carried since the abandonment. Gold-blue line over the cold-blue base, the holding-script reading clean.

It was not active-repulse. It was held. It held.

* * *

Footsteps in the corridor.

Tarra came up at her careful mistress’s step, a folded parchment in her right hand. The wax-seal sat unbroken in the morning light. She stopped on the threshold’s outer stone by my right shoulder and held it out.

“A road-courier rode in along the cliff-approach an hour past first light. The seal belongs to the warhold’s western-perimeter post.” Her voice ran the flat register the morning had asked her to hold. “The report names a Conclave inquisitor field-cohort working the Cleansers’ Hall’s outer-perimeter posts, asking after a branded heretic-healer who carries the grammar of the work.”

I took the parchment with my left hand. I did not break it.

Tarra had read the report at the road-courier’s hand-off. She held what came next.

“The cohort answers to Inquisitor-Captain Helle Stone-Voice. The eastern-hold field-coordinator. The High Mercy himself signed the dispatch.”

The names landed in the morning the way iron lands on a forge anvil, the slow controlled drop of a hand that knows what the metal is.

Helle Stone-Voice. I had read her name on the Cleansers’ Academy roster five years ago, two years before they branded me, a name on the field-coordinator track. The eastern hold lay six days’ hard ride from the warhold’s outer perimeter.

The High Mercy himself.

I read what the second naming meant without saying it aloud. The Mercy Conclave’s High Mercy did not sign dispatches at field-cohort level for arbitrary brand-marked heretics. This dispatch had been signed with the institutional weight of an office that knew exactly what it hunted, and that office had set the weight in the field-coordinator’s hand.

I read it in my chest, not my head. The chest held it first. The head took the count after.

The hunt has not stopped. The brand-stitch bought the distance the brand-stitch could buy. The institution moves forward at its own pace. The High Mercy stands on the signature line, and the signature is the institution’s hand on the work.

I said nothing of what the institution had done on the night of the Tessa working. I left the preceptor unnamed.

The warmth read Ymara’s vitality-line through the bond-channel. She had heard the report in Tarra’s voice and read my chest through the channel on the same beat. She brought the parchment over my left hand in the same slow even register the morning had set into her on the balcony.

She set her own hand on the wax-seal in turn.

Her index finger covered the seal. Tarra’s hand had been on it at the hand-off. Now Ymara’s lay across it on the threshold of the inner room.

The Sanctuary kept the morning. The wardline stood against the dawn. The parchment held between our two hands.

I closed my fingers over the seal.

I kept silent on what the chest had named.

I stood in the threshold with the Iron Queen at my left at her warhammer’s rest position and Tarra at my right, the bond-channel warm at the wrist, reading Ymara steady, a thing built in a single night that would have to hold the work the morning was about to ask of it.

The wardline along the cliff-approach lit gold-blue against the eastern light.


Chapter 14: The First Wardline

Day seven post-bond. The cliff above the eastern court caught the morning light along its upper half and gave back the weathered grey-iron the Sanctuary had carried into its waking for two and a half centuries.

I sat on the bench in the inner garden and let the bond-channel read my wrist before I read my chest.

Pulse 68. Breath, four-count. Vitality 100 of 175. Wrist-warmth rests slow and even, where the bond-channel set it in the days after the new moon. Sternum-pulse-anchor holds closed-seal gold-blue.

I had slept six hours. Six was the most I had slept in any night since the toll-post. The skin under the dead brand at my left ribs read no register at all.

Ymara had ridden to Black Anvil for the day. The bond-channel held her at my wrist, steady as a queen at her warhold’s heart-stone seventy miles north-east. She would return by dusk. The work the day asked of me was here.

I read the cliff-approach from the garden bench and steepled my fingers at chest height a moment, the way I read a working before I laid the first script.

The wardline would go down where the approach ran narrowest.

* * *

Tarra met me on the gate-line.

She had set the two stone pillars at her own pace the previous day, eight feet apart where the cliff-approach crossed narrowest, nine feet tall, set-stones crowning each. The stones read undegraded, pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar carved into their faces. The valley wind came down the approach in the steady draw it always kept.

Tarra stood by the eastern pillar with her stylus in her right hand.

“The grammar,” she said.

I knelt on one knee at the plinth between the pillars. The polished stone had been cut from the cliff itself two centuries before any wardline ever stood here. The original ward-mistress had laid the carrier-script around its perimeter. I had read it the previous afternoon, set the layered grammar into my own hand, and would inscribe the formal wardline along the approach’s outer reach now.

I drew the stylus from my jacket’s inner pocket. I rolled the left wrist once for the old crooked break, set my right palm flat on the plinth, and took the pre-work breath.

The inscription began along the eastern pillar’s plinth-edge.

Tier 2 base. Cleanser-tier carrier-script. Six layers run the perimeter. Mender-tier holding-grammar holds the inner curve. The working sustains to the rate the Sanctuary was built to carry.

I worked.

The cold-blue lattice came up from the plinth on the first stroke. The new grammar laid against the old and the old answered. The stone took the working in the same register it had taken the carrier-script when it was built.

Five units drained in the first three minutes.

I drew the Cleanser-tier perimeter six layers deep, one above the next on the half-degree spacing the working asked. Each layer read cold-blue when it completed. The carrier-script along the outer rim brightened in answer. Tarra kept the second line by the eastern pillar in a ward-mistress’s holding-pulse, the same slow beat a Conclave Cleanser keeps over a long-bed patient. The second line laid against the first and the first did not lean.

Twenty units gone in the first quarter hour.

I shifted my weight to the right knee and took up the Mender-tier holding-grammar along the inner curve next. The warm-yellow came up under the Cleanser silver-white, and the two colors stayed distinct over the cold-blue base. The carrier-script wove the two into a single continuous run. The grammar was older than the doctrine that had branded me.

Thirty units gone by the half hour.

The first carrier-cycle closed. I sat back on my heels for a count of three breaths. My hand did not yet tremor. Tarra held her line by the eastern pillar on the same slow beat.

“Western,” I said.

She walked the eight feet in the careful step a ward-mistress keeps under a sustained working and set her stylus along the western pillar’s plinth-edge.

I drew the third carrier-cycle. The script rose cold-blue and laid into the plinth’s full perimeter across the western half.

Forty-five units gone by three-quarters of an hour.

The tremor came into my hand for a breath and was gone before the count of two. My pool sat at fifty-five out of one-seventy-five. I closed the inner-curve grammar across the western plinth, and the wardline answered cold-blue along all eight feet between the pillars.

I set the stylus down. Tarra closed her second line. The wardline read clean and cold-blue across its full reach, ground-level to nine feet, a continuous run of grammar between the two pillars where the cliff-approach crossed narrowest.

I rose with the even rise of a man whose pool now stood at fifty.

Tarra looked at the wardline once. She looked at me once.

“The line holds,” she said.

“It holds,” I said.

The wardline read twenty-five percent stronger than the bond-installation field of the new-moon night. Not active-repulse. It held. Pre-Conclave grammar came from an original ward-mistress whose name the stones did not give us, woven through the formal perimeter by my own hand, with Tarra’s second line carrying the relay.

The morning over the cliff-approach held.

* * *

The library kept the same cold mineral register it had held on my first reading.

I came in at the careful step of a healer whose pool stood at half. The four wall-bracket lamps came up from the small brass mortar by the door. The shelves carried their three hundred and forty set-stones under the warm-yellow oil-light.

I knelt on one knee by the floor-shelf along the western end this time. The earlier reading had taken me to the eastern. I lifted six stones in turn.

The first was a Mender-tier bone-script. Its marginal slip named a working-mistress of the second century who had laid the script for a warrior with a crushed scaphoid. I set it back.

The second was a Cleanser-tier vitality-cycle purge for the kidneys, three layers deeper than the Conclave standard. The third was a Mender-tier breath-script the Cleansers’ Academy had taught me in my second year; the Sanctuary’s predated it by four centuries. The fifth was a Cleanser variant I did not need. The sixth was a Mender-tier inscription for a wound along the femoral channel. I read each one and set each back.

The fourth was a small stone whose marginal-slip held a working-mistress’s correspondence-record. The slip dated to the eighth century PC, the same hand that had set the marginal commentary in the scroll I had read three days before. The note ran along the stone’s right-side groove.

The commentary read:

the breath-water queen whose mother walked the working-stones at Hjornsk. the daughter holds the working her mother could not lay. the working-light at her court does not read her the way the Hjornsk-court reads itself.

I read it twice. Hjornsk. The place-name took the cold register of a thing the working-light had named without naming. The breath-water grammar named the same water-cultivation reference the earlier scroll had carried. The daughter held a working her mother could not lay. The court of Hjornsk did not read the daughter.

I did not have the framework to name what the daughter was.

I set the stone back in its case. The seed had landed behind my attention beside the first. I would hold both.

* * *

Tarra was in the inner court when I came back.

She had set out two clay cups on the long stone table, water from the spring channel, and a heel of bread on her plate. She sat at the table’s outer corner in the same posture she had sat in the warhold’s working-hall the night she stood second to my purge on Holm.

She nodded toward the empty cup at my right.

I sat across from her, one bench’s distance off, and drank the water before I settled to read.

“The wardline holds,” she said. “I read it at rest two hundred yards out. The carrier-script will hold the field through the first night. The second line by the eastern pillar will need rededication at dawn. I will hold it.”

“Good,” I said.

She was quiet for a count of three breaths.

When she spoke a second time it was not in the ward-mistress register. It was the flat plain voice a ward-mistress uses in the inner court when she names what she has been holding.

“My mother walked the working-stones along the Cleansers’ Hall outer perimeter,” Tarra said. “She was the perimeter ward-mistress. She was killed on the Conclave-marked perimeter when I was fourteen.”

She looked away from the bread.

“The Conclave-marked perimeter was a brand-iron field-cohort. Its working-line did not read my mother’s grammar in the register the cohort set into the stone. She did not get past the first layer. I came to the warhold a year later. I have served the warhold since I was twenty-one. I am thirty-eight.”

She set the bread down.

I nodded once.

I did not say what the institution had done to her mother’s working. I kept silent on what the institution had done in the Tessa-night working. I read her in the careful pace of a healer whose own institution-reading had landed on his own ribs, against his own brand. The naming sat at her sternum the way old grief sits in any healer who has held a long sustained working past a private cost.

“You will hold the wardline,” I said. “You will hold the library. I will hold the work the institution does not yet know how to name.”

She inclined her head in the formal register.

She kept silent. I did not need her to speak.

* * *

The horn over the cliff-approach sounded once in the dusk hour.

I stood in the outer courtyard with the jacket back on and the bond-channel at my wrist holding Ymara, steady and even, a queen riding the last half mile back from the warhold.

The road-courier rode in along the cliff-approach at hard pace.

The wardline lit gold-blue along all eight feet as the courier passed under it in cold-blue acknowledgment. Tarra had set the access-grammar into the carrier-script’s outer ring at noon; the wardline read the courier through the slow even cycle of a field working as the working-mistress had laid it to work.

He drew the chestnut gelding to a standing rest at the outer gate. The gelding’s flank was wet. The courier’s cloak wore dust along the shoulders, dust along the hem, dust on the boots. A leather satchel rode at his right hip.

Ymara came up the cliff-approach on Khar-stone behind him within a single breath.

She dismounted at the outer gate and stood at my left, her warhammer at rest position. The bond-channel read her vitality-line steady, her pulse at the ogre-kin baseline, the Wane-residual holding at fifteen percent of pre-bond on an even cycle.

The courier inclined his head formally.

“From the Veil. The Veiled Queen’s hand. The seal is hers.”

He drew the silk-wrapped parcel from the leather satchel at his right hip.

A square of dark-violet silk, a hand and a half across. Gold thread ran through the silk along the hem. A wax-seal closed the silk’s outer fold, gold-thread wax over the inner wrap, pressed with a court-formal mark. The cord was a thin gold-thread silk.

He held the parcel out.

I took it in my left hand.

The wax was warm to the touch from the courier’s satchel and cool in the working-light, carrying the register of a queen’s hand on her court’s first-stone. The thing was heavier than it looked.

The courier inclined his head a second time, drew the gelding around, and turned back down the cliff-approach.

The wardline held gold-blue against the eastern light.

* * *

We brought the silk-wrapped parcel to the threshold of the inner working-room.

Ymara unwound the cord with her own right hand. The cord came off in the slow, deliberate pull of a queen who had handled court correspondence at her own table for sixteen years. The silk fell open across her palm.

A seal-marker inside the inner wrap read clean to her own hand. The court-formal Veil-script on the marker named the sender.

Sabreen of the Veil. The Veiled Queen’s hand.

I read the name at a slow deliberate pace. The Veiled Queen of Halen’s Veil. Sabreen.

A folded parchment lay under the seal-marker. Ymara drew it out. She unfolded it against the threshold’s outer stone in her own two hands. The body was a court-clerk’s hand. The seal in the parchment’s outer corner was the same gold-thread wax the silk had carried.

She read the body of the letter aloud in the low even register her court-protocol set into her correspondence.

To the Iron Queen of Black Anvil. From the Veiled Queen of the Veil. Greetings, by the working-pulse of our two realms.

The first-stone at our court has read a Wane-pattern in the eastern outer-villages, the same signature-hand my Cleansers report along the perimeter. The first-stone reads what your heart-stone reads. I have not before written to a sister-queen across the warhold’s reach in this register. I write now by the working-light’s hand.

Be invited to the Veil-court at envoy-rank. You will bring your healer at your shoulder. I will receive you in the desert-court for a diplomatic conference at the next new moon. I have set the gate-warriors along the outer-perimeter posts to know your column on the road.

The first-stone reads it. The hand in the working is the same hand in both our courts. Come before the next new moon.

Signed in the court-formal register: the Veiled Queen of Halen’s Veil.

Ymara turned the parchment over with the slow even set of a queen who had read the formal register and now read the second hand below.

A second line ran along the parchment’s lower edge in a different ink. The script was finer than the court-formal body, the hand a queen’s own.

I do not name what we both read. The first-stone reads it. Come to the court before the next new moon. — S.

Ymara read the second line aloud and low, in a register I had not heard her use in the warhold.

She did not look up when she closed.

She set the parchment back into the silk wrap against the threshold’s outer stone. She drew the silk closed with her left hand. She did not break the seal-marker; she laid it on top of the silk fold by the same court-protocol her seneschal would have used to set a delivered dispatch on her own table.

The new moon was thirty days out. The hard ride south-west to Halen’s Veil ran thirty days at column pace.

Ymara held the silk-wrapped parchment in her right hand against the threshold’s outer stone.

She looked at me once.

She said nothing of the verdict here at the threshold. The verdict was not yet what the morning would ask.

The courier rode the cliff-approach in the dusk’s last light, the chestnut gelding’s flank steaming in the cold valley wind, the wardline gold-blue along the approach behind him, the silk-wrapped letter in Ymara’s hand at the Sanctuary’s outer-gate threshold, the working-pulse of two courts reading at one hand in the working.


Chapter 15: Halen's Veil at Distance

Day eight. The inner court took the morning light through the eastern slot above the doorway and laid it thin across the long stone table.

The silk-wrapped letter sat on the table’s outer edge, where Ymara had set it the previous dusk. The gold-thread wax had not been broken. The cord lay folded into the silk the way her seneschal would have laid it down on her own table.

Ymara stood by the table’s eastern end. I sat to her right, one bench’s distance off. The warhammer rode on her left hip in its leather harness; her left hand rested on the haft where it sat when she stood at rest.

The bond-channel read her wrist steady. The Wane-residual sat at her chest, fifteen percent of pre-bond. Her queen-line bloodline channel read the parchment plainly, the way you read a working that has not yet asked you to do anything you were not already going to do.

Tarra came to the doorway with the careful step of a working-mistress who had not been asked but knew what the table had been set for. She carried a small wooden tray, a heel of bread, two cups of spring water, a small earthenware pot of warm tea. She set it down by the table’s western end, one bench’s distance from the silk-wrapped letter.

“The wardline held the night,” she said. “The carrier-script took the dawn rededication on the eastern pillar within the quarter hour. I will hold it until the column rides.”

Ymara’s chin gave the flat warhold tip.

Tarra withdrew to the doorway. She did not leave. She set her shoulder against the stone of the inner archway and waited in the same posture she had ran in the warhold’s hall the night the verdict came down on the bond.

The room held the cold mineral register of a council space before a verdict. Outside, the cliff wind came down the valley in its constant draw.

* * *

Ymara laid her right hand on the silk fold. She held the wax. She drew the parchment out the way her seneschal would have drawn it at her own table, court-protocol exact, the seal-marker preserved in the silk’s inner fold.

She unfolded the body in her own two hands.

She read the letter aloud a second time, low and even, the same register she had used by the threshold the previous dusk.

I followed close. The Veil-script of the court-formal body ran in the precise hand of a court-clerk. The under-thread of the prose held what court-clerks do not set down by themselves. The surface kept its formal courtesy intact, and beneath it sat a small steady pressure, a queen who had already named a thing to herself before she set it on the parchment.

What sat beneath was urgency. Not theatrical. Court-formal above, a queen’s own hand below.

Ymara reached the second-hand signature along the parchment’s lower edge.

I do not name what we both read. The first-stone reads it. Come to the court before the next new moon., S.

She set the parchment down on the silk. She looked away and up.

She spoke in the short clean register her seneschal would have known.

“The Veiled Queen and I have a matter on the border. It is seven years old. The Iron Hold has not closed it. Court-record has.”

I stayed still.

“Her captain on the eastern outer post was Atrias-Older of the Vellith-line. He led a raid in the second autumn of my seat. The raid struck the warhold’s eastern outer post. A warrior there was my sister. She fell in the second hour of the raid. Atrias-Older returned to the Veil. The bloodline-council had given him the writ; the Veiled Queen was away in the Whitemarrow trade-court by then. The matter was named before the Veil-court the next season. The bloodline-council ordered Atrias-Older dead by duel a year later. He fell in that duel. The matter was closed in court-record.”

She set her right hand on the warhammer’s haft the way the hand sat when she carried a thing she would not waste in words.

“The matter was not closed inside the Iron Hold. I did not ride against the Veil. The Wane was worse. I held the eastern line instead of the south-west. The hold is alive on that line because I did. The matter has sat in the warhold for seven years, resting the way a queen rests a thing that never got its full reckoning.”

I held the diagnostic-read in the back of my attention and watched her across the table.

“I had not named this to you,” she said. “I name it now. The Veiled Queen invites us to her court. The first-stone at her hand reads what the heart-stone at mine reads. She and I will read the same enemy across the same table. The border-matter does not vanish. I set it down to rest again.”

She did not look up as she finished.

I rubbed the thumb-pad scar on my right hand once against the inside of my index finger.

“I have read the cost of carrying a long matter,” I said. “I will not ask you to set it down further than you have set it.”

“I am not asking you to,” she said. “I am naming it so you know what the column carries when it rides.”

* * *

I read the letter once at her elbow.

I read the court-formal surface at a diagnostic pace. The clerk’s hand had laid the body with the precision of a court-clerk trained on the Veil-court’s working-stone register. The grammar of the prose was Veil-court protocol. On its surface the body was unimpeachable.

Under that surface, the prose carried an urgency the clerk would not have set into routine correspondence. The line spacing tightened across the second half. The phrase I write now at the working-light’s hand was a turn the clerk would never have chosen on his own; the Veiled Queen had named the line and he had set it down. The signature-hand below was the queen’s own.

I do not name what we both read.

The line did not perform. It ran direct beneath the court-language.

I looked up from the parchment.

“What do you read,” I said.

Ymara held her stillness on the same note she had kept over the heart-stone reading.

“She reads what I read,” she said. “Her hand is on her first-stone.”

I read the bond-channel for the cost of the next thing I was about to name. The wrist-warmth held steady. The Wane-residual at her chest did not lift.

I said it slow, in the careful register of a healer who has read a thing he has not yet read at this scale.

“Then the hand is on every first-stone.”

Ymara held my eyes, steel-grey and still.

She did not move the warhammer on her hip. She held her right hand where it lay. The room moved with her the way it moved when she stood in the warhold’s hall.

Tarra had not made a sound by the doorway.

The cliff wind came down the valley in its steady draw.

The Sanctuary’s pulse held the cold-violet register I had read by the inner room’s threshold at dawn. The wardline held gold-blue along the cliff-approach. The hand that had reached the heart-stone of Black Anvil sixteen years ago had reached the first-stone of Halen’s Veil by the same hand. It touched two realms’ first-stones at once. It touched every first-stone it could reach across the realm.

I did not name the institution aloud in her register. The naming was not for the table yet.

Ymara set her left hand on the parchment.

“We ride,” she said.

* * *

She set the verdict on the table and did not consult.

“The journey runs thirty days south-west at column pace. We ride twelve warriors. Tarra rides with the column in the working-mistress register. Mara Korv-line rides ahead to the Sanctuary to hold the cliff-approach wardline on her own read, Tarra’s cousin, who took the warhold’s working-mistress seat when Tarra came to the Sanctuary. The warhold’s heart-stone holds passive-defensive under the regent’s watch. Brokk Vorrane-Older holds the warhold as regent-in-absence. We leave in three days.”

She named it in the short clean register of a queen who would not waste the morning on half-questions.

I sat with it for a count of three breaths.

The math was clean. Twelve warriors was a guest-rank envoy weight, not invasion-rank. Tarra carried the wardline-hand to the Veil; Mara Korv-line rode ahead to hold the Sanctuary’s cliff-approach line on her own read. Brokk Vorrane-Older as regent held the hold on the Anvil-line authority he had carried under her father’s seat for thirty-eight years, and under hers for sixteen.

“Three days is short,” I said. “Provisioning, mounts, the working-stone reading I need before we leave.”

“Three days is what I will set,” she said. “Provisioning through the seneschal’s hand by the second day. Stoneback for you, Khar-stone for me, Tarra on the dark-grey gelding she rode on the Korv field. Hadrek Iron-Foot rides the column head.”

She did not ask whether the rate was acceptable.

I had read off her face that the rate was the rate. The Wane set it. The new moon set it. The hand on every first-stone set it.

I inclined my head formally.

“Three days,” I said.

Tarra grunted once from the doorway and kept her hand on the wardline. She had read the verdict in her own hand and already set the holding-cadence through her residual.

Ymara folded the parchment back into the silk wrap. She drew the silk closed with her left hand. She set the silk-wrapped letter down by the table’s eastern end, where she had drawn the realm-map during the previous council session.

The verdict sat on the table.

* * *

I went to the working-stone library in the second hour past noon.

The four wall-bracket lamps came up over the brass mortar by the door. The three hundred and forty stones kept their warm-yellow across the floor-shelf, the waist-shelf, the eye-shelf. The stone reading-desk in the center held its single permanent lamp.

I knelt by the eye-shelf on its eastern end and lifted the first of three stones I had pulled the previous day.

The first held a vitality-conservation grammar. A Mender-tier carrier-script sewn into the working-jacket’s inner pocket would draw a small steady pulse from the pool through the long ride and hold a ten percent ceiling above the road-cost baseline. The grammar was older than the Cleansers’ Academy by three centuries. The Sanctuary’s version laid its holding-script on a tighter perimeter than the Academy version. I read the inscription twice and set the stone back.

The second held a mobile wardline grammar. A portable working-stone inscribed fresh at each travel-camp threw a small passive-defensive perimeter out thirty yards through the night, released on the dawn rededication. A smaller form of the wardline Tarra and I had laid along the cliff-approach. I read it three times and set it back.

The third held bond-resonance reading at distance. Its carrier-script ran tighter than the grammar I already had to hand, and the cycle turned on a half-degree rotation I would need to practice. I read it once and set it back.

I had three hours. I laid the first two grammars into my own hand by the second hour. The bond-resonance grammar would take a second day’s reading. I would carry the wardline-stone in my outer pocket and the vitality-conservation script in the jacket lining once the working-mistress had stitched it on the second day.

I left the library slow and even, a healer whose pool stood at one-twenty of one-seventy-five.

* * *

The valley wind came down the cliff-approach in the dusk register.

Ymara walked the outer ward at my left, even-paced, a queen reading a wardline through her own bloodline channel. The warhammer rode on her left hip; her left hand rested on the haft.

The wardline along the gate-line held cold-blue in the read, ground-level to nine feet, a continuous line between the two pillars. The carrier-script set in the plinth answered in the violet of the Sanctuary’s pulse, two hundred yards behind us in the inner room.

Ymara stopped by the outer pillar and set her right hand on the working-stone in the pillar’s head. The stone took the contact the same way it had taken Tarra’s hand on the dawn rededication.

“The line holds,” she said.

“It holds,” I said.

She looked at me once, grey.

“There is what you will need to know about the Veil-court on the journey. Court protocol. The bloodline-council. How the realm reads the brand at your ribs. I do not instruct you tonight. Tonight is the wardline walk.”

I inclined my head.

We walked the second pass along the outer ward. The cliff stone took the dusk light on its upper face. The bond-channel held the wrist warm and steady, a queen who had named her verdict in the morning and walked her line at dusk.

We came back to the threshold of the inner room in the late dusk hour.

She kept silent.

I did not need her to speak.

* * *

The inner court took the late hour from the four lamp-brackets above the table.

Ymara had returned to the table after the wardline walk. She had unrolled the realm-map across the polished stone, weighted on its corners with four small working-stones from the library’s south-eastern shelf. The lamp-light fell warm-yellow across the western quarter of the map.

The Veil sat in the south-west corner of the map. The thirty-day arc south-west crossed the Whispergrass plains across the first eight days, the broken hill-country south of the warhold’s western marker across the next seven, the iron-grass plains across the next eight, the desert’s outer marker across the last seven. Halen’s Veil’s desert-court sat near the map’s lower edge, on the small carved star-mark a court-cartographer had set there in the seventeenth century.

Ymara stood by the map’s western edge in her standing rest. She read the western desert routes by the map-light, long and slow — a queen reading terrain she had never crossed in her own hand but had studied in her father’s military records and her sister’s border-patrol maps for nine years.

I sat by the table’s outer corner.

I read her, careful and slow.

Vitality holds the new ceiling: pre-Wane peak plus fifteen percent. Wane-residual in her chest stays at fifteen percent of pre-bond, even on the cycle. The bond-channel holds the wrist warm — a queen at rest. Her queen-line bloodline channel reads the western desert routes the way her father read the eastern outer post in the second year of his queen-line read.

She was not preparing only to ride.

She was preparing to fight.

The journey was not a courier-trip and not a diplomatic gesture. The hand on every first-stone had moved across the realms at a rate that named the next problem in the western desert. The Veiled Queen had named it through her first-stone’s read. Ymara had named the verdict in the morning, three words across the table.

She was the queen of the strategic move.

I had read her over the heart-stone and seen what she had carried for sixteen years. I had read her on the new-moon night and seen what the bond lifted off her chest. I had read her in the morning and seen what the queen-mind set down on the table.

I had chosen the queen-mind I had chosen.

She was reading the map with the queen-mind. She would not waste the journey.

I ran the read, careful and slow, and watched her by the western edge of the map in the late hour — the lamp-light on the back of her hand where it rested on the warhammer, the mother’s signet on the right index finger catching the warm-yellow, the bone-white braid across her shoulder, the eastern horizon outside the door already dark, the western desert spread on the map in front of her under the queen-mind’s reading.

She held her register. She held the work.

She had set the road for the Veil — the court that had killed her sister and never answered for it — and she meant to ride in through its gate as a guest. She would not waste it.


Chapter 16: The Working-Stone Library

The stylus laid the tenth line of the vitality-conservation grammar into the jacket’s inner lining, and I kept it there.

I had stripped the jacket flat across the reading-desk and turned the lining out under the brass mortar’s lamp. The carrier-script needed a tight perimeter along the seam where the inner lining met the canvas of the back panel. The working-mistress had pinned that seam a hand-span apart at dawn so the lining sat flat without folding back on itself. The lamp burned warm-yellow.

I drew the stylus through the eleventh line with a slow even hand. The script came up cold-blue under the lining. The eleven lines sat in a tight column down the spine of the jacket; the carrier-script would ride hidden under the outer leather, drawing a small steady pulse from the pool across the long ride.

Pool reads one-twenty of one-seventy-five. Inscription costs four units per line. Twelve lines complete the full grammar — forty-eight units total. Holding-cost stays zero until the road draws against the lining.

I drew the twelfth line. The cold-blue completed the column. The lining took the script the way old canvas takes a salt-cure, sinking it in rather than letting it sit on top.

I held the stylus a count of three breaths and read the grammar at its full register. The carrier-script asked the pool for a small steady pulse, a quarter unit an hour at sustained travel. The grammar would lift the road-cost ceiling by a tenth — fifteen percent if I rode hard against the working-line’s gain. Thirty days south-west at column pace would draw against the long road; the lining would hold the pool against that cost.

The Cleansers’ Academy taught this grammar in the sixth year as a clinical example. They taught it as theory. They did not teach it as a thing a man would lay into his own jacket for a thirty-day ride toward a queen who would read the brand at his ribs.

I turned the jacket back over the seam and pressed the lining with the heel of my hand. The script held.

The mobile wardline stone came up next.

* * *

The stone was a flat piece of grey-blue cliff stone, four inches across, sanded smooth on the face. Tarra had quarried it from the south-eastern shelf at dawn. The grammar was a smaller form of the wardline she and I had laid along the cliff-approach — passive-defensive out to thirty yards, twelve-minute setup at each travel-camp, ten units to inscribe, released by the dawn rededication.

I set the stone on the desk and read its marginal note one more time. The pre-Conclave hand had set the grammar on a sixteen-point perimeter rather than the Academy’s twelve-point. Sixteen points laid a tighter sealing-line. I chose the sixteen-point.

The stylus went round the perimeter with a careful hand. The script came up cold-blue in the read, each point a measured count. I laid the carrier-line through the center on the seventh point and set the final inscription on the sixteenth.

Inscription costs ten units. Pool reads one hundred and ten. The stone holds passive-state until set down at a travel-camp; activation costs three units on dawn rededication.

The stone sat on the desk, cold-blue under the lamp. The carrier-line through the center carried the working-grammar in the stone the way a lamp wick holds a flame. I would carry it in the outer pocket of the jacket. At each travel-camp Tarra and I would set the stone in the center of the camp and walk the thirty-yard perimeter at a slow even pace. The wardline would hold the night.

I moved the stone to the desk-edge and reached for the third stone.

* * *

The bond-resonance grammar was the harder one.

I had read its inscription three times the previous day and not understood the carrier-line in the second half. The grammar described a script set on a healer’s own sternum that read a bonded queen’s working-line at distance through the bond-channel’s resonant register. The principle was clear on the surface. But the carrier-line in the second half folded a half-degree rotation at every third turn, and the rotation logic in the marginal note had not been complete.

I knelt by the eye-shelf along the eastern wall and pulled three stones I had not read before.

The first carried a Mender-tier resonance grammar set on a healer’s own chest. Single straight axis, reading limited to a body-length. Not what I needed.

The second carried an Empowerer-tier resonance grammar set across a paired hand. Double axis crossing through the circle’s center, tied to both hands present in the circle. Not what I needed either, though the double-axis principle proved useful — the bond-resonance grammar ran a similar logic, only the second axis sat on the queen’s line rather than a second hand.

The third stone carried a working-mistress’s marginal note in a hand I had not read before. The script was older than the inscription stone, older than the Academy by three centuries at least.

The carrier-line of the bond-resonance grammar rotates a half-degree per turn because the queen’s bloodline channel reads on a slower cycle than the healer’s vital pool. The rotation matches the queen’s pulse-rate at her rest. Lay the rotation to the queen’s slow pulse, not to your own rate.

I set the third stone down.

The carrier-line did not run on my register. It ran on hers.

I read the bond-resonance inscription a fourth time. The second half came clean in the read. The half-degree rotation at every third turn matched the slow cycle of Ymara’s queen-line bloodline channel at rest. I had been reading it against my own working-rate; the grammar wanted hers.

I sat back on my heels on the stone floor. Sweat had come up along the back of my neck. The pool had not drawn. The reading cost me attention, not vitality.

I set the carrier-script along my own sternum with a unhurried hand. Twelve units to inscribe. The script came up cold-blue under the tunic, sitting along the line of the bond-mark Ymara had set on the new moon. The carrier-line in the second half folded its half-degree rotation at every third turn. I kept the read and watched the grammar settle.

The bond-channel in my wrist kept its steady warmth.

I read along the carrier-line and reached.

The first hundred yards of distance came clean. The bond-channel warmed half a register. I read Ymara out on the outer ward by the cliff-approach where she had walked at dawn. The felt-resonance of her queen-line bloodline channel sat on the even cycle of a queen reading a wardline at her own rest.

I carried the read a count of ten and released it. The grammar held. The carrier-line did not unspool. I would practice it through the journey; at distance the grammar would carry the bond-channel through a sustained-attention register. By the second week south-west, it would hold the bond at fifty miles.

Pool reads ninety-eight. Inscription cost twelve. Attention-cost stays the harder one to count.

The third grammar lay in my hand now.

* * *

I set the working-stones back on the eye-shelf and walked the eastern wall at a careful pace.

The library held three hundred and forty stones across the floor-shelf, waist-shelf, and eye-shelf. I had read forty-two the previous week. Two hours remained before the late afternoon light came down off the cliff-face and the library’s reading register dropped to lamp-only.

The stones along the western wall, at eye-height, I had not read.

I knelt by the third row from the corner and lifted a stone. Its carrier-script case held a torn parchment slip tucked against the inner face. The slip was old; the paper had yellowed along the fold; the ink had paled to a soft grey-brown.

I drew the slip out with a careful hand and laid it under the lamp on the reading-desk.

The hand was pre-Conclave Ascendance-script. The script ran three centuries older than the Cleansers’ Academy. The slip carried half a sentence along the upper edge; the lower edge had been torn along the fold, so the second half of the line was lost.

…the seven hands set to work on the realm’s center stone did not complete what they began.

I read the line.

I read it a second time with a careful hand.

I read it a third time in the working-light.

The phrase sat on the parchment. It did not name what the seven hands had been doing. It said nothing more of the realm’s center stone. The pre-Conclave hand had set it down and torn the slip along the fold, so the rest of the line lay on another stone, or in the place where pre-Conclave grammars went when the institution that came after burned the records.

The bond-channel in my wrist warmed half a register and held.

I read the slip a fourth time.

The phrase matched no grammar I had read at the Academy. It matched no grammar I had read in the warhold’s heart-stone. It matched nothing I could name in the read this hour.

Seven hands set to work on the realm’s center stone.

I ran the read deep in my attention and left it unnamed beyond the parchment. The phrase was significant; the significance had no framework. I would carry it the way a healer sets a thing aside until a later reading gives it a shape. I had read stones in this library that named pre-Conclave queens, pre-Conclave realms, pre-Conclave grammars the Academy had not preserved. The seven hands sat in that same register.

I folded the slip along its original crease and tucked it back into the case. I returned the stone to the eye-shelf in the third row from the corner.

The phrase held under my attention.

I went to the door of the library in the late afternoon hour at an even pace.

* * *

Ymara waited in the corridor outside the library while the journey-kit was inspected.

The kit lay open on the corridor’s stone floor beneath the western lamp-bracket. Tarra had set out the canvas roll and laid the working-tools along the upper edge: two stylus-cases, the Cleanser’s brass mortar, four dried-herb vials in the leather harness, the small Mender knife in its wrap. The wardline-stones for the journey sat along the lower edge.

Ymara stood over the kit in her standing rest. The warhammer hung at her left hip. Her left hand sat on the haft. Tarra knelt by the kit’s southern edge, working through the inspection.

Ymara turned at my step and read me once in the eyes.

“The third grammar,” she said.

“It’s in my hand,” I said.

She did not nod.

She set her right hand on the warhammer’s haft the way she held it when she carried a verdict.

“Dawn at the first water. Twelve riders. Mara rides ahead to hold the Sanctuary line. Brokk holds the warhold seat. We do not delay.”

I kept the read on her face.

The bond-channel in my wrist held its even cycle. The felt-resonance of her queen-line bloodline channel read the rested verdict of a queen who had set the rate in the morning and walked the morning by that rate. She was not anxious. She had named the column in the morning and named it again in the late afternoon. The naming did not change.

“I have read the resonance in the bond-channel,” she said. “It holds steady. I do not need to ride out to feel the distance to know it. The grammar in your hand will hold the bond through the journey.”

“It will.”

She kept silent on any goodbye to the warhold. She had named the morning’s dispositions with three names and a verdict — Mara to the Sanctuary line, Brokk at the warhold seat, the warhold heart-stone left on its passive setting. She did not name a goodbye now. She said nothing of a goodbye to the Sanctuary either. She turned from the kit and walked back at the even pace of a queen who had already crossed the threshold of the journey at dawn and did not need to cross it again at dusk.

Tarra grunted assent and kept working.

The corridor lamp held its warm-yellow on the wall-bracket. The cliff stone along the eastern wall held a cold-violet from the working-pulse in its distant register.

I followed Ymara at three paces’ distance.

* * *

The inner balcony took the dusk light off the cliff-overhang along its upper face.

We stood by the stone railing on the western edge. The valley fell away south below us. The wardline along the cliff-approach kept its cold-blue down the gate-line, the carrier-script in the plinth answering in violet from the inner room two hundred yards behind us.

The sun was down past the western cliff. The eastern hills caught the last warm gold-orange across the upper third, where the light fell along the long ridge. The wind came up the valley at an even draw.

I set my right hand over her left on the railing. My fingers covered the back of her hand, the skin callused from the warhammer-grip. She did not pull away. She did not turn her hand under mine.

The gold-orange slid down the eastern ridge. The valley below us ran its cold-blue along the wardline.

She did not name anything.

I did not name anything.

The eastern hills lost the last of the warm light along the upper edge. The ridge held a faint pink-grey in the high air and then took the dusk into a slow fade. The wardline down the cliff-approach held cold-blue.

She let her hand rest under mine on the railing a long count.

The cliff-overhang behind the balcony took the lamp-bracket’s first light in the late dusk hour.

She turned her hand once toward the warhammer’s haft, the way her hand moved when she was about to step into a corridor she had named in the morning. I lifted my hand from hers. She set her hand back on the haft.

We walked back through the cliff-overhang at an even pace.

* * *

The dawn came over the cliff valley in the cold-grey hour.

The column had assembled by the southern entrance at the first water, by the spring on the valley floor. Twelve warriors in iron-grey wool, cloaks weighted across the shoulder against the desert’s coming wind. Tarra on the dark-grey gelding she had ridden in the Korv field. Hadrek Iron-Foot led the column head, his cloak heavier for the captain’s mark on the collar. Four pack-horses brought up the rear.

Stoneback took my weight in the saddle. The bond-channel in my wrist ran its steady warmth under the jacket’s lining, where the carrier-script sat cold-blue in the back panel.

Ymara rode Khar-stone in the second position behind Hadrek. The chestnut took her weight the way a warhorse takes a queen in full armor — the trained center, the deep breath through the chest. The warhammer rode in its harness at her left hip; her left hand sat on the haft. The mother’s signet caught the dawn in a brief flash.

I rode at her right in the third position.

The wardline down the gate-line read gold-blue in its passive-defensive register as we came down the valley. The Sanctuary’s stones in the cliff-walls held a violet from the steady working-pulse. Tarra had rededicated the carrier-script in the dawn quarter-hour; the line held.

We passed under the wardline at an even pace. The gold-blue down the gate-line sat behind us as we crossed the threshold.

We rode south through the cliff valley at column pace.

By the southern entrance the morning sun came up over the eastern ridge on the even cycle. The light fell across our backs in the dawn register. The cliff stone by the southern entrance held its stones in violet. The wardline down the gate-line two hundred yards behind us held gold-blue.

The Sanctuary lay at our backs.

The morning sun lay at our backs.

The western desert ran ahead.

The column rode south toward the court that had killed her sister, and every mile of it Ymara’s hand lay easy on the warhammer’s haft.


Chapter 17: The Whispergrass

The broken hill-country gave out at midmorning, and the land flattened under the column while the horses held the easy gait they had settled into for the journey.

I knew this country by the way the wind changed. South-east of the Sanctuary, the cliff valleys held the wind tight against the stone walls, and the air carried the cold of the cliff-face well past noon. Out here, where the hills failed and the grass took over, the wind ran wide. It came at us from the west in long sweeps, smelling of dry grass and the residue of the morning dew burning off. I rode Stoneback at a canter on Ymara’s right, and the country opened the way a hand opens after a long-held fist.

The Whispergrass.

The smallholders called this the Whispergrass too, though it shared nothing with the eastern strip I had crossed in a day and a half except the sound the wind made in it. The eastern strip was an eighteen-mile band of Wane-thick grass along the western face of Iron Hold’s marker country. This — the long leg the column would ride for eight days — was the High Whispergrass, a grass-sea four hundred miles across that ran south-west from the broken hills to the desert’s outer margin. Different country. Same name in every smallholder’s mouth.

I had crossed the eastern strip once, two weeks before, going east on foot in a tunic whose collar was stiff with old sweat, a forged paper at my belt naming me Brother Aren of the Cleansers’ Hall. I had walked the grass-flats by night because I did not trust the open day, and in the third hour of the third night the Wane had brushed me for the first time. A thin cold pressure under the sternum. A pale-grey script along the grass-edges I had not recognized. The brand-mark below my left ribs had ached sharper than it should have.

Now I rode the High Whispergrass under the morning sun.

The grass was the color of old straw shot through with a paler green where the spring had not yet burned out. It came up to Stoneback’s hocks and ran south to the horizon without a tree, a stone, a fence. The sky was high and clean. The morning sun rode off my right shoulder; the column held the south-west bearing the captain had set at first light, and the sun’s angle on the wool of the warriors’ cloaks held steady as we travelled.

I read the working-light along the grass-edges as we rode.

The Wane was here too.

Not the stricken density I had read in the warhold’s heart-stone twelve days ago. The signature was faint, pale-grey in the read, a script that ran along the edges of the long grass where the roots met the soil. The script did not reach upward. It stopped short of Stoneback and Khar-stone and the warriors’ cloak-hems. It sat down along the soil-line with the slow register of a working laid down once and never refreshed in some count of months.

The same hand. I knew it from Black Anvil’s heart-stone, from Korv’s brand-channel, from the library’s marginal notes. I read the signature once and did not read it twice. I had seen this hand in three places now. The fourth changed nothing about what the hand was. It changed what the hand had reached.

The institutional complicity reached here.

Of course it did.

I let the read fall back to attention rather than focus, and the working-jacket’s lining took up the felt-cost of the carrier-script along my spine.

* * *

We held the canter for two hours and the country gave us back the miles.

Hadrek rode the column’s head on a heavy-boned bay named Cleaver who had carried him through the Korv field. He sat the bay the way an Iron-Foot captain sits a column over a long ride: shoulders loose, head turning at a measured pace to read the country and the column both. Behind him rode three pairs of warriors in deep formation, four lengths apart as they cantered; then Ymara holding the second mark on Khar-stone, the chestnut keeping the trained center, her warhammer harnessed on her left hip and her left hand resting on the haft; then me on her right, half a length back, the column-courtesy a captain extends to a healer; then Tarra in the middle on her dark-grey gelding; then the rear three pairs in deep formation; then the four pack-horses behind them with the rear-guard.

Twelve warriors. One captain. One queen. One working-mistress. One healer. Four pack-horses.

Khar-stone set the pace. The chestnut’s canter was the steady one a warhorse uses for ground-eating travel: not the parade gait, not the charge, the middle one a battle-trained horse holds for an hour at a time without breaking. The column matched it in deep formation. We took the country in lengths, and the lengths became miles, and the miles ran south-west past the unmarked grass.

I read the working-jacket’s lining at the back of my attention. The carrier-script drew its small steady pulse from the pool at the rate I had measured when I inscribed it: a quarter unit an hour on sustained travel, the cost spread thin across the working-line so it did not bite. Three hours of cantering, and the pool held one hundred sixteen of one-seventy-five. Without the lining I would have read ninety. The fifteen-percent ceiling-lift was true against the road’s draw.

By midday we had covered thirty-eight miles. Hadrek called the noon water at a thin stream Tarra named off the map. We watered the horses, ate cold bread and hard cheese standing, and Ymara walked the line of the column once at an even pace, the way a queen reads her own warriors on the journey before she trusts them past the desert beyond.

She came back to Khar-stone, swung up into the saddle, and the column moved again.

* * *

The afternoon hours came on warmer than the morning.

The grass across the south-western reach of the Whispergrass thinned to a different mix: shorter, tougher, less of the pale green and more of the old-straw color. The country here ran to low rises and shallow runs where the spring melt had carried water once and left dry beds behind. The wind came from the west, steady and warm now.

Late in the afternoon the column came up over a low rise and Hadrek raised his right hand to halt.

Ymara checked Khar-stone half a length, and the column halted in deep formation.

Below the rise, where the shallow run bottomed out and fell away to the south, sat a small stone-and-thatch hut. The roof had partly fallen in along the western end where the thatch had rotted past its bind. A small dry-stone wall ran out from the hut on the south side and enclosed a low pen perhaps thirty paces across. Inside the pen and outside it, in the dry grass on the slope below the hut, lay the bodies.

I read them at fifty paces.

A small flock — twelve sheep. The shepherd lay in the doorway of the hut, half-fallen, one hand still on the door-jamb where he had reached for it at the end. A dog had dropped on the threshold beside him.

All dead. All laid down by the Wane’s working-pattern.

The pale-grey script sat on the bodies in the same signature I had read in the warhold’s heart-stone, in Korv’s brand-channel, in the library’s marginal notes. The same hand. Here, in this shepherd, in this small flock, in this dog on the threshold.

Hadrek looked at me.

“Read it,” Ymara said.

I dismounted and walked down the slope with the slow, deliberate hand of a man approaching the dead.

The shepherd had been a thin man, grey-bearded, in a wool tunic the same color as the country. The Wane had reached him through the lungs first; I read the pattern across his sternum even through the weeks of decay. From the lungs the script had spread through the carrier-channels of the body — to the heart, to the spine, to the working-line a man keeps lit at his own vital pool whether he knows it or not. The pattern across his sternum had been laid down at an unhurried pace, a Wane-channel that felt no urgency. The hand that did this had had time.

The dog had gone with him. The sheep had gone after, one at a time across the days, until the small flock lay down inside the pen and outside it, and the pen-gate stood open with no one to close it.

Weeks dead. Three weeks, four at most. The grass had not yet covered the bodies; the wind had laid the dry-straw stalks across them in patches.

I knelt by the shepherd’s right shoulder and read his sternum once in the working-light.

There was nothing to do.

He had been dead before I crossed the Whispergrass going east the first time. He had been dead in the same hour Ymara stood at her heart-stone in the warhold’s working-hall and named the sixteen-year decline of her realm. He had been dead in the hour I laid the brand-stitch surgery into my own ribs in the Wane-touched grove three miles south-west of the toll-post.

A shepherd, a hut, a small flock in the Whispergrass. Thirty miles from the nearest village. Nobody had come to look for him.

I rested my right hand over my own left ribs and the dead brand-scar there. The scar had not ached against any of the light reading off the bodies. The brand was dead. The institutional complicity reached here, and it had taken this man, and the brand at my ribs that had once been its tracer was a piece of cold scar tissue under my tunic that registered nothing.

The hand over his shoulder was the only thing I could give him.

I kept it there a count of breaths and rose.

I walked back up the slope to the column and took Stoneback’s reins from the warrior who had held him.

“He has been dead some weeks,” I told Ymara, level with the saddle’s height. “The hand is the same.”

“How long?”

“Three weeks. Maybe four.”

She read the bodies once down the slope and read me once, eye to eye.

“Hadrek. We do not stop. The country south of here does not get safer for the looking.”

“Aye, my queen.”

I mounted Stoneback and the column moved.

I held still in the saddle to look at the hut as we passed it to the south. I had read what was there. The reading settled inside me with the dull weight of a fact I would not unread. I named the shepherd to myself with the only name I had for him — the man at the hut, his dog at the door, his flock in the pen — and I rode on.

* * *

We made camp that evening by a small wooded copse the country offered up late in the day.

Hadrek positioned the camp the way an Iron-Foot captain positions a camp in country he does not trust: the picket line along the southern edge under the cover of the copse, the cookfire at the center clear of the trees, the warriors’ bedrolls in the inner ring, the rotation watches on the outer.

I walked the thirty-yard perimeter with the slow even hand, the mobile wardline stone in my left hand and the stylus in my right.

The grammar I had inscribed into the working-jacket lining the day before yesterday took its quarter unit an hour and held the carrier-script at my back. I read the pool at one hundred eight. The wardline working would draw ten units on inscription and three more on the dawn rededication. The pool would hold.

I set the wardline stone in the central inlay of the camp, where Hadrek had cleared a flat patch of ground just south of the cookfire. I knelt over the stone and laid the sixteen-point perimeter into the air around it with the slow steady hand. The carrier-script came up cold-blue in the read. I walked the thirty-yard circle and laid the sealing-line across the eight cardinal and half-cardinal points, the stylus tracing each one through a count of breaths.

Twelve minutes for the setup. Ten units spent on inscription.

The wardline closed on the last point and kept its cold-blue along the perimeter, around the camp’s outer edge. From inside, the line read as a thin gold-blue in the air at knee-height; from outside, it would read flush with the soil to anyone holding a diagnostic register, and as nothing at all to anyone without one.

Tarra had the cookfire going in the center. The warriors had laid out the rotation watches along the outer perimeter. Ymara had walked the picket line once with Khar-stone’s halter in her hand and stood east of the cookfire, talking low with Hadrek about the morning’s bearing.

I sat by the fire and took the meal with the warriors and Tarra and Ymara.

The ogre-kin tradition held: on the road, the queen and her healer ate with the warriors, not apart. Tarra had brought black bread and hard cheese and a small pot of bean stew in the saddle-pack she had carried since the warhold. The warriors passed the pot around in the even cycle of men who knew what country they were in and what a silence over the meal was worth. Ymara took her bowl second, after Hadrek, and ate it standing by the fire’s edge, the warhammer leaning on its haft a pace behind her by the bedroll. I took my bowl after her and ate sitting on the log Tarra had pulled to the fire.

The conversation around the fire was the small kind. Hadrek named the country south-west of us against the second day’s bearing. Tarra named the next water off the map. A warrior named Karr, Brokk’s cousin from the third squad, said something dry about the desert on the fifth day and got a laugh that was small and held.

Nobody named the shepherd in the hut.

I read Ymara in the working-light by the fire. The bond-channel at her wrist kept its warmth in the slow steady cycle of a queen at rest on the road. She had named what she had named on the slope, and she would not name it again by the fire.

* * *

The fire went down to coals late in the night.

The warriors took the rotation watches. Hadrek had the eastern perimeter on the first watch; the warriors held the cardinals on the inner rotation; Tarra took the western perimeter on the second watch. The horses settled along the picket line under the southern cover of the copse.

I walked the wardline at midnight.

The pool held one hundred ten — the evening’s recovery, set against the carrier-script’s small steady draw and the wardline working’s ten-unit cost taken in the inscription hours. The bond-channel held warm at her wrist in its steady cycle. Ymara lay by the central fire on her bedroll, on her back with her cloak across her chest and her right hand resting on the warhammer’s haft on the ground beside her. Hadrek kept the eastern perimeter, the captain’s watch. Tarra kept the western perimeter in the working-mistress’s quiet.

I walked the eastern arc of the wardline at a careful pace.

The line held its cold gold-blue at knee-height along the perimeter. The grass beyond it read pale-grey down along the soil-line: the Wane’s signature, faint, the same hand, running off into the country we had crossed and the country we would cross tomorrow. The wardline’s eastern arc sat between the pale-grey beyond and the camp behind, holding the two apart along the cold-blue line.

I stopped where the wardline turned its eastern edge and stood.

The night was clear. The stars came down through the high air with the slow patience of stars in country with no town for thirty miles. The wind had dropped late in the night. The grass beyond the wardline lay still.

I stood over the line.

Twenty-nine more days of the journey. The Veil sat distant on the western horizon. The shepherd lay weeks dead in the country behind us. The hand reached back to the brand-iron source of every working I had read for two months, always the same signature.

I read the wardline in its cold-blue and the grass in its pale-grey, and I said nothing of either out loud.

The bond-channel kept its warmth at her wrist.

I stood by the line a count of minutes I did not measure.

The wardline held.

I held with it through the dark, and waited to see what the morning would send to test it.


Chapter 18: The First Empowerment-at-Distance

“Eastern outcrop,” Hadrek said as the column halted, and the noon water in the rock-trough behind us went still under the warriors’ attention.

We had come at midday into the eastern edge of the broken hill country, four days west of the Whispergrass camp and one day shy of where the land folded over into the long dry approach to the Veil desert. The country ran in low rises and outcrops of grey-blue stone — the kind a column rests through at noon because the rocks gave shade and sightlines. Hadrek had picked the rest on the south face of an outcrop forty feet high; the warriors had loosened girths, the horses had taken water from a trough Tarra cut into the soft stone, and the column had settled.

I stood on the eastern edge of the rest, eighty yards from Ymara by the trough, reading the light off the rock-face for the pale-grey threads the hand had laid into the eastern stones a year or two before. The threads were there. Faint. The same signature. I had stopped reading the signature on the second day in the Whispergrass; the read sat as a fact now, not a discovery.

Hadrek’s left arm came up toward the eastern outcrop.

The rock cracked open before I read what was inside it.

The thing that came out was fifteen feet long, low to the ground, grey-pale of scale, and the light off its scales read a pattern I had not seen on any road. The pale-grey script of the hand was knitted INTO the scales themselves — not laid onto the body the way the hand laid the Wane onto a shepherd or a soldier; woven through the scale-pattern as if the scales had grown around the script across the seasons.

A wyrm-thing. Wild-bred. Wane-touched in some hour the country did not record.

It came for the trough faster than I had measured for a body that long.

“WEAPONS!” Hadrek’s voice took the column in one breath.

The warriors by the trough turned to the captain’s call, and the iron-grey wool moved across the eastern edge of the rest in the formation Hadrek had drilled into them across the warhold’s long winter. Three pairs held the line east of the trough; the rear three pairs took position to the south; the pack-horses scattered off the picket as the rear-guard cut the lines.

Ymara was already off Khar-stone. The chestnut had bolted on the wyrm-thing’s first breach; she had set her left foot to the ground through the bolt and let the reins go, and her right hand found the warhammer’s haft before the chestnut cleared the trough.

The wyrm-thing reached the trough on the second beat.

She took the first strike on the leather greave at her left thigh. The wyrm-thing’s jaws closed on the boiled leather over the outer thigh and tore through to the inner layer; the Vohren-iron rivet along the greave’s lower edge caught the inside of the wyrm’s upper jaw and held, and Ymara took the haft two-handed in the moment the jaw caught and brought the iron down across the wyrm’s eye-ridge in a quarter-arc from above.

The eye-ridge cracked. The wyrm released the leather. Black slime welled from the broken eye and ran down the long jaw, pale-grey along its edges in the read.

She fought it one-handed after — the iron in her right hand, her left forearm braced to hold the jaw off whenever the head came back for her. The warhammer in one hand was the working a queen does on close ground; the second hand on the haft was the swing she had taken against the Korv-wolf. The country did not always give her the second swing. She held.

I read the pool at my sternum. One hundred and fifty of one-seventy-five. I had not worked since the dawn wardline rededication. The pool had filled on travel-recovery.

The wyrm-thing’s tail came around on the third beat.

The tail caught Ymara across the left calf.

The strike scored rather than crushed. A row of bone-spurs ran along the underside of the wyrm-thing’s tail at its midsection; the spurs scored across the back of her left calf, on the line where the boiled greave gave way to the wool of the trouser. The scoring ran three inches. Skin opened. The light along the calf lit pale-grey along the wound’s edge before her blood had cleared the wool.

The Wane rode in the scoring. The spurs were the wyrm’s brand-iron equivalent — the hand had laid the channel along the tail’s underside the way it laid the channel of a Conclave brand-iron into a man.

Vitality-line corruption reads lateral in the calf. It spreads toward the popliteal. It reaches femoral in approximately two minutes. It takes the heart in approximately three.

The reading sat on me with the cold even register of a thing I had read a hundred times in the Cleansers’ Hall.

Eighty yards.

I read the distance to her in the same breath I read the corruption. Eighty yards across the rest, past the warriors by the trough, past the formation on the line. I could run it in thirty seconds at speed; I could not work it on the run; by the time I reached her the corruption would have her heart.

A standard Cleanser-tier purge at eighty yards through open air, in sanctioned register, was not a working. It was a fantasy. The grammar I had been taught in the Academy did not reach past three feet of contact; field practice did not exceed body-contact except in the long inscribing-grammar a Cleanser lays into a working-stone over ten minutes of sustained inscription. Ten minutes, across this distance, was the math.

She had three.

She had two and a half. The corruption had already reached the upper calf.

I read her through the bond-channel.

The wrist-warmth at my right wrist had sat in the background register through the combat the way it had sat through every hour of the journey, the slow plain reading of the queen on the road. I had not put attention on it. I put attention on it now.

The carrier-script I had laid onto my own sternum back in the working-stone library sat under my tunic, cold-blue in the read. The rotation matches the queen’s pulse-rate at her rest pace; lay the rotation to the queen’s slow pulse, not to the working-hand’s rate. The carrier-script was a reading instrument.

I had not asked whether it was a working instrument.

I asked.

The wrist-warmth answered.

The bond-channel ran from my right wrist through the carrier-script to Ymara’s right wrist, where her palm had set the bond-mark on the first night. The thread between the two wrists ran without distance. The channel did not have a length.

The Hall had taught me to lay a Cleanser-purge onto the patient’s body along the working-line.

The channel WAS a working-line.

I knelt on the eastern edge of the rest with a unhurried hand. I did not run.

The stylus came to my left palm in the moment I took the read. I drew the Cleanser-purge separation-script in the air over the wrist-channel and not in the air over the calf eighty yards off. The script came up cold-blue at wrist height.

“Wrong direction,” Tarra said beside me. She had crossed the eighty yards from Ymara’s calf at a pace I had not registered. Her right hand hovered over my stylus, not touching it. Her left held the slate of the working-stone at her belt. “The wrist takes the source-end of the carrier-grammar’s old register. You have laid the script with the carrier reading from the calf back. Reverse it. The wrist is the working-line this hour, not the read-end.”

I read what she had read. She was correct. I had laid the separation-script in the standard Cleanser-grammar’s source-to-target geometry, which is the grammar for working through air; the bond-channel was not air, the channel had its own register, and the carrier-script on my sternum had been laid the day before to read FROM the queen’s body TO the working-hand’s body, not the other way. If I drew the purge at the wrong end of the channel the script would either fail at its read-point or, worse, draw the corruption back along the channel into my wrist.

I rotated the script for a breath under the stylus. The grammar re-set to the channel’s correct direction. Tarra did not nod. She did not need to. She had named the misread; I had read what she named; the working would carry now.

The grammar took the wrist as the working-line and the calf as the target.

Separation-script draws thirty units.

I read the bond-channel through the wrist’s warmth and felt the script TRAVEL the channel toward Ymara’s wrist — moving at the warmth’s own speed, not the speed I had measured through air, the channel’s own register. The script reached the far wrist in a count of breaths. The wrist kept the script. The wrist was a reading-point and now, also, a working-point.

The script passed from her wrist down her arm to the calf — not through the air around her, but through the read of her body that the bond-channel reached from the wrist’s set-point. The vitality-line in the calf lit cold-blue under the inscription along the wound’s edge.

Purge-application draws thirty more.

The corruption pulled against the script the way it pulled against any Cleanser-purge. The pale-grey along the calf gave to the cold-blue. Three inches of scoring lit cold-blue in the read. The corruption gathered at its mouth in a thin pale-grey thread.

Extraction draws twenty.

I lifted the thread along the channel from the far wrist back across to the near wrist, my own right wrist, and the thread came up in the air above my own knee after a count of breaths and dissolved in the morning sun’s slant the way any Cleanser’s pull dissolved.

The pool stood at thirty of one-seventy-five.

Eighty units. Heavy. Heavier than a sanctioned purge at three feet on the same wound; the channel itself was the substrate of the working, and the substrate cost. The Hall had not taught this because the Hall had never had a bond-channel to teach from.

Eighty yards off, Ymara took the second swing two-handed into the wyrm-thing’s head.

The Vohren-iron came down on the wyrm’s skull over the broken eye-ridge, and the skull caved along the upper plate. The wyrm collapsed against the rock-face. Black slime and the pale-grey of the channeled scales went out together in the read. The script in the scales died from the head down across the long body, a wave of darkness rolling toward the tail.

Ymara stepped off the carcass and put her left hand to her wrist.

She read the wrist by her own felt.

She looked across the eighty yards at me.

I read her across that distance, and saw her read me back.

The warriors took the perimeter around the wyrm-carcass at Hadrek’s call, and the rest came back to the shape the captain had set before the breach. The horses came back from the bolt to the picket; the trough sat on the south face of the outcrop where Tarra had cut it.

Hadrek stood at Ymara’s left by the carcass with his long iron drawn. He read the calf under the leather and read the queen in her eyes. The queen held still over the leg. The leg did not buckle.

“Tarra,” he said.

Tarra came across the rest with a careful hand and knelt at Ymara’s left, by the calf.

I stayed on the eastern edge through the kneel. The pool held at thirty. The working-jacket’s lining drew its quarter for the hour, indifferent. I carried the read of the bond-channel through the wrist’s warmth and felt nothing further from the working — the carrier-script was quiet, the wrist quiet with the cold pulse of a working completed and released.

Tarra closed the scoring with a Mender-working: three minutes, six units. The wool of the trouser had taken the blood; the leather greave over the outer thigh had taken the first strike’s tear. The skin closed under her hands with the slow even pace a working-mistress holds over a patient who is also a queen.

Ymara did not sit through the working.

She watched me on the eastern edge, across the rest.

I read the calf-line one more time across that distance. The vitality-line read clean. The pale-grey did not return. The hand on the channel’s far western end had not pushed back; the channel had collapsed with the death of the body that carried it.

The pool held at thirty of one-seventy-five.

I knew, in my interior, what I had done.

The channel is the work-line, not just the read-line.

I held the naming inside me with a careful hand. The Cleansers’ Academy had not taught it. The working-stone library in the Sanctuary had not held the inscription for it. The literature had never named the working, because the literature had been written by Cleansers who had never been bonded to a queen.

I had read it through the wrist in the moment the corruption crossed the popliteal.

* * *

The afternoon went on with the slow, deliberate hand of a column that had been bled and had taken the bleeding without breaking pace.

Hadrek held the rest two hours past noon. The warriors hauled the wyrm-carcass to a rock-pit on the slope and laid stones over it; in the read, the carcass lay dead. Karr took the eastern watch from the outcrop’s height. Ymara walked the column once at an even pace; the calf-binding under the wool held; the leather greave kept by the thigh-tie. She did not limp. She left unnamed what she had felt through the wrist, or what she had read in me across the eighty yards.

We rode the second half at a slower canter and made fifteen miles by the late afternoon. The evening camp went up in a thin wooded copse Tarra named off the map. I walked the thirty-yard perimeter with the mobile wardline stone; the inscription drew ten, and the pool stood at fifty by the time the wardline held.

I sat by the cookfire in the late hour with the warriors and Tarra and Ymara, a bowl in hand.

Tarra brought the bean stew from the saddle-pack, and the bread, and a small twist of dried fruit from the pack-horse. The warriors passed the pot around the slow even cycle and ate standing along the southern arc of the fire. Ymara sat on the log Tarra had pulled to the fire’s western edge. The calf, in the wool, held against the bench with the leg straight; she did not flex it.

She ate her bowl through and set it on the ground beside her.

She read me across the fire.

“You worked the purge through the wrist-channel,” she said. “You did not have to come to me.”

“The channel reads as the work-line. The literature did not name it.”

“You read it in the moment.”

“I read it in the moment.”

Her chin tipped.

The fire took a piece of bark along its edge, and the flame caught and turned, and the bark went black, and the fire went on evenly. The warriors on the southern arc kept their bowls. Tarra, at the eastern edge, ate her bread in the small careful bite a Mender takes by a fire she has set herself. The bond-channel at my wrist kept its warmth in a slow plain cycle.

Nobody named what had been said by the fire.

The fire went down to coals in the late hour, and the rotation took the watches, and the camp went still inside the cold-blue line the wardline drew around the perimeter.

* * *

I slept on the bedroll in the inner ring with the jacket folded under my head. I woke before dawn to the wrist-warmth; the wrist read steady; Ymara lay at the central fire on her bedroll, the warhammer’s haft on the ground beside her, the calf-binding under the cloak, the leg held straight.

The pool stood at sixty of one-seventy-five through the dawn rededication of the wardline.

The column re-formed at first light. Khar-stone took the southwest at a canter; Ymara took the saddle at the steady pace of a queen who would not slow for the calf. The calf, in the wool, held its binding. Tarra rode the middle on her dark-grey gelding; I rode to Ymara’s right, a half-length back; Hadrek rode the head on Cleaver; the twelve warriors held the deep formation; the pack-horses held the rear behind the rear-guard.

The country south-west ran open across the slow rises and shallow runs.

The bond-channel at my wrist kept its warmth.

We rode with the morning sun at our backs, holding the pace Khar-stone set, and the light off the country gave us back the miles, and the calf on Ymara’s left held its binding, and the channel at my wrist ran the read.

Empowerment-at-distance held. The range ran eighty yards, sustained for the first time. The grammar took the distance and did not drop the register.


Chapter 19: The Veil at Distance

The country failed where the escarpment broke.

I felt the failing before I saw it. Along the column’s leading edge the air shifted against my tongue and the back of my throat: the cold wet stone of the broken hills gave out, and over a count of breaths the dry warm draw of the desert came up under the chestnut’s hocks. The wind turned along the southern face of the last ridge and rose toward us from below, dry and tasting of warm grit and sun-baked grass cured past green.

We had ridden the Veil’s border two days. The broken hill country had thinned the way the Whispergrass thinned toward its south-western edge: rises shorter, runs drier, the grass tougher and threaded through with pale tufts that did not belong to the eastern realms at all. By the dawn of the eighteenth day we were riding through a country that had stopped being either thing.

Khar-stone reached the lip of the escarpment in the fourth hour past noon, and Ymara checked her on the rein and brought the column to a halt. I held Stoneback a half-length back and rode up to her right shoulder.

Below us the country fell away.

The escarpment ran north and south across the horizon, a long jagged line of grey-blue rock along its western face. The drop from the lip ran perhaps eighty feet where it steepened, falling in broken terraces to the desert floor. Below the last terrace the country opened. Red sand filled the wind-cuts. Grey rock showed the bones. The sand and the rock swept south-west to the horizon in one long even reach with no tree, no fence, no smoke.

I read the working-light over the desert below.

The pale-grey of the hand was there. Faint. Fainter than it had run in the Whispergrass, fainter than by the shepherd’s hut. A thin script lined the dry watercourses, a fainter mark stained the rock-faces where some forgotten working-line had once run. It held nothing like the saturation of the eastern stricken-ground. The hand thinned with distance.

The desert is lighter here.

I kept the read at attention and let my jacket’s lining take up the felt-cost of the carrier-script along my spine. The pool sat at one-forty of one-seventy-five. The vitality-conservation grammar held against the desert’s warmer draw from the first beat.

“There,” Ymara said.

I followed her gaze.

A half-mile out, where the terraces flattened into the red sand, ran a dry watercourse that traced the slow shallow line of a stream a season’s rains had cut and a summer had drunk dry. It curved south-west and disappeared past a low rise. On that rise sat a small green smudge against the red and grey. Three trees, low-crowned, dark of leaf.

“The oasis,” I said.

“The first one. Iliane will be there.”

She had named the scout once during the dawn briefing two days back and had not named her since. Iliane. Sabreen’s outer rider, sent ahead when the courier returned.

Hadrek rode back and reined in on Ymara’s left. “The terraces hold the descent, my queen. The horses will manage.”

“Take it.”

He turned Cleaver and called the descent. The column moved.

* * *

We came down the escarpment by the slow even hand of a column that had not ridden broken ground at that grade in days. The terraces took us in switchbacks. The horses set their feet against the dry shale to the pace Khar-stone had taught them.

We reached the desert floor and the column re-formed into deep order on the red sand. The sand took the hooves with a softer hold than I had expected: a dry packed crust over the upper inch, softer underneath. The horses’ canter shifted register, more push from the hindquarter, less travel in the stride.

We rode the half-mile to the oasis at a trot. The watercourse ran on our left, the stones in its bed worn smooth by some season’s flow. The trees stood taller than they had looked from the escarpment, fifteen feet to the crown, low-trunked, the leaves a darker green than any tree I had seen in the eastern realms.

A figure stood among the trees.

I read her at two hundred paces. Lithe. Five-foot-nine standing. A silver-grey traveling-cloak crossed her shoulders, the hood pushed back, the cloak’s hem brushing her boot-top. Under it she wore riding leathers of dark grey, fitted close at shoulder and wrist. On her left upper arm, set across the leather of the sleeve, a band of silver thread caught the working-light in the cold even tone of a scout-rank court-marking. Thin. It read as a diagnostic-mark, not an ornament. No veil. The succubus-blooded court wore veils only at senior rank; scouts did not.

I read her working-light at one hundred paces. The succubus-blood in her ran light. It carried none of the combat-pulse of the high-court succubi, none of the heavy bloodline-presence of a queen or a council-rank. A scout’s working. It read as a social-read, not a combat-read.

Her hair ran a darker brown than Ymara’s, cropped to the jaw, loose in the wind. Her eyes, when she lifted her face toward the column, came up hazel, flecked through with the violet of the succubus-blood along the irises’ inner ring. The violet did not pulse; it sat in the eye at a steady tone that read like a marker.

Ymara walked the column slowly to the trees.

Iliane came down off the rise three paces and stopped where the shade began. She raised her right hand to her sternum and laid it flat, fingers together. Her head bowed for two seconds, no more, and rose.

She gave the Veil-court formal bow of greeting, but pitched it to scout-rank, not court-rank. The hand against the sternum was correct; the head-bow ran the lower form, the two-second hold rather than the four. She gave a scout’s greeting to a visiting queen.

She straightened.

“Iron Queen. I am Iliane, third scout of the queen’s outer rider. The queen has held me at this water two days by her instruction. Welcome to the Veil’s outer country.”

Her voice carried the desert-court’s measured register but kept the scout’s plain working: direct, informed, not theatrical.

Ymara took the salute with the slow nod of a queen who would not lower herself to a junior rank yet would not refuse it either.

“Iliane. We have ridden eighteen days. We will take the water.”

“The water is yours. The trough sits below the eastern root of the largest tree. The queen has had a second cistern dug under the western root for the column, by her instruction.”

Ymara dismounted and held Khar-stone’s rein. I dismounted Stoneback and stood off her left shoulder. Iliane’s eyes came to me.

I felt the social-read of her bloodline-working pass across me with the careful touch of a scout reading a stranger. Not invasive. The reading brushed my sternum, met the cold-blue of the carrier-script, and stopped at its edge the way a courier’s hand stops at a sealed letter.

“Healer-of-the-Iron-Queen,” she said. “The queen has named you by the courier’s instruction. Welcome to the water.”

“Thank you.”

She bowed again, the scout’s two-second hold, to me. It ran a lower form than to Ymara, and appropriate. I returned the bow on the count I had learned from the Cleansers’ Hall diplomatic-protocol catechism and ran the same two seconds.

Iliane’s eyes lit when she read it.

“You answered the protocol.”

“The Hall taught it.”

“The Conclave’s Hall.”

“It taught more than one thing.”

She held my eye the length of a breath and smiled with one mouth-corner.

* * *

The trough below the eastern root took the horses the way every water had taken them across eighteen days. Tarra walked the line and read the horses through the desert’s first work: the shift of the haunches, the angle of the head, the slight tremor in the lower foreleg any horse showed on sand it had not ridden before. The horses were sound.

Iliane sat under the western root on a stone the working-light read as worn by three generations of court scouts’ sitting. Ymara stood by the trough’s eastern edge. I stood off her right shoulder, half a length back. Hadrek stood on her left.

Iliane opened the briefing with the careful hand of a scout who had practiced the words.

“The oasis-road. The queen maintains a chain of nine water-stops between the eastern border and the city. Three are oases the desert grew herself; six are cisterns the Veil cut into the rock over the past two generations. Each carries water enough for a column of forty through one night’s rest. The next stop lies a second day’s ride on, call it forty miles. The fourth and fifth stops are sixty miles each. The city stands a fifth day’s ride on from this water.”

Hadrek made a small mark on his map.

Iliane went on.

“The political register. The bloodline-council of the inner court stands in open opposition to the queen’s invitation. The opposition rides behind Atrias, the queen’s late uncle’s son, council-rank, the second voice in the chamber. He has held that the Iron Queen’s alliance compromises the Veil’s succubus-blooded sovereignty. The merchant houses are divided. Three of the seven hold with the queen. Two hold with Atrias. Two are still reading. The queen expects the council will not move through the first three days of your visit. Past that, the queen has not said.”

She paused.

“The queen’s instruction is that you be told plainly what you will meet in the inner court. The queen has not asked me to soften the council into the diplomatic register.”

Ymara read the scout once, in the eyes.

“Good.”

Iliane bowed again, the scout’s two-second hold.

* * *

The column rested by the oasis through the late afternoon. The horses watered, ate the small ration Tarra cut from the desert-grass Iliane named out of her saddle-pouch, and stood the picket under the western root of the trees. The warriors took the rotation watches. Tarra read the cistern in the rock-cut and named the water sound. It tasted of stone.

At dusk Iliane mounted a wiry grey desert mare she had kept on the picket and rode south-west at a canter to alert the next water-stop.

I sat by the small fire Tarra had cut beneath the eastern root, Ymara on my left.

She had taken Iliane’s report by the trough and now read it again from the small parchment scroll Iliane had left her. The parchment carried the seven merchant houses’ standing in small marks made by the queen’s hand. The Atrias name on it carried the council-rank marker in the formal script.

She caught the firelight on it once. She read it twice. She said nothing of what she read.

I read her through the bond-channel at her wrist.

The wrist-warmth held the steady cycle of a queen at her tactical read, but the cycle had tightened with the late hour the way a queen’s pulse tightens before a council she has not yet ridden into. She was not happy.

I held the wrist-read inside me and did not speak.

“The council is split three against two against two,” I said.

“It is split. The three with her will not hold three days if Atrias takes the chamber on the first morning.”

“Will he?”

She read the parchment once more in the firelight. “He will read us on the threshold first. Then he will move.”

She tucked the parchment into the saddle-pack on her left.

The fire took a piece of dry root at its edge and the flame caught and held. The bond-channel at her wrist ran a slow steady cycle. The oasis lay quiet through the night.

She did not say more. I did not press.

* * *

We broke camp at dawn. Iliane returned the second hour past dawn out of the south-west, dust on her cloak’s hem, the grey mare lathered along the chest. She reported the next water-stop secured, took fresh water from the trough, and rode the column’s leading edge with Hadrek at a canter.

The desert taught us the first hour of the first day’s ride. The heat came up at midday with a draw I had never measured in the eastern realms. The sand took the hooves with a deeper hold than the firmer crust by the oasis. My jacket’s vitality-conservation grammar drew a half-unit an hour now instead of a quarter; the warmer country bled more vitality through the carrier-script’s draw. I read the pool at one hundred ten at noon water.

We made thirty-two miles the first day. We camped by the second cistern, a shallow cave-cut in the eastern rise: water cold from the deep cool of the desert’s underground. Two horses showed the lower-foreleg tremor. Three did not. The column held. The second day the south-west wind shifted and ran one long even draw off our left shoulder; forty miles by the close. The third day Iliane led us up the high pass between two low ridges and brought us to the fourth oasis-road stop in the late afternoon.

* * *

The fourth day’s ride opened at dawn.

We rode the canter to Khar-stone’s bell-pace. The country to the south-west ran open. Red sand filled the wind-cuts. Grey rock showed the bones. The sky lifted into the higher draw of the desert noon. I read the pool at one-twenty at noon water, the fifth stop.

In the late afternoon Hadrek brought the column up a long shallow rise that ran south-west on the slow grade. He raised his right hand and halted us on the lip. Ymara checked Khar-stone half a length. The column came to deep order. I rode Stoneback up to her right shoulder.

Halen’s Veil at distance.

The city sat against the western face of a low mesa, perhaps sixty miles off, in the desert’s farther reach. The mesa rose from the desert floor in the gentle terraced lift the country had cut into its rock-bones; the city’s walls, carved into that western face, read the warm ochre of the desert’s own stone, layered up the high terraces, set into the low gates. Along the outer walls hung the gold-thread silk banners I had read in the Sabreen-brief from the working-stone library, and they ran the towers in the even cycle of a flag in the late-day wind.

On the city’s eastern face, set high along the mesa’s lip, a single tower rose past the wall-line. The star-tower. It served as the Veil’s astronomy spire. Its working-light read the cold even tone of a working-stone laid down by three centuries’ tradition.

In the late hour the city took the lamplight along its outer walls. The torches came on at gates one and two and three by the ordered hand of a city that lit its walls at dusk by ritual.

I carried the read on the city, working-light across the long distance.

The first-stone.

The Veil’s first-stone, Sabreen’s foundational working-stone set in the heart of the city, read as felt-resonance across the sixty miles. It did not reach full register. The signature came through and nothing more. A faint warm note sat inside me, distinct from the cold-blue of the carrier-script at my sternum, distinct from the wrist-warmth of the bond-channel at my right wrist. The first-stone kept its own hand. Old. Succubus-blooded. It ran nothing of the eastern realms’ grammar at all.

A different working-tradition reached across the desert toward us.

I read it once and held it inside me.

Behind us on the slope, hoofbeats came up at a hard gallop.

I turned in the saddle.

Iliane came up the rise at the grey mare’s full stretch, dust on her cloak’s hem, the wind throwing the silver-thread armband on her left upper arm into the late-day sun. She reached the lip and checked the mare to a slide-stop. She did not dismount.

“The city is ready, my queen. The queen waits in the inner court. We will enter the first hour past dawn, by her instruction.”

Ymara did not turn from the lip. She read the city through the late hour, working-light across the distance. Iliane held the mare and read the city with her. I held Stoneback off Ymara’s right and read the gold-thread banners in the warm note of the desert-city’s evening.

The torchlights came on along the second tier of the outer walls. Then the third.

Tomorrow we entered.


Chapter 20: The Veiled Court

“Iron Queen of Black Anvil. By the queen’s word, the Veil receives you at the threshold.”

The chamberlain stood three paces inside the outer-wall arch, robes of silver-grey layered across the shoulder. Past fifty. My read showed a court-trained reader who had spent a lifetime inside this inner court and moved with its slow habit.

I read the gate before I read him. The outer wall rose twenty feet, and gold-thread silk banners hung from four poles, each carrying small Empowerer-line markings. Veil-court guards in cream-and-violet livery kept the threshold, spaced four paces apart. They wore working-blades on the hip and no chest armor beyond lacquered leather.

A silver cup rested on a low pedestal of star-stone by the chamberlain’s right hand. Beside it sat a shallow black bowl of coarse salt. The pedestal’s stone caught the noon light in a faint working-grammar I read once and held.

“The water-and-salt,” Iliane murmured by my left in the scout’s quiet register. “The salt names the desert; the water names the city. Honor both, and you ride at the queen’s hand. Refuse either, and you ride out.”

Ymara dismounted and handed the rein to Hadrek. She walked the eight paces to the pedestal at her full height. The chamberlain’s eyes climbed the line of her shoulder to the warhammer on her hip. He did not lower them.

He lifted the cup in both hands to his sternum, the bowl to the same height. “The Veil offers the water of the city and the salt of the desert. Drink the one. Taste the other. The Iron Hold’s queen is welcomed at the threshold of Halen’s Veil.”

Ymara took the cup and drank a single swallow with the easy discipline of someone who had learned formal ritual in her father’s hall and never lost it. She set the cup back, took a single grain of salt between thumb and forefinger, and set it on her tongue.

“The water is good. The salt is honest. I drink the city and I taste the desert. The Iron Hold accepts the threshold.”

Short. Clean. The chamberlain’s eyes lit at the corner; her directness met the ritual at the same weight the ritual had asked. He bowed to the four-second count of senior court rank.

Then his eyes came to me, and the cup and bowl lifted again. I drank the water — stone and a thin trace of iron — and set the grain of salt on my tongue, sharp over sweet the way good desert salt is. “The water is good. The salt is honest. I cross the threshold.” I returned his bow three seconds, one short of the senior count and one long of the scout’s, and watched him mark the difference in his eyes alone.

“My name is Velis. Chamberlain of the inner court, at the queen’s hand. Thirty-one years on the inner threshold.” He lowered the cup and bowl. “I will walk you to the inner court.”

We crossed.

* * *

The outer-court bazaar opened past the second gate into the warm clay of the morning market. Saffron heaped on one cart. Crushed sand-rose on another. A copper-craftsman bent over a small forge, and my read showed the light at his hammer running a Mender-grade folk-working three generations old.

Velis held the column by the outer caravansary. The protocol was firm: foreign queen-escort warriors did not enter the inner court. The border grudge seven years gone had written its provision into the threshold rules. Hadrek read Ymara once in the eyes. She nodded. He took the warriors to the yard’s eastern side.

Velis led us on. The route narrowed into a high passageway. The desert court had laid a working line hidden along the right-hand wall, and its pulse ran careful and old. Tarra walked by my right. Iliane fell back at Velis’s slight nod; the inner court was not her run.

We came to the first-court chamber an hour past noon.

The chamber sat under a high vaulted ceiling carved in pale ochre. Light entered the eastern wall through four long narrow openings cut high: desert-court geometry, light without heat. At the western face, raised three steps onto a deep-ochre dais, the court-throne sat under a thin silk canopy of cream over violet.

And on the dais, at her full standing height, the Veiled Queen waited.

* * *

I read the chamber the way I read every room — exits first. Three broke the south wall, two standard and one a narrow service door; two small working-stones sat in the corners; a private door stood half-curtained to the dais’s left. The court-pulse ran the slow even rhythm of a chamber that had not seen open conflict in years.

Then the queen. Five foot nine, slender through the shoulder, three layers of court-robe — cream over violet over a gold underlayer that showed at the open cuff. Dark violet eyes ringed with hazel above a gold-thread veil; black hair pinned high with a blue-violet undertone; small horns swept back, three inches, grey gone violet at the tips; warm gold-brown skin. The tail she did not hide — three feet of it, blue-violet-tipped, draped down the dais with the last foot moving on its own habit, the tip at rest by her left foot. In her own court she let it lie. Five rings caught the light on her hands.

The veil’s gold thread was not ornament. A small Empowerer-line lay woven into it in the pre-Conclave register, read-amplification the wearer could deploy at need — a court-instrument, not a decoration. I filed it and did not name it.

She was looking at me.

Not the chamber. Not Ymara. Me.

The violet eyes stayed still with the patience of a face that had spent a lifetime reading rooms and knew the difference between watching a stranger and marking one. She had watched me read her chamber first. She had watched me read her court-pulse second. She had watched me file the veil’s working away and choose not to name it.

She held my eye for two seconds. She did not say what she had read.

Then she turned the gaze to Ymara with the same ease and gave no sign her attention had ever rested anywhere else.

Velis stepped forward and bowed. “My queen. The Iron Queen of Black Anvil. Her healer. The working-mistress of the eastern hold.” He held the bow to the four-second count and rose.

“Velis.” The queen’s voice carried the layered, silk-edged register of formal court. Alto, measured, pitched so the working-line in the chamber’s stones answered it. “The Veil receives them at the inner court.”

She let a pause sit, the unhurried hand of a queen who had counted her opening words across fifty court sessions. Then she lifted her eyes to Ymara.

“Iron Queen of Black Anvil. The Veil offers you the same shelter it offers all guests of the Iron Hold. Three rooms in the east guest-wing. A bath drawn at your hour. And, when you are willing, my court would value a reading of the Veil’s first-stone.”

Long. Layered. The silk over the steel.

Ymara held the words for the count of one. Her left hand rested on the warhammer’s haft, the gesture of a queen who would not bend to a court-formal register but would not refuse it.

“The Iron Hold thanks the Veil. We will take the rooms. The reading of the first-stone is what I came for. Today, if your court permits.”

Short. Clean. The court-formal silk met the warhold’s iron and neither moved.

The veiled queen’s eyes lit in one corner. The mouth-shift hid under the veil; the smile reached only her eyes.

“My court permits. We will go at the second water-bell. Velis will see the working-mistress to the east wing.”

Tarra bowed to the count Velis had set. Velis bowed at her left. They withdrew through the south door.

The veiled queen lifted her hand in court-formal release. Her tail-tip flicked once. Amused.

“Healer. The veil across my face is the queen’s veil; you have read what it does. I will not require you to name it. The court permits the reading of the first-stone at the second bell. We walk there by my own hand.”

I held her eye for the count of two. Neither senior nor scout count; the count I had read at the threshold answered the count she had read in me.

“At the second bell, my queen.”

She said nothing of the queen-honorific back to me. She caught it once in her eyes and held it.

* * *

We walked the private corridor through the chamber’s left exit. The queen led three paces ahead. Ymara walked at my right shoulder at her full height. Velis followed half a pace back.

The light along the inner wall read older and more careful; the Veil’s foundational line ran deep through this passage. Velis touched his right hand to the wall once, a small grounding gesture, then released it.

We came to the Star-Chamber after forty paces.

A round room cut in pale ochre, forty feet across. The roof ran open to the sky through a single circular eye twelve feet wide, covered by a thin silk veil dyed the deep blue-violet of the Veil’s deepest register. The midday light came through softened, lighting the chamber a warm cream.

At the center sat the first-stone.

Three feet tall. Polished sand-stone in warm ochre. The working-grammar around its circumference ran a gold-edged register I had read in only one place before in my life. At Black Anvil’s heart-stone, the first day I had set my hand to it. The light along the gold edge ran older than the chamber. Older than the dynasty. The succubus-blooded register sat in the felt-resonance, and it carried a line laid into a foundation deeper than the Veil’s queens themselves.

My breath caught high in the throat, a different rhythm than the long ride had set.

The queen turned to the eastern arc. She did not enter the central circle.

“Healer. The first-stone is the Veil’s foundational working-line. My grandmother set her hand to it at her queen-seat-taking. My mother set her hand to it at hers. I set my hand to it at mine. The reading you will give is the reading three generations of this house have asked the working-grammar to give us.”

Her voice held silk-edged, but the register had dropped a notch. We were not at court now. We were in the Star-Chamber.

Ymara stood at the southern arc at her full height. Her left hand kept the warhammer’s haft at rest. She read me once in the eye.

I knelt at the eastern cardinal. The sand-stone floor was cool through the thin canvas of the working-jacket against my knee.

I set my right hand to the stone’s eastern face.

* * *

The read came up with the careful hand of a working older than my training.

The gold edge answered the cold-blue at my sternum and the warmth at my right wrist where the bond sat. Three lines met inside me at once. They found each other the way three river-currents find their join, and for a breath I was not reading the stone so much as standing in the middle of it.

I read the first-stone at full register.

The foundational line ran Empowerer-tier and deep, laid by a hand I did not recognize. Pre-Conclave. Three centuries at minimum. The grammar along the gold edge carried a succubus-blood lineage marker, and my read showed it inherited carefully, court to court, queen to queen.

The pool sat at one hundred thirty-five. I ran the read under sustained attention and let the vitality drain at its steady half-unit-per-minute cost, the price of a Tier 3 deep-resonance read.

I read past the surface line.

Beneath the foundation, at three points where the gold edge thinned and the light shifted to something I had read in one place before, sat the pale-grey script. Woven into the bloodline of the queens themselves.

I knew that hand.

The breath I had pulled in at the threshold went out of me slow.

It was the same signature I had read at Black Anvil’s heart-stone. On Korv’s brand. In the library’s marginal note. In the Whispergrass shepherd’s hut. On the wyrm-thing’s scales. Here too, deep in the heart of Halen’s Veil, laid at three points into the queens’ own line, beneath a grammar the gold edge had been built around without ever naming what it covered.

Not added later. Laid into the foundation.

The same hand under every realm’s first-stone.

I kept the read sustained. The pool dropped to one-twenty by five minutes. To one hundred fifteen by ten. At my wrist the bond cycled warm and steady, the queen across the southern arc reading me as I read.

I checked the three points one at a time. Each carried the same pale-grey script. Each had been laid before the gold edge was ever raised over it. The Veil-queens had built their court’s whole line on top of a script that was already there, and had never known it.

The same was true of Black Anvil. I had read it the first day and had not understood the scale of the implication. I understood now.

the Wane-command hand, the source-hand, is laying the Wane beneath every realm’s first-stone.

Not after. Not in addition. Down in the foundation. The pale-grey script had sat deep in the heart of these realms before the realms themselves took their names. Whatever the hand was, and I did not yet know what it was, it had been about the long careful work of laying the Wane across the realms for a span I could not yet count.

I carried the read three more minutes. Then I rose.

The pool sat at one hundred ten as I stood. Twenty-five units across the fifteen-minute read. The cold-blue held steady at my sternum. The warmth at my wrist, where the bond ran, kept its slow even cycle.

I turned from the eastern cardinal and faced the chamber.

The Veiled Queen stood along the eastern arc where she had stopped. The veil across her lower face stayed still; the violet eyes above it stayed on me with the patience of a queen reading what she had asked the reading to give. Her tail had coiled once near the dais-tip and lay still.

Ymara stood at the southern arc at her full height. Her left hand kept the warhammer’s haft at rest. Her eyes read me for the count of one.

I had not named the reading aloud yet.

The first-stone in the chamber’s center held its light along the gold-edged register, and the three woven points carried the pale-grey script beneath the foundational hand. The silk veil overhead shifted in the midday wind through a single even cycle, and the warm cream light moved with it across the floor.

Two realms. The same hand beneath the foundation of each. The third would be the same. The fourth.

I did not yet know what the framework was.

I knew now what the framework had to account for.

Behind me, the Veiled Queen watched me reading what I had just read in her first-stone and held still with the patience of a court-trained queen reading the reader. The violet eyes stayed steady. She did not say what she had read in me.

She did not need to.

The same hand under every realm’s first-stone.

I held the read inside and did not speak it. Some things you do not name across a court until you know who in the room already knows them — and who would kill to keep them unsaid.


Chapter 21: The Old Grudge

Atrias spoke into the opening pause of the third court session, and the merchants laughed.

He stood on the eastern petitioner’s mark, three paces forward of the bloodline-council’s column. His voice carried in the warm careful register of a man who had practiced his opening in the bath. The words were nominally about caravan fees on the southern trade-route. The smile under the words was about Sabreen.

“My queen. The merchants of the second district have asked three sessions running whether the caravan tariff will hold for the season. I am not the one to answer. I am only the one they ask. We have been asking long enough that the merchants begin to read the silence.”

The merchants along the south wall did not laugh out loud. They laughed in the corner of the eye. A third of the room registered it.

Sabreen held the dais. The veil over her lower face did not move. Her violet eyes settled on Atrias for three seconds and said nothing of what they read.

Court-pulse holds. The strain rides her shoulders, not her voice. She has practiced this.

I read her in the working-light from the guest position on the southeastern arc. Ymara stood at my right shoulder, full height. Her left hand rested on the empty warhammer-harness; the warhammer itself sat outside the chamber on the threshold, per Veil-court protocol, and her hand held the harness with the same discipline.

Sabreen lifted her hand in the court-formal release.

“The tariff holds. The merchants will receive the queen’s word from the chamberlain’s office at the second water-bell. Atrias of the Vellith branch is thanked for the asking.”

She had named him as the Vellith branch, not as her cousin, not as her advisor. The court’s western column registered it. Atrias bowed on the count of four and stepped back.

The court ran on through two routine petitions. The second water-bell rang from the outer tower.

“The court is at the second bell,” Sabreen said. “The Veil thanks its petitioners.”

The chamber emptied in the trained way of a room that had learned to read its queen’s dismissal. The merchants withdrew first; the bloodline-council second; Atrias last by the column-end, with a small backward look I caught from the southeastern arc.

The look did not go to Sabreen.

It came to us.

* * *

Velis walked us down the private corridor to the east guest-wing with the careful step of a chamberlain thirty-one years in his work.

The bond-channel on my right wrist had read a tight cycle since the chamber: the held warmth of a queen carrying load on her working-line. She had not named what she carried. She would not name it within Velis’s hearing.

We reached the suite. Velis bowed and let four seconds pass. “The bath is drawn. The lamps are lit. The chamberlain returns at the third bell if the Iron Queen calls.”

“We do not call,” Ymara said in the warhold register. “The chamberlain has the night.”

He withdrew.

I set the inner pin, hung the working-jacket on the writing-desk chair, washed my face in the bathing-chamber basin, and returned.

Ymara had not undressed. She stood by the eastern window, bare feet on the flagstone, the travel-tunic still on her shoulders, the braid gone loose down her back from the long day. The mother’s signet on her right index finger caught the lamp in a small dull gleam. The thin sheer drape stirred on the warm desert breeze.

I read her in the working-light.

The vitality-line across her chest pulled taut. Not Wane-touched. This was a body holding a load across two days of formal protocol in the house of the woman whose captain had ridden her sister down. The channel at my wrist read the load as tightness through her ribs and a held breath she had not released since the third session opened.

“You held the protocol two days. The room read your hold.”

She held still.

“The room reads.”

“Sit. Tell me.”

She did not sit. She spoke to the glass, even, the voice of a queen who had held a name against her chest for seven years and would name it tonight because the night had asked.

“Marlek Vorrane-Younger was warrior-heir of the Iron Hold. She was on the border with the eastern guard. Sabreen’s bloodline-council captain, Atrias-Older of the Vellith-line, father of Atrias-Vellith, rode on her with twenty horse on the second night of the raid. The raid was over a trade-route dispute that had never reached the warhold’s court. Marlek was twenty-six. The blade took her through the throat. She died on the border-line within the hour. She did not see the Iron Hold again.”

I held silent. My count ran to five seconds.

“Sabreen did not order the raid. I learned this from the heart-stone three years after. The bloodline-council ordered Atrias-Older. Sabreen was at the trade-court in Whitemarrow. The Atrias-line acted on the bloodline-council’s authority. Sabreen could have pursued discipline against Atrias-Older in her court. She did not. Atrias-Older died in a duel a year later. The matter closed in the court-record. It never closed in the Iron Hold.”

The signet caught the lamp again.

“What did you read off her today?” I asked.

Her breath came down to the diaphragm at last. Half a count of release. She held the rest.

“That she reads the same enemy. That she is also a queen who has carried the line alone. That the grudge is real. That the grudge weighs a fraction of what the Wane weighs. That I will set the grudge down at the right hour. The right hour is not yet.”

The verdict landed in the room. She did not raise her voice. She did not lower it.

I crossed the sitting-room and stopped three paces off. The channel at my wrist read her load, and the load stayed where it was at my approach; she had to release it herself.

“The court will take time. Tonight is not the court. I read you. Come away from the window.”

She turned.

Her hair caught the lamp along the loose braid’s edge. Her eyes held mine two seconds. She crossed the three paces and took my hand. The grip swallowed mine in the calloused warmth of the warhammer-hold.

“Come to bed.”

* * *

The bedroom held the gold silk canopy half-closed. Two candles burned on the bedside table. The narrow bed sat on a frame seven and a half feet long that did not fit her natural sleep-orientation; she would sleep diagonally as she had for two nights.

She drew the canopy closed. The candles read through the silk as a warm gold haze.

I removed the under-tunic by the bed. The trousers next. The dead brand-scar over the left ribs sat in the lamplight with no working-light reaction at all; just an old burn. I got into the bed.

She lifted off the sleep-tunic she had changed into in the corridor. Bare. The bed-frame creaked under her weight and held.

* * *

The first contact along the full body-length came on the count of one.

The warmth in the channel at my wrist did not hold at register-one.

It stepped.

I read it on the same beat her body read it. The cold-blue thread between her sternum and mine brightened along the inner edge and thickened. The warmth at my wrist that had been a steady low note for nine days ran to a fuller cycle. Not a flare; not a working brightening; the carrier-thread itself thickening for good as the bond deepened.

The channel reads at register-two. Higher than nine days at register-one. The bond deepens with proximity. The Conclave’s inner-archive named this.

I named it on the half-breath.

“The channel just stepped up. You feel it?”

Her hand came to her own right wrist.

“In the wrist. Yes.”

“That’s the deepening. The Conclave’s literature names it. I have not felt it before.”

Her eyes held mine through the canopy’s warm gold haze.

“Then we feel it.”

She moved.

The position from Hollow’s Span held. She rose over me with the slow, deliberate authority of a queen who had answered this question already; she set her knees against the bed-frame on the angle that fit her seven-and-a-half-foot length and lowered. The size-differential read across my body as it had read off the working-stone, a fact, weighed, addressed. The warmth at my wrist ran at register-two and answered her in the new fuller cycle.

The new-moon-shrine had been ritual-slow. This was the release of two days under Sabreen’s roof; the third court session at our backs; the formal protocol that had stiffened her shoulders held no longer. She moved faster than she had at Hollow’s Span. I met her pace. The bed-frame creaked once and held.

I read her chest through the channel.

On the count of thirty seconds, the tightness she had carried in her ribs for two days came through into my sternum.

Not the name of the grudge. Not Marlek; not Vellith; not the border-line. The bond did not carry the names. It carried the state. Her wrist-warmth read as her-bond and not as my-feeling; the grudge-pressure in her chest read as her-chest in the felt-resonance and not as a memory crossing the channel. The Conclave’s literature had been clear, and the discipline held.

I read it. I understood what I read. I did not stop.

She holds the grudge and the bond at once. The bond will not take the grudge. Her body will. The release is what she came for.

I set my hand to the small of her back.

She moved through me on the fuller pace. Her hair came loose from the half-braid she had not undone in the corridor and fell forward over her shoulder, the candle-gold drifting slow across the haze.

The Old Anvil broke on the mid-beat.

“Korr blight—”

She did not finish the swear. Her breath caught on the next stroke.

“I have you.”

She moved at her faster register for twenty seconds more. The climax came on both of us on the same beat. I stopped reading the cycle. There was the weight of her over me and the breath gone out of her against my throat, and the count went out of me with it. Two days of held protocol came apart in one stroke.

The grudge-pressure in her chest let go.

I felt it through her on the same beat. The held breath she had carried in her diaphragm for two days went out. The tightness in her ribs dropped. The shoulders that had held the court-protocol register since the second water-bell came down, and the bed-frame gave a quiet creak. Her body settled.

She lowered onto my chest. Her hair fell forward over her shoulder. Her breath came on the deep slow swell of a queen who had set down a load she had carried day and night for two days.

The word came on her breath, caught.

“There.”

One word. The discharge of two days held.

* * *

The candles still read as gold haze through the canopy.

She lay at my side along the diagonal her frame asked of the bed. Her right wrist rested along the mattress-edge in the warmth I read now at register-two. The bond at my sternum did not step back. The thread held the fuller cycle. Permanent. The deepening had set.

Her fingers came to the inside of her own wrist.

“It did not step back.”

“It will not. The deepening is permanent. The literature is clear.”

She held the wrist still.

“Then I read you at all hours now.”

“Yes.”

She spoke to the canopy’s underside after a count of half a minute.

“The Iron Hold is dying. The grudge is real. The bond deepens under Sabreen’s roof.”

“Yes.”

“We do not waste the night again.”

“No.”

The silence locked for one second. The candle-gold lay over the canopy.

I read past the suite at a careful sustained pace. The Veil-court ran its working-pulse through the outer corridors. Past them, ninety yards east, where the inner court’s eastern face held the Veiled Queen’s suite, a small steady pulse held in her quarters.

“Sabreen’s working-pulse reads ninety yards east. She has stayed in her quarters all evening. She has not read us through the channel; the bond is opaque to outside readers; the literature is also clear on that. But she reads the working-pulse generally. She knows we are here. She is in her own bed.”

“I know.”

“I have read her working-pulse for two days. I do not have her on the carrier-thread. I do not seek her. I am naming the read because it sits on the periphery, and I would not have you not know.”

The pause ran to a five-second count.

“You read her because she carries the working-line you read. You do not read her because you seek her. I read you on the difference. Read her. We will need it.”

The voice belonged to the queen. Not the warhold-warrior; this was the verdict of the Anvil line, given at this night-bell. She had named the permission and the limit in the same line.

* * *

The knock came perhaps three minutes later.

Light. Court-trained. The careful weight of a second-knock that did not insist.

I rose, pulled the trousers on, crossed the sitting-room, and opened the door.

A Veil-court courier stood on the threshold. Slender. Cream-and-violet livery cut to the scout-rank. Brown hair pinned under the silver cord of the queen’s-own register. She bowed the Veil-court late-hour bow, hand to sternum, two-second hold.

“The Veiled Queen sends her chamberlain’s compliments. The Veiled Queen invites the Healer-of-the-Iron-Queen to the working-stone library at the third water-bell tomorrow. The library opens to the Iron Hold’s full party under the queen’s signature. The invitation comes from the queen’s hand.”

She held out a silk note in both hands at her sternum. Folded on a careful diagonal. Sealed with a small bead of wax the working-light read as the Veil-court’s first-stone register, not the court seal. The queen’s personal seal.

I took it.

“Tell the chamberlain we will attend.”

“At the queen’s word.” The silver cord had named her queen’s-own by the small stamp on the pin’s inner edge: Karyn. She bowed again on the two-second hold and withdrew.

I set the pin. Crossed back to the bedroom. Sat down by the bed. Opened the silk note.

The hand was the queen’s own, the careful slanting register of someone writing by her own hand under the late candle.

I read it aloud by the bed.

“Healer-of-the-Iron-Queen. I read the third court-session in your hand. The library is the better room. Bring the Iron Queen if she will come. — S.”

Ymara held the canopy’s gold a beat. The signet caught the candle.

“She is naming you on Atrias’s read.”

“Yes.”

“Then we go at the third bell.”

Short. Clean. The verdict of a queen who had set down one load and would carry the next in the morning.

* * *

She slept within the half-hour, deep and slow, a body that had released the load at last. Her hair spread on the pillow. Her right wrist lay along the mattress-edge, register-two warmth holding.

I rose, pulled the working-jacket from the chair, and sat down at my own writing-desk by the open window. The night-jasmine came up from the inner garden. The candles burned low.

I read past the suite at a careful sustained pace.

Ninety yards east, where the inner court’s eastern face stood, the Veiled Queen’s pulse kept the slow even cycle of a queen at her late hour. Her succubus-blooded register ran the careful slow cycle of a court-trained queen reading her own room. She sat at her own writing-desk, her own hand. She had not been reading for the last hour and a half.

Her cycle had shifted the way a body shifts when it registers a felt-signal it has not registered before. The succubus-blood reads physical-resonance at proximity. The bond-deepening to register-two had radiated through the read. The carrier-thread brightening in the silk-canopy bedroom ninety yards west had reached the inner court’s eastern face on the same beat.

She had registered it as a heat-shift along her own read-line.

She had not crossed the corridor. She had not knocked. She had held her place at her desk in her own register and read what she read.

I read her reading me reading her, the pulse running slow and even across the desert night.

The new warmth at register-two at Ymara’s right wrist held. The carrier-thread ran the fuller cycle. Permanent. The deepening had set.

The Veiled Queen at her writing-desk in the inner court knew.

I knew that she knew.

I kept the read by the open window and let it lie. In the morning the court would open, and the thing between the Veiled Queen and me would have to be named in front of every face that wanted it kept dark.


Chapter 22: The Veil's Test

“This is the queen’s library.”

Velis named it in the high-arched doorway as the third water-bell rang, the way a chamberlain names a room he has walked into ten thousand times and still respects.

Sand-colored stone shelves ran two long walls and turned, far down the room, into a stepped tier four levels high. Working-stones of varied sizes filled them, palm-stones on the lower courses, fist-stones at mid-height, plinth-stones along the floor. The light read them in a layered cold-blue lattice, each stone its own steady note. Daylight came through a high silk-covered skylight, cream dyed to deep violet along the edge.

Sabreen sat at the far end of the table, her grandmother’s working-journal opened across the center-leaves. The veil stayed in place. Five rings sat on her hands. Her tail-tip lay still beside the chair’s left foot.

“Healer-of-the-Iron-Queen, and the Iron Queen of Black Anvil beside him, the library is the better room, and the queen of the Veil offers it at the third bell for work that asks for it.”

Ymara crossed the floor at her full height. The skylight cleared her by a foot. Vohren-iron waited in the corridor under Veil-court protocol; her hand held the empty harness. Velis stopped three paces off.

“The third bell is for difficult work. I have asked the court for three patients. Two come at the inner court’s request. One comes at my own. The library reads what you do over these stones. Any working-hand who walks the shelves for a week will read it after.”

The silk register. She had named the test without naming it. I set my working-jacket on the chair Velis had drawn.

* * *

The first patient came through the south door.

A boy. Eight years. Cream-and-violet of a lesser noble-house ward, pale above the desert tan. His mother held his upper back, carrying herself like a woman who had borne the load for weeks.

“The cough. Three weeks. Blood on the cloth these last two mornings.”

Pulse 108. Wane-touch in the upper lobe, small dark patch. Three weeks gives him another three.

I set my palm to the third rib. The silver-white drew up on a small clean tone; the boy breathed in sharply against the cold-warm. The Wane-residue lifted muddy-brown through the light, gathered to my palm, and released on the three-count. He coughed once into his sleeve and a thin pale-grey dust came out.

“The right lung reads clean. He sleeps the afternoon.”

The mother’s thanks came soft. Velis walked them out. Sabreen’s violet eyes returned to the journal.

* * *

The second patient came two minutes later. He walked on his own legs.

A war-captain, by the cut of the leather. Forty, by my read; a weather-burned cheek; a black beard tied off with a single bone ring below the chin in the eastern-guard style. His right arm ended above a stump just past the elbow, the scar clean-closed over a wound three years old. He held his left hand to his chest in the parade rest of a man twenty years on the line.

“Captain Haras of the eastern guard,” Velis said.

“Captain.” I gestured to the bench. He sat.

Pulse sixty-two at rest. The residual vitality-line through the brachial route holds the steady note of a route that ran to lost tissue and has waited three years for the body to give up on it.

It had not given up. The body knew when the line was still asking.

I walked his right side. The stump faced the skylight; the scar lay clean along the lateral fold.

“I name what I can do and what it costs before I do it.”

“As the healer says.”

“The residual line still asks for the tissue beyond the elbow. The Empowerer-grammar can grow tissue along the route the body remembers. The grammar has a ceiling of forty percent. Partial forearm. Partial hand. Three fingers and a thumb. The grip will hold a weight, not a sword.”

He did not move. “The partial.”

“Twenty-five minutes sustained. Eighty units from my pool. You lie on this bench an hour after; the new tissue hurts. The second day on, you work the fingers through the exercise your guard-surgeon will give you. The hand is yours in six weeks. It will not be the hand you lost.”

The captain’s eyes stayed on me, the look of a man receiving a verdict he had not expected in his life.

“The partial.”

He set his left hand on the bench’s edge and gave me the right.

* * *

I cupped both hands over the stump’s cap. The pre-work breath settled in the diaphragm. The Empowerer-line gathered in my palms, warm-gold woven through with cold-blue lattice. The two-tone hum came up, the lower note and the higher together. The captain’s breath caught once against the cold-warm.

I asked the residual line to extend.

The route answered like a thing that had waited three years for the asking. The light along the lateral fold brightened gold-and-blue. The outer layer of tissue rose to meet the line, half an inch every two minutes.

Pool to one hundred at five minutes. The wrist-warmth cycled through Ymara’s held note from the southern arc.

Bone first: radius to fourteen percent, then twenty-eight, then the ceiling at forty. Ulna half a beat behind. Brachial artery branched where the grammar asked. Tendons threaded the line’s weave. Fingers came in the last seven minutes, thumb, first, second.

The third finger and the fourth did not build. The ceiling held.

The warm-gold withdrew. The hum lowered to its round release.

Functional at forty percent. Radial pulse sixty-two through the new wrist. Thumb opposes the first finger. Second flexes on the new joint. The line ends.

Pool at fifty-five. Cost ran to eighty-two; the shelf-stones drew the two extra.

I rose.

The captain was looking down at his hand. The hand opened. The thumb met the first finger. The second curled slowly, a finger learning a new instruction. The hand closed to a fist of three and a thumb. It opened again.

He wept without sound. The shoulders stayed still. The face did not change. The water came to his eyes, a man who had stood the parade rest over his arm for three years and now had nothing to set the rest against. The empty cuff was no longer empty.

“Lie on the bench. The new tissue hurts the first hour. Surgeon at the fourth bell. The hand is yours in six weeks.”

He did not trust his voice. He bowed where he sat and lay back.

* * *

The third patient came five minutes later.

A girl. Nine. Veil-court cream-and-violet in the smaller cut of a court-house ward. Black hair in a single braid. Dark violet eyes, hazel along the iris-rim. Quarter-blood, soft.

A Veil-court nurse walked beside her shoulder. The mother was not there.

“This one comes at my own asking,” Sabreen said. She left the child unnamed.

The not-naming was an answer. The girl’s house-mark sits with the eastern court-bench. The bloodline-council would weigh the naming differently than the queen would, and the queen had carried the asking herself rather than place it in the house’s record.

I knelt. The girl came to the bench with the walk of a child brought to long tables before.

I read her carefully in the light. The pulse held at eighty-eight, normal for her age; her vitality ran to three-quarters. The vitality-line through the bloodline channel showed the malformed note I had read in one place before, in the Cleansers’ Academy’s third-year archive: a quarter-blood ward studied over a long hour. Not life-threatening. Progressive, a line asking for a partner-line it did not yet have. It pairs at bond-formation at maturity. The cure was the bond. She was nine.

I rose.

“Show me,” Sabreen said. The silk stayed steady. The journal was closed under her thumb. Her tail had stilled.

“The girl carries a vitality-line malformation in the bloodline channel. Not life-threatening. Progressive. The literature names it. The cure is bond-formation at maturity; the bond closes the malformation at the grammar’s natural completion. Her succubus-blood requires a working-hand partner for the bond. The earliest in the literature is sixteen. The bond will be there for her if she lives to it. I cannot heal this without a bond. I will not improvise a working the literature is silent on.”

Sabreen held still.

I carried the read for three counts and did not flinch as I named it.

“At the queen’s asking I will write the read under the captain’s working-log.” I held the read a beat longer, and made the choice while I held it. “But I will not hand a child I cannot heal to a seasonal felt-read and call it finished. If the queen permits — the girl comes to the Sanctuary I am building, every season, and I read her myself. Not a house-hand. Mine. Until she is of age and the bond is hers to offer or refuse.” I could not close the line; the truth of that sat plain on the table where everyone could read it. “I can make certain no one closes the question for her before she is old enough to answer it. That much I can hold.”

The nurse held the girl’s shoulder. She did not weep either.

The girl looked up at me. “Will I be sick through the seasons?”

The voice was small. Court-trained even at nine.

“You will be tired. The tiredness will not put you in bed for the long hour. It passes. At sixteen, if a working-hand is offered after the careful read, the tiredness closes. The asking is not a sickness.”

She held my eye to the count of two, weighing it the way the court had taught her to weigh everything at nine.

“Then I will come every season,” she said.

She did not bow. The nurse bowed on the four-count. They withdrew.

Sabreen lifted her hand from the journal. The silk held its surface; the register under it had stepped. Not to plain-direct. To something I had not heard from her yet, a queen who had watched a working-hand name an honest limit and weighed the honesty for what it was.

“As the healer says.”

The tail-tip flicked once.

* * *

She rose. “Iron Queen. The eastern balcony reads the inner garden. The healer’s working-log is the healer’s by protocol.”

Ymara set the empty harness against the south reading-pillar and crossed.

They walked the long room at one matched stride, the size-gap held without naming — Sabreen in cream-and-violet silk reaching just past Ymara’s chest, Ymara with her braid loose down her back in the warhold’s late-day ease. The afternoon sun fell low and gold across the silk and the wool at one angle. Sabreen took the left, Ymara the right, both leaning into the rail at the same forward set. Sabreen’s hand rested on the stone by the queen’s left. The tail-tip flicked once.

I did not hear the words.

I bent over the working-log.

I set the entry down in a careful hand. Captain Haras, eastern guard. Right arm, stump three years post-amputation above the elbow. Tier 3 Empowerer arm-extension along the residual vitality-line of the brachial route. Twenty-five minutes sustained. Built to grammar-ceiling at forty percent. Functional partial forearm with three fingers and a thumb. Radial pulse sixty-two through the new wrist. Brachial route clean and continuous. Cost: eighty-two units. Pool at close: fifty-five of one-seventy-five.

I set the stylus down. The shelf-stones held the residue; the air carried a small metallic-electric note as it closed.

I did not need to hear the words from the balcony.

* * *

Velis returned perhaps six minutes later.

He carried a folded scroll in his right hand. The wax bead read heavy — a Conclave seal in the High Mercy’s hand.

“A Conclave communiqué. Delivered to the outer gate under safe-passage. Addressed to the queen, with notice that the queen is to deliver it to the Healer-of-the-Iron-Queen.”

I took it. The seal broke under a small pressure of my thumb.

By the hand of the High Mercy Aldous Crane, from the seat of the Mercy Conclave at Whitemarrow Citadel, on the seventeenth day of the second summer-month, in the four hundred and second year After Conclave.

To the courts of the realms, by the Conclave’s communiqué, for common reading.

The Cleansers’ Academy graduate Roan Hale, branded heretic in the public square of the Cleansers’ Academy two years past, is named in the Conclave’s reading as Empowerer-capable in the unsanctioned working-grammar of the Ascendance-heresy. He is requested by the Conclave’s instruction to the Citadel of Whitemarrow for the careful work of correction upon the working-line. The realms are asked to facilitate the return of Roan Hale by the soonest practicable hour.

Signed: Aldous Crane, High Mercy of the Mercy Conclave.

I read the signature where the line ran out. The Crane-hand on the page was the hand that had written my third-year working-grammar evaluation at the Cleansers’ Academy, the same slant of letter — patient, exact, the loop on the C closed to its same angle. Crane had spent four years teaching me to read a patient before I cut. He had taught me how a Cleanser-grammar moves through bone, the way a master teaches a student a working he believes will save lives. Now he had signed the page that asked the realms to deliver me to the chamber where the cutting would be done. The preceptor-line behind my attention surfaced once on an even count and went quiet. The wound was old. The signature was new.

The institutional manhunt was formal now. Named.

My chest tightened against the second rib. The pulse came up in my throat. I read it without anger and without surprise.

I closed the scroll. “Tell the queen the communiqué is in the healer’s hand.”

Velis bowed and withdrew.

* * *

He returned with both queens. Sabreen released the chamberlain on a small gesture; Velis went out.

“The Conclave has named you,” Sabreen said. “The High Mercy has signed under his own seal. The realms have been asked to deliver you to Whitemarrow.”

“Yes.”

She stayed still to the count of three. The veil did not move.

“The Veil’s response will be the queen’s. The Conclave’s hand on this seal is the Conclave’s choice. It is not the Veil’s.”

“At the queen’s word.”

She crossed to the table and set her hand on the journal.

“There is one other thing the library was the better room to read in.”

I waited.

“My grandmother’s working-journal carries a marginal note beside the entry for her forty-third year, about fifty years past. Her own hand, the small script she used for things she had no framework for. I have read the entry three times in nine years. The note names a phrase I have not been able to place against any working-stone or any text the library carries.”

She opened the journal to a leaf marked with a thin gold ribbon. The marginal note ran down the right margin, faded to fifty-year brown. The phrase sat in the middle of its line.

the Seven Mercies’ working.

I read it. I read it again.

I filed it on the same shelf in my interior where the Sanctuary library’s fragment a month past had landed: the seven hands set to work on the realm’s center stone did not complete what they began. Different hand, different shelf, different realm.

This was the second.

I had no framework.

“The note does not elaborate,” Sabreen said. “I have looked, and the journal carries no other reference to the phrase; every shelf I have searched is silent on the same word. The phrase sits in the margin, and the entry beside it does not name what it is for.”

“I read it.”

“You have read it before.”

“A phrase of the same shape. Not the same words. I do not have a framework for either.”

She held my eye to the count of three.

“Then the queen of the Veil and the healer-of-the-Iron-Queen carry two readings of one shape, and the shape sits in an older register of the working-line than either of our schools is taught in.”

“Yes.”

She closed the journal. “The library reads what passes over its stones — the queen will read this further, down the long thread the third bell did not ask for.”

“At the queen’s word.”

The seven hands at the working. The Seven Mercies’ working. The same shape. I had not yet known what the shape was for. I knew now what it was asking.

* * *

We took the suite late. Ymara slept within the half-hour, the day’s weight set down to her own height. Her breath ran the slow deep cycle. The warhammer’s harness leaned against the chair-back at one careful angle. Her travel-leathers hung loose at the chest.

I sat in the chair across from her and read the signature where the communiqué ran out, a second time, in the Cleansers’ Academy hand. The loop on the C closed exactly as Crane had taught me to close my own during the third-year working-grammar evaluation. The same hand. The same patient cut into the consonant. Six years and the brand on the road and the warhold and the desert had not changed his hand.

Ninety yards east, the Veiled Queen sat at her own desk in the same late hour. Her working-pulse held the measure of a queen reading a Conclave seal in her own hand a second time — slow, weighing, the cycle not flickering on the line that named me. She read it the way I had just done. Two readers at two desks over one signature in one hour.

I folded the page along the seam and slid it into the working-jacket’s inside pocket, against my chest. It would ride with me to the Vellum Stone. It would ride with me on the return. The signature would ride with me through every reading.

The candle burned low.


Chapter 23: Iliane at the Corridor

The hoofbeats came up the inner corridor on the late-morning bell at a pace the inner court was not built to receive.

I read them before I saw the rider. The bond-channel at my right wrist ran register-two from the night before, from the silk-canopy bed; Ymara stood to my left by the council-chamber’s long table, her warhammer set in the corridor outside, her hand resting on the empty harness. Sabreen sat at the head of the table, veil in place, the morning’s petition records spread to the leaf-marked place. Velis waited by the queen’s right shoulder. The court ran easy in the second-day rhythm of a queen’s session, the afternoon’s docket still to be read.

The hoofbeats did not match that pace. They came in the hard gallop of a scout-horse on courtyard flagstone, up the eastern corridor in a slap of shoes that the inner gate’s normal challenge had not slowed.

Sabreen’s tail-tip stilled against the chair’s foot.

The east doors opened. Velis reached them in three paces. Boot-steps came up the inner passage in the quick clean stride of a rider who had dismounted by the corridor entry without waiting for a groom.

Iliane crossed the threshold.

Dust streaked the silver-grey cloak’s hem; the hood was thrown back from the gallop and held against the shoulder; the cropped brown hair stuck damp to her temple. The silver-thread armband on her left upper arm caught the chamber’s high light in the same cold note I had read out at the oasis. She held three folded scout-parchments in her right hand. Hazel eyes, flecked through with violet along the irises’ inner ring, swept the room in a single pass — queen above the table, Iron Queen along the long side, healer beside her, chamberlain by the door. They settled on Sabreen.

She gave the hand-to-sternum scout’s bow and held it the two-second count. She did not waste the count.

“My queen. I rode the night. The Conclave is in the desert.”

Sabreen lifted her hand from the petition-leaf and laid it flat. The veil stayed still. The violet eyes held on Iliane for a count of two.

“Sit. Read it to the room.”

Pulse elevated, steady under courier’s discipline. She has not stopped to rest by the city’s outer gate. Dust under the jaw. Six hours in the saddle, hard pace.

Iliane did not sit. She crossed the chamber in four paces, set the parchments down before Sabreen, and remained standing to the queen’s right, one pace off. The scout’s posture — ready to ride again on the next bell.

“At the queen’s word.”

* * *

She began in the scout’s measured pace.

“Three independent reads at three water-stops. The fifth, the third, the second-east. Three scout-hands of the queen’s outer ring. The reads cross-check on the count of riders and the count of times. They do not differ by a single number.”

Velis closed the east doors on the inner pin and returned to the queen’s right shoulder.

“A Conclave strike-team crossed the eastern desert two nights past. Eight riders. Inquisitor-Captain Volk leads the column — Conclave hand, Whitemarrow-trained. Six inquisitors in cream-and-iron field-rank, working-blades on the hip, heavy lacquer over the chest. One ward-bearer.”

The ward-bearer rode the eighth horse. The chest-sling.

I read Iliane’s hand. It did not flutter when she named Volk; she had ridden the night with the name in her saddle.

“The ward-bearer carries an iron-and-stone medallion on a chest-sling. The scout on the second-east read it in the working-light from fifty paces under cover. Full Conclave-issue. Mender plus tier. Anti-vitality. The field-deployed radius reads one hundred feet from the bearer.”

Volk plus six plus the ward. The column is built to take a Tier 3 working-hand at distance. The ward is the spine.

Ymara’s hand did not move on the empty harness. Her eyes stayed still for three seconds.

“The pace?” she asked.

“Hard. Faster than the queen’s column rode the inbound. They passed the second-east stop the fourth hour past noon yesterday. The third oasis registered them the second hour past dawn this morning. At their pace the fifth registers on the second water-bell tomorrow. Engagement at the Vellum Stone on the third day’s dawn.”

Sabreen held still. The veil did not stir.

“The intent.”

“Covert. No banners. They have not signaled at the stops or asked the queen’s safe-conduct. The column is instructed to engage, not to parley.”

She glanced at me for half a beat.

“The strike-team intends to engage the healer’s escort at the Vellum Stone before the healer reaches the inner court. Their intelligence has not yet carried word that the healer is already inside the Veil. The Vellum Stone is the projection.”

I read the room. Ymara’s hand on the harness had not moved. The braid against her shoulder kept the same way I had read it two days before. Sabreen’s tail-tip lay still.

Volk. Six. The ward rides the chest-sling. Thirty-six hours.

The bond-channel read Ymara’s register at a steady tight cycle, a warqueen reading a column’s order of march. She was already in the field.

“My queen, I have named the strike-team to none but the scout-ring and this chamber.”

“Good.” Sabreen turned to the chair’s long side. “Velis. The chamber doors hold under the queen’s seal until the queen names the release.”

“At the queen’s word.” Velis bowed and held by the doors.

“We name what the room must name.”

* * *

The silk register held; the rhythm stepped over to court-strategy now. She had moved to the work the chamber was built for.

“The Veil cannot openly engage Conclave inquisitors on its own desert. The non-interference treaty from the seventh year is explicit — my guard draws on a Conclave field-rank, and Atrias carries the breach to the trade-courts at Whitemarrow by the next courier.” Sabreen did not look up from the parchments. “And the Vellum Stone sits on my soil. The treaty applies.”

“The treaty does not bind the Iron Hold,” Ymara said. “We are not signatory. The Conclave named the healer my envoy’s charge under the High Mercy’s own seal. My queen-host rights cover the engagement of any force named against his life. I ride as private security, in the formal register.”

The court-strategic compressions ran clean between them, queen to queen, each move opening the next.

Sabreen steepled her hands at her chest. “Then it holds before the realm’s eye. Atrias names the engagement the Iron Hold’s hand and not the Veil’s; the treaty stands on the open clause; the Conclave’s recourse runs to the warhold, not to me. A war the Iron Hold has chosen.”

“The Iron Hold accepts.” Ymara did not pause. The verdict landed on the table.

I named what the room had not. “And if Volk slips the stone and reaches this court, you have two doors, Veiled Queen — and both of them open onto Atrias. Hand me to the Conclave after you welcomed me at a third-bell library, or shelter me against an open seal and give him the proof he has waited two years for. The Vellum Stone is the third door. It is the only one that opens onto neither.”

And I had read the thing that made the third door the only one worth walking. I set it on the table the way the queens set verdicts. “Volk’s column is built to take a working-hand at distance. Six inquisitors and a ward-bearer, the ward throwing a hundred-foot anti-vitality radius — a wall raised against a man who fights from range. It is also the whole of his strength, and it is brittle. Bring him to close iron before he expects a fight, inside his own ward’s blind, and the spine of the column breaks before it knows it is broken.” I looked at Ymara. “He rides for the Vellum Stone because his intelligence still puts me on the road. So I am the thing that brings him there. I ride your column as the bait he thinks he is hunting, in the open where he can read me, and your iron closes on him while his ward is still aimed at empty desert.” It was not a healer’s place to lay out a battle in a queen’s court. I laid it out anyway. It was my life on the stone, and I was done reading it from the back of the room.

Sabreen held my eye a count of three. “At the queen’s word,” she said, and to Velis, low: “The court-record reads that I received intelligence of an unidentified eastern column and instructed the scout-ring to keep reading. It reads that the foreign queen-host’s envoy rode west on her own instruction at the same hour. It carries no word from me toward engagement. Let Atrias read that.”

Velis bowed. “At the queen’s word.”

Tarra would hold the inner court as the healer’s working-room reserve, and would not ride; Iliane would scout the Iron Queen’s column to the stone and read, not engage — the line the treaty drew, and the queens held it without naming it twice.

Ymara turned in her chair. “The column rides on the third water-bell. Twenty horse of the eastern guard, Hadrek at the lead, the healer at my right, Iliane scouting. We hold the Vellum Stone’s western face by the third day’s dawn, and we engage when the column comes within reach.”

Two queens in one chamber under one instruction, the realm-tie reading bright through the bond-channel. Sabreen received the verdicts with a small nod and let the silence close the matter.

I kept silent. The reading belonged to the queens.

* * *

The afternoon ran into the column’s prep.

Hadrek took the warriors out to the outer yard. The eastern guard’s twenty horse formed up in the careful count of an envoy column readying for engagement. Cleaver on the lead-string. Khar-stone in the harness. Stoneback in my line. The vitality-conservation grammar inside my jacket’s lining ran at a steady draw against the desert’s warmer pull.

Tarra came up through the eastern arch and laid her hand on my forearm in the formal release. She named the work, not the engagement.

“The harmonization-grammar reserve sits in the working-vellum for the late hour. I hold the grammar on the long-read until the column returns.”

“At the working-mistress’s word.”

She held my forearm for a count of two and let go.

The Vohren-iron rode at Ymara’s hip in the harness for the first time since she crossed the threshold of the city; the Veil-court protocol that bound it to the working-chambers had been set aside by the queen’s instruction for the engagement-prep.

I crossed the inner court through the late-afternoon shadow. The first-stone in the heart of the city held its felt-resonance at a slow even cycle.

Iliane came through the inner archway from the eastern corridor. The cloak was clean now, the cropped brown hair combed since the saddle’s release.

“The queen is in the southern armory. She sends me with a coordination question on the harmonization-grammar reserve.”

“At the queen’s word.”

I followed her.

* * *

The armory under the southern face of the inner court ran a flight of stone steps down into the cool of the desert’s underground. The lampblack rose to meet us on the descent, heavy with the oil-cool draw of a chamber not opened in the day-cycle for some time.

Iliane led half a pace ahead. She did not speak on the descent. One pace past the lintel she stopped.

“The queen at the rings. The healer at the threshold.”

She did not enter.

I stopped just inside the threshold’s near edge.

The room was long and low-ceilinged, vaulted overhead in stone, the air heavy with lampblack-oil and the cool stone-draw. Three walls of weapons on iron stands. The fourth wall, opposite the entry, held no weapons. A long table of the same sand-colored stone as the third-bell library. Above the table, set in a heavy wooden rack on the wall, a long line of small silver rings.

Sabreen stood before the rack.

The veil was not on her face.

It lay folded on the rack’s wooden bench at her left. The lower face I had not read in the open chamber for two days lay bare in the lamp-light, open in the way of a queen at her own hour. The full mouth stayed still in the held concentration of a queen at close work. The high cheekbones caught the lampblack’s warm gold.

Her hair was still pinned in the court-style of the morning’s session, the elaborate pins set behind the head, but small loose strands had come free against the temple. She had stood before the rack for some minutes.

Her right hand moved across the rack in the careful slow pace of a hand choosing. The rings hung on small wooden pegs, perhaps fifty in the line. Each ring was small, silver, plain along the outer rim. The read showed each ring a small steady note: an Empowerer-tier working sat in the silver, its grammar inscribed on the inner face.

I read the rack in the working-light.

Each ring a small working sat on the inner face. The grammar reads Empowerer-tier. Deploy by touch. The wearer’s contact activates the working in the silver. The rack holds a steady cold note, an arsenal of small workings, each laid down by the careful inscription of a hand across some long generation.

The Veil-court tradition. The succubus-blooded royal combat-rings. The working ran at a small steady note that did not match the court rings she carried by day. Those held a surface-jewel register. These held deeper. These were for the field.

She had not worn them in nine years.

I kept by the threshold and did not cross.

Her right hand lifted to the rack and took the first ring from the second peg from the left. The fingers worked in the small precise pace of a queen in careful selection. She set the ring on her right index finger and pressed the touch-point on the inner face.

The ring’s light brightened to violet-rose for a count of two and held. The ring read its working active, deep. A small Empowerer-line ran from the ring up her finger and wrist as a thin cold-blue thread and disappeared into the cuff of the silk sleeve. The first working set.

She lowered the hand and reached for the rack again.

The second ring, fifth peg. Right middle finger. Pressed. The violet-rose brightened. The second working set.

The third ring, seventh peg. Right ring finger. Pressed. The working held.

She did not look toward the threshold. She did not look at me.

The working-light read her felt-resonance from sixty paces. The succubus-blooded register held the even cycle of a queen who had sat in the chamber under the silk-flat register and now stood in the armory under no register at all. The court-trained mask lay on the bench with the folded veil. The face before the rack was the queen’s own face in the queen’s own hour. The eyes settled on the work. The mouth stayed still. The hands worked.

I read the courage in the felt-resonance.

She was preparing to fight even though she would not stand in the field. The rings were for if the column on the Vellum Stone failed and Volk reached the inner court. The rings were the queen’s last line, the working she would carry by her own hand if the engagement in the western desert did not hold.

She knew this. She had not named it in the chamber. She did not need to.

Her right hand lifted to the rack again. The fourth ring, ninth peg. She paused on the bare-second count of a queen weighing the fourth working. Her hand hovered over the peg.

I read the ring in the working-light from sixty paces, and the grammar on its inner face came up at a register I had not read on the prior three. Combat-engagement-and-interference-line. The working reads at a cross-bond-channel cross-reference register; the wearer can ride a third-party working-line back to its instrument-source across distance. Succubus-blood-tuned. Veil-court master-grade. It was a working a queen wore in the close field or did not wear at all.

The bond-channel read the slow steady cycle. No tightness. No flutter.

She kept silent.

She chose.


Chapter 24: The Vellum Stone

We reached the Vellum Stone three hours past midnight, after eighteen hours of hard ride out of Halen’s Veil along the cracked-pan road. The eastern guard had set the watch on the slab’s four cardinal points and slept two hours in the lee of the western shadow. The horses, run hard through the desert night, had been walked slow until they cooled and then set to graze on the dry brush.

Dawn over the outer-village came up grey behind the eastern ridge. The desert’s cold lifted with the first low slant of sun across the cracked white pan that gave the place its name. The vellum-stone itself stood on the village’s western shoulder: a flat slab of bone-pale rock the size of a council table. A long-dead Veil-court mason had cut script into it, still legible across the upper face, weathered down to bare strokes below.

I stood on the slab’s western edge, laid my hand on its surface, and read it once.

Old stone. Mender-grade working in the inscription, three centuries faint. The slab keeps a felt-resonance at its cardinal points. A working-hand laid on the western face could read the eastern approach for half a mile.

The mason had built a watch-stone. Useful.

The outer-village sat under the western face: eight low mud-brick houses around a small forge and a single roofed well, tucked into the slab’s lee for the noon-shade. Forty people lived there in the standing season. Hadrek had moved them all on the second water-bell into the eastern shadow, with two of the guard’s lighter horse holding them out on the cold pan a quarter-mile away.

Twenty horse of the Iron Hold’s eastern guard held the village’s western approach. Hadrek rode the lead, warhammer slung on his back-harness, bone-grey braid pulled tight under the helm. Cleaver and Khar-stone and Stoneback waited in the second rank. Three runners had gone forward on foot, crouched careful on the cracked pan, reading the eastern horizon for a column.

Ymara stood under the slab’s southern face, steady, a warqueen reading the field she had chosen. Vohren-iron rode her hip. Her braid hung loose below the helm-rim. Her hand had not left the warhammer’s harness since the second water-bell.

Iliane came down off the upper face with the silent quick step of a scout closing a sight. She had ridden out three hours past midnight. She crossed the slab and dropped to one knee on my left, hood thrown back, cropped brown hair damp against her temple.

“Volk and six are on the eastern outskirts. Ward-bearer rides the center. They are thirty minutes out at their pace. Hard ride. They have not slowed for the second oasis.”

“The scout has spoken,” Ymara said.

Iliane glanced east. “The ward on his chest-sling shows in the working-light at three hundred yards. Full Conclave-issue. He will set it on the village square the moment we engage.”

I watched the eastern horizon through the slab’s felt-resonance and registered nothing on the working-line. Thirty minutes was thirty minutes.

I turned my face west.

The bond-channel held my right wrist at register-two from the night-deepening back in Veil-court. I sat on the slab’s western edge for thirty heartbeats and reached down the channel.

Thirty-six hours of distance ran along the warm thread. Sabreen waited in the Veil-court armory still, her working-pulse cycling slow and even, a queen sitting at her own readiness. The cross-reference found her the way a hand laid on the southern face of a wall reads the body standing on the northern face: presence, posture, the held breath.

She had not slept either.

Combat-rings on the right hand. Four set. The veil rests on the rack’s bench. Her pulse cycles slow and even, a queen holding the ready-line.

I held the cross-reference along the channel and let the read travel: reading you. Western face of the Vellum Stone. Volk thirty minutes from the eastern outskirts. The ward rides his chest-sling.

The cross-reference carried no words. It carried only the working-pulse, paced the deliberate way I had learned in the Sanctuary library to send across distance.

The answer came back inside half a heartbeat. Her pulse stepped up one count, held, stepped back. She had read me reading her. She knew what stood on the field.

I rose from the slab.

“Iliane reads them at thirty minutes. The Veil’s queen holds in the armory.”

Ymara held her head still. “By the queens’ word, then. Hadrek.”

Hadrek crossed three paces. “By the queen’s word.”

“Shield-rank across the village’s western mouth. The lighter horse on the southern flank. We take the column on open ground before they reach the houses. The ward goes down or we lose the southern flank to it; the southern flank goes down or we lose the village. The healer rides my line, dead center.”

“By the queen’s word.”

He turned and began to set the horse in order, clean and unhurried, a captain settling twenty men into a shape he had read fifty times. Galen to the southern lead. Tov to the northern. Three runners up the slab’s upper face for the eastern read. The horses settled under the bridle.

Ymara looked at me across the slab. “Healer. Hold the bond-channel on sustain. Read what the Veil’s queen reads. If the ward closes the southern flank, you call it down the channel. I will hear it on the wrist.”

“By the queen’s word.”

Two queens, one instruction. One on the slab. One in the armory eighteen hours west.

Hadrek’s runner called from the upper face. “Riders. Eastern horizon. Eight.”

* * *

They came on at a hard sustained gallop, a strike-team that had not slowed in three days.

Eight horse on the cracked pan, black-iron lacquer catching the early light. Volk rode the head: tall in the saddle, iron-grey hair cropped close, the Conclave Inquisitor-Captain’s field-grey on his shoulder, sword on the left hip and brand-iron rod on the right. Six inquisitors flanked him in the cream-and-iron field-rank, working-blades drawn. The ward-bearer rode the center on a heavier draught, the iron-and-stone medallion already lifted from his chest-sling for deployment.

At a canter they re-formed into the strike-wedge — inquisitors to the outer arcs, Volk on the point, the ward-bearer in the protected center — and came on.

Hadrek: “Hold.” The shield-rank held the village’s mouth, twenty horse waiting on a locked breath for the close. The lighter horse held the southern shadow.

The wedge closed to two hundred yards. To one fifty. To one twenty.

“Galen. Tov. Now.”

The two lead-warriors broke the shield-rank clean, trained to the breaking-shape. Six of the guard’s horse went with each. Galen took the southern arc, Tov the northern. They met the inquisitor flanks on the open pan.

The first exchange was bad for the Conclave.

The inquisitors had trained to restraint-tier: working-blades set to wound and arrest, the field-rank’s whole instruction on a long manhunt to take heretics alive and broken. The eastern guard fought to the warhold’s killing-tier — ogre-kin reach, Vohren-grade steel, the trained intention of a warhold’s eastern wall in a bad year. Galen took the first inquisitor on the off-side at the close; her working-blade caught his shoulder, his counter-cut came in pulled, and Galen’s return opened her throat above the lacquer’s high edge. Tov took the second on the northern arc, the heavy two-handed sword going through the cream-and-iron where the lower lacquer gapped. The third tried to back his horse out of the closing wedge, and Galen’s second rode him into the pan and took him on the second exchange.

Four down on the first count. Three breaths. The pan held three Conclave horses without riders, dust pale and cold around their feet.

Volk read it.

Sword still sheathed. Brand-iron rod still on the right hip. His eyes hold the ward-bearer in the center. He has read the count and the cost, and the ward becomes the engagement.

His left hand cut a short flat gesture toward the ward-bearer.

The ward-bearer lifted the medallion from his chest-sling and deployed.

The dark sphere opened over the village square.

I read it in the working-light as it went out. The cold-blue lattice that had held the slab’s western edge dimmed in a single beat and went DARK across the eastern face. The hundred-foot radius spread out from the bearer’s chest in a fast pulse, a Conclave working set with careful inscription. Inside its volume my diagnostic register collapsed. The slab’s felt-resonance went silent. The bond-channel went SCRAMBLED on my wrist. Ymara’s warm thread at register-two fragmented into a stutter, a stop, a stutter again. The cross-reference broke. Sabreen’s pulse, relayed along the wardline, broke clean off in the same beat.

The southern flank’s read dimmed along the radius edge. Galen shouted something I could not catch on the pulse and pulled his horse back two paces, his working-blade’s edge gone dull to any eye that could read it.

Volk drew his sword. He re-formed his column into the wedge under the ward’s protection and began to advance on the village square at a steady canter, a captain who knew the ward held while it held.

“Ward deployed,” I called across to Ymara on the slab. “The bearer holds the village square. One hundred feet. The bond-channel reads scrambled.”

“The healer has read it.”

“I cross the radius and disable the bearer. Cleanser anatomy. No-kill. The southern flank holds two minutes.”

“The healer has read it.”

I came off the western face at a gallop on Stoneback, turned him at the village’s mouth, and rode into the ward.

The radius took me on the first stride past its edge. Vitality at the sternum dropped, the cold-water shock of it running my spine. Every step inside the volume drew two units, three by the second step, the working-grammar in my jacket’s lining stuttering along the silver thread and not catching the second sustain. I read the ward-bearer at sixty feet: a stocky man of perhaps forty, the cream-and-iron tunic of a Conclave clerk-rank rather than a field inquisitor, the iron-and-stone medallion gripped in both hands. A Cleanser-purged brand a decade old scarred his left ribs, plain to my diagnostic this close — a clerk who had carried this ward-stone most of his service.

I closed to forty feet. Vitality read one twenty and falling.

The bond-channel stayed scrambled on my wrist.

Then it changed.

The scramble shifted on a beat I had not made. A small interference came down the broken thread, a cool pulse pitched to the violet-rose register. The ward-bearer’s medallion brightened the instant it touched: a brief sharp violet-rose across the iron-and-stone surface, two breaths long, then a CRACK in the read I caught as clear as a struck bell. The grammar in the inscription split along a hairline near the upper face. The dark sphere wobbled, contracted on the eastern face, held a heartbeat on the western, then collapsed inward and was gone.

The cold-blue lattice came back over the village square.

I read what had happened on the second of the collapse and understood it on the third.

Sabreen. The combat-ring on the right hand. The bond-channel cross-reference. She rode the ward-stone’s pulse back to its source along the broken thread of our scramble and laid a succubus-blood interference into the inscription. From the Veil. From eighteen hours west.

The bond-channel warmed back to the steady register. She had not closed the interference; she had set a new line.

I closed the last forty feet at Stoneback’s gallop.

He was reaching for the broken medallion. His face came up at me in the half-second of recognition. I came off Stoneback into the close. My jacket’s vitality-conservation grammar caught again as the lattice returned. My right hand took his right wrist by the inside curve. The wrist broke along a small clean line of Conclave anatomy I had read in the second-year hospital block at the Cleansers’ Academy. He cried out, a man whose only craft was the ward and whose hands were now done.

I took the flexor tendon on the inside of the right forearm with the small bone-handled knife from my jacket’s left pocket. The cut ran clean a half-inch deep. The right hand went still against the cracked medallion.

He went down on the village square slow and careful, a man who had not been killed and knew it. His vitality read dropping, but not to the bleed-out tempo. He would hold under a prisoner’s binding until the surgeon’s hour.

The ward was down. The bond-channel ran register-two. I turned to watch the field.

Volk was already calling the retreat.

He had read the ward through the crack itself, the way a high-trained Conclave Inquisitor-Captain reads a working-event on his own field — not its source, but a grammar he had no Conclave-name for. His eyes had gone west in the half-second of the lattice’s return. The grammar sat outside the Conclave’s institutional vocabulary, and that alone was reason enough that a captain of his discipline would not press a blind engagement with his unit half-dead and his ward gone. Conclave doctrine on unknown grammars in the field was clear: read, withdraw, report. Volk would ride back to Whitemarrow with what he had read and let the inner archive name what hand had cracked his ward.

His left arm cut the flat gesture to the column. He turned his horse hard east. One surviving inquisitor, wounded in the upper arm but still mounted, wheeled to the gesture and took the column’s second-best draught. The two broke east at a gallop past the slab’s southern shadow, leaving the dead and the wounded and the ward-bearer behind on the village square.

Hadrek called no pursuit. The open pan east ran twelve miles to the second oasis, and Volk’s two horses were the Conclave’s best.

* * *

By noon the village square ran slow and careful, a field after engagement.

Hadrek’s count came back in the small clean tone of a captain reading a field-tally. “Four inquisitors dead in the first exchange. One wounded, escaped with Volk. One ward-bearer prisoner, wounded in the right hand. Our dead: Korven on the southern flank. Our wounded: Tov, sword to the thigh, holds; Galen, working-blade burn to the shoulder, holds.”

Ymara held the tally a count of three. “Korven’s body under the slab’s southern face. The wounded into the slab’s western shade. The prisoner to the forge-stone.”

“By the queen’s word.”

The eastern guard moved through the after-engagement work clean and unhurried, work they had done a hundred times. Korven came up on the shield in the slow walk of four.

I crossed to the ward-bearer at the village forge-stone. They had bound his wrists and ankles with the careful turn of guardsmen trained to non-killing restraint. His head sagged toward his chest. The broken right wrist rode in the sling Hadrek’s runner had set.

I knelt on his left side.

Pulse fifty-eight, vitality one-eighty and falling slow. Wrist broken on the clean line, flexor tendon cut a half-inch. The brand-mark scar on the left ribs reads with the residual Wane-attraction I once read on Korv. He has carried this ward-stone fifteen years, and the brand has worked his vitality-line the whole time. He is unconscious from the wrist and the cut and the brand’s draw. He will hold.

I rose.

The bond-channel held warm at register-two. Sabreen, in the Veil-court armory eighteen hours west, held her steady cycle.

Then the cross-reference shifted on a second beat I had not made.

Her pulse stepped down into the new line she had opened through the ward-stone’s interference and stayed there. The line ran from the Veil-court to the ward-bearer on my left, pitched the way the broken ward had carried when it deployed. She rode the new channel back slow and careful, a queen feeling out an instrument she had cracked.

She was reading the ward-bearer’s brand at his left ribs along the long thread.

She is reading the brand-mark from eighteen hours away. The succubus-blood interference channel runs both ways. She has the brand in her read now. She will know what it is.

My vitality read forty of one-seventy-five; the ward’s inner volume had drained the larger share, the hard ride the rest.

Ymara crossed the village square at the level walk of a warqueen after the field. Hadrek came up on her right shoulder. She stopped one pace from the forge-stone, read the prisoner and the cracked medallion, and then read me.

“The healer holds.”

“The healer holds. Vitality at forty. Korven lies under the slab. The prisoner shows clean in the read.”

“The healer has read it.”

I did not name the bond-channel over the forge-stone. The forge-stone kept it for the Veil’s queen along the long thread.

Volk’s dust on the eastern horizon had settled to nothing. The cold pan ran flat in the noon light. The cracked white of the Vellum Stone held its southern shadow, steady — a slab that had been a watch-stone three centuries before it became a field, and would be a watch-stone again by the dawn-bell.

The bond-channel held warm on my wrist.

She read the brand along the long thread.


Chapter 25: What the Brand Carries

The second oasis-road water-stop sat in a shallow bowl of pale sand below three dust-colored ridges. The well stood in the bowl’s center, ringed with mud-brick to the height of a man’s chest, and the date palms along the western lip threw the only shade the column would have until the third water-bell. The eastern guard had ridden out at a moderate pace, a returning column hauling a wounded prisoner and one of its own dead, and Hadrek had called the halt two hours past dawn.

I came down off Stoneback by the well’s southern arc and read the bowl.

Forty paces across. Three approaches. The slab of red rock on the northern lip would carry a read at fifty paces if anyone here had the hand to set one. None did.

The wagon waited in the date palms’ shade along the western edge. Plain canvas stretched over the heavy hoop frame, two draught horses still in harness. Four warriors kept the watch: Tov walked the western face, the thigh-wound holding under the field-bind I had set back by the Vellum Stone; the other three took the cardinal points, Vohren-grade steel at their bridles, eyes east.

I crossed to Ymara by the well’s southern arc.

She stood against the mud-brick rim with the steady patience she had held since dawn, Vohren-iron at her hip. Her eyes read me across the count of one second.

“Vitality.”

“One twenty of one-seventy-five. Recovered overnight. I can hold the long-form read.”

“The wagon.”

“The wagon.”

She turned on the count of one and we crossed the bowl together with the slow even step of two who had agreed, without a spoken word, that this was the hour. The warriors holding the wagon’s cardinal points read her coming and stepped back two paces each. Tov kept the western face and stayed still.

* * *

I set my work-jacket down by the wagon’s tail.

The prisoner lay on the wagon-bed on his right side, the broken wrist ran in the field-splint Tarra’s recipe had set during the bind-and-purge. The wrist was angled small and careful so the flexor-bone could hold; the cut flexor tendon along the inside forearm was wrapped in the Mender’s herb-poultice that drew the Wane-residual clean of the brand-line and the wound. Tarra’s recipe ran on beneath my read, the slow steady cycle of a Mender-grade containment holding the brand’s draw off the open wound.

He was sedated under the Mender-tier draw I had set during the second water-bell of the night-camp. He breathed deep and slow, the breath of a man whose vitality had been pulled to a Cleanser pace and kept there. He would not wake before the chamber-hour.

I climbed into the wagon-bed and knelt by his left ribs, the broken wrist away from my hand. Ymara stood by the wagon’s tail one pace off, her hand on the warhammer’s harness. She held silent. She would hold the watch.

I opened the tunic over his left ribs.

The brand-mark sat in the fourth-fifth rib gap. Three lines of work-grammar burned into the skin in the same hand the iron had used on me in the Cleansers’ Academy public square — on Korv, on every branded heretic for sixteen generations. Two inches square. Old. Cleanser-purged the way mine had been on the road before the warhold: the brand’s line dormant to the eye, the scar dead at the surface, the grammar in the burn-lines preserved beneath.

I drew the pre-work breath.

I opened the read into the deep diagnostic register.

Under it the brand-mark brightened from inert grey to its own grammar: three lines of Conclave script woven into the binding-layer with a second grammar underneath, the deep cold violet-black thread that had run through every brand-iron channel I had read — through Korv the night he died on the gate-stones, through the Black Anvil heart-stone in the warhold, through the Veil-city’s first-stone when I arrived. The Wane’s signature-hand. The same hand in every brand I had ever read.

I ran the read through the careful cycle of a hand running a long diagnostic.

The brand-script lies on the surface, three lines, the Conclave’s locked geometry. The Wane-thread runs through the binding-layer, woven into the script the way a maker weaves the warp through the weft. The hand that wove it is the hand at every reading. One pattern. One signature. The brand-iron is the loom; the Wane is the thread; the maker has worked the loom the full count of years the burn has held.

I traced the Wane-thread along the script’s first line.

The grammar of the weaving read clean and deep. Not a Conclave grammar in the binding-layer — a working older than the Conclave’s own training-standard, the same alien-but-readable hand I had read in Ymara’s heart-stone the night I worked the warhold. The Wane-thread did not belong to the script. The brand-script was the delivery. The Wane was the cargo. The man under my hand was a wagon the Conclave had driven for fifteen years and would have driven for fifteen more if Sabreen’s interference against the ward-stone had not cracked the pattern along the western face.

One entity. One continuous working. The brand is not the Wane. The brand is what the Wane uses to reach. The brand-iron is a transmission-line.

I kept the read.

Then the bond-channel at my wrist warmed with the same pulse I had felt at noon by the Vellum Stone.

Sabreen, in the Veil-court, fourteen hours west. The column had covered four hours of the return distance in the day and a half since the engagement, and the cross-bond interference she had opened when the ward-stone cracked still ran between her resonance and mine. The new line gave no words. It ran a work-pulse instead, the deliberate read of a queen on the long thread.

She was in the inner garden — the read gave me that — her own pulse running the even cycle of a queen who had been reading some time. The line dropped from her sternum down the cross-bond she had set when the ward-stone collapsed and into the brand under my hand on the wagon-bed.

She was reading the brand with me.

I held my own read steady and reached down the interference-link for hers.

Her succubus-blood register read the brand through the desire-layer the way mine read the cold-blue lattice: brand-script clean on the surface, Wane-thread woven through the binding-layer, the maker’s hand the same hand in every brand and every Wane-touched stone she had ever felt. Different grammar, different layer, same read.

She sent a single pulse back down the interference-link in the work-pulse register. The pulse held the pattern of a queen’s acknowledgment along the long thread.

Same hand. Same pattern.

Two reads, two grammars, one brand, two ends of a thirty-two-hour distance, and the same maker’s signature on both. Three grammars now, if I counted the heart-stone read in the warhold and the first-stone read when I reached the Veil-city. Three readings of the same hand, the same working, the same source. I held the confirmation in the read and let it lie. The wagon-bed kept it for me.

* * *

I shifted the read to the brand’s western face.

The Wane-thread in the binding-layer ran into the script the way I had read it up close, but it also ran OUT of the brand along the western face: a thin pale-grey thread extending from the script’s lower line and reaching out past the wagon’s canvas-shade with the steady pull of a line running its working back to its source. I had read this in Korv the night he died on the gate-stones and named it the Wane’s distributed reach. I had never read its direction along the long thread.

I read it now.

The thread ran west.

I carried the read and reached down the line into the deep diagnostic register. The cost ran from my sternum in the slow draw of a long-sustained read: ten units in the first minute, ten in the second, the grammar woven into my work-jacket’s lining catching each step and slowing the loss. The thread thinned with distance the way wrist-warmth thinned over a long read — bright by the brand, dimming by fifty miles, faint at a hundred, a hair at two hundred. But the direction held clear at every step.

West.

I followed the thread back the careful way a hand follows a wardline to its anchor. The pale-grey line ran past the cold pan west of the Vellum Stone, past the Whispergrass plains we had crossed on the inbound, past the realm’s central waste.

It ran toward Whitemarrow.

The Conclave’s central seat. The Cleansers’ Academy. The white-marble keep in the realm’s heart where Crane sat in the High Mercy’s chamber. The iron’s source. The training-standard the brand under my hand had been burned with.

The thread said nothing of a chamber. It left a stone unnamed. It named a direction and a distance, and the rest was geography.

The hand on the western end sits at Whitemarrow. The brand is the delivery. The Wane is the cargo. The maker sits in the western keep behind every brand, every reading, every Wane-touched stone in the realm.

I ran the read from my sternum in the slow even draw and let the light close over the brand.

I had no framework. The Conclave’s institutional histories in the Cleansers’ Academy had named Whitemarrow as the founding-seat without naming why; the Sanctuary library at Hollow’s Span had held the seven-hands fragment without the names; the Veil’s stone library had carried Sabreen’s predecessor’s reference to the Seven Mercies’ working without the grammar. Three seeds of the same shape, and no pattern to weave them into a single piece. I filed the trace in the work-log of my head and let it sit.

The trace ran to Whitemarrow.

The hand behind the institution sat at Whitemarrow.

That was what the brand carried.

* * *

I closed the read deep and opened it on the brand-script’s surface for the final pass.

The script itself: three lines, the Conclave’s locked geometry.

The carving read older than the Conclave’s current training-standard in the Cleansers’ Academy. I had read this in the heart-stone back at the warhold and in the shrine at Hollow’s Span the morning before the ritual: the script’s geometry sat in a pre-Conclave Ascendance-school’s hand two centuries older than the grammar I had trained in. The carving on the brand under my hand read the same older register, but at a depth my warhold-read had not held the diagnostic for. More than two centuries. Closer to the Conclave’s founding era, near the four-century mark. The script was the same script the iron had carried in the Conclave’s first generation.

The grammar of the weaving was older than the Conclave it served.

I kept the read through the long careful cycle and registered the third seed against the shape of the first two. The Sanctuary library had held the seven-hands fragment. The Veil’s stone library had held Sabreen’s predecessor’s Seven Mercies reference. The brand-script’s age on the wagon-bed gave me the third: a working older than the Conclave’s training-standard, at a depth I had no framework to read past. Three readings of the same age, three different grammars, three different places. I filed the third seed in the same drawer of the head’s work-log and did not press further. I had no language for the deeper layer.

* * *

I rose from the wagon-bed the unhurried way of a hand that had held the long read and stepped down to the canvas-shade’s edge.

Ymara had kept the watch by the wagon’s tail for twenty-five minutes. Her eyes read me as I climbed down. The hand on the warhammer’s harness had not moved.

“The read.”

“The Wane is one working, root and all. The brand-iron is the delivery. The maker’s hand is the same hand behind every brand and every reading. The hand sits at Whitemarrow, the western end. The grammar in the script is older than the Conclave’s training-standard. Closer to the founding era than to now.”

She held the grey of her eyes through the count of two.

“And the queen in the Veil.”

“On the interference-link. She read the brand the same hour through the succubus-blood register. Same hand. Same pattern. The confirmation runs four grammars now. Mine. Hers. The heart-stone at Black Anvil and the first-stone in the Veil before.”

The hand on the warhammer’s harness did not move. She carried the read at a steady count.

“The counter.”

I drew the pre-work breath the careful way. The cost-naming. My voice dropped to the precise register I had carried for every cost I had named since the warhold’s working-hall.

“The brand-iron is the delivery. The bond-channel at my wrist and the cross-bond interference Sabreen opened back by the Vellum Stone are the counter along the line. To read the Wane’s pattern at full resolution and counter it along the line’s full register, the working would need three grammars on one stone under sustained intimate-bond resonance. Three-way harmonization. You. Me. Sabreen. In the Sanctuary’s working-room, with a harmonization-stone inscribed for the grammar. A three-stone harmonization that reads the line at full draw, the draw the Wane runs.”

She held still.

“The cost.”

“Forbidden under the Conclave’s doctrine. Forbidden under the Veil’s bloodline-council. It requires a permanent realm-tie alliance along the line between Iron Hold and Halen’s Veil and the Sanctuary, locked into the bond. It requires Sabreen’s consent. It requires the queen of the Veil on the same stone, the same hour, at the same pace as the queen of the Iron Hold.”

The braid stayed still against the canvas-shade’s edge. Her eyes held through the count of three. Her face read the careful way of a warqueen who had taken the verdict in the silence before the spoken word.

“Then we name it to her in the Veil.”

“At the queen-host’s hearing.”

“At the queen-host’s hearing.” She kept the count at one second. “The bond geometry?”

“The bond on the queen-host’s terms. At her readiness. In the Sanctuary’s working-room. Not in the Veil. Not in the column-camp.”

“Korr-vohren.” She did not raise her voice. The Old Anvil came the careful way. The address-term, spoken by the wagon-tail, at noon, beside the second oasis-road water-stop. “She will name when she names.”

“At the queen’s own hour.”

She turned on the count of one and crossed back to the well with the steady step of a queen who had received a verdict and would bear it.

* * *

I stood on the canvas-shade’s edge, the brand-mark closed under the tunic, the wagon-bed behind me, the bond-channel at my wrist running warm and steady.

I reached back down the cross-bond interference-link the slow, deliberate way.

She was in the inner garden still. The succubus-blood register read the even cycle of a queen who had been reading some time and had not moved. The pulse at her sternum had stepped up half a beat when the proposal’s shape transmitted down the link as my brand-read closed, then stepped back, and held at a new pace.

She had received it.

The interference-link held no script. The bond held no script. The link carried pattern instead: the shape of the three-stone harmonization in the work-pulse register, the three-way bond geometry in the resonance, the cost-naming in the drop of my voice by the wagon-tail. She had read the shape. She knew what had been proposed.

Her pulse ran the slow even cycle. She did not pulse back a response in the pattern register. She did not send the acknowledgment she had sent an hour ago when I confirmed the brand-read.

She was thinking.

The proposal sat in her court. The shape held in her resonance fourteen hours west. The line ran from her sternum to mine in the slow even draw of a queen holding the long read of a verdict she had not yet named.

She would name it when she named it. The alliance, the hold, my life — all of it waited on a verdict a queen had not yet spoken, fourteen hours west across the dark.


Chapter 26: Working-Log

The stylus came back to the inkpot slow, the way a tool settles when an entry has been measured out to its close. The third entry of the working-log Tarra had bound for me in the Sanctuary lay open on the writing-desk under the oil-lamp’s small steady ring. The ink along the upper line was still wet. The lower lines dried in the cold air of the library’s east corridor, this early in the morning.

The room was small.

Sabreen had given it to me on the second water-bell of the day we returned. Velis had brought me down the library’s east corridor to the third room past the side-shelves: a sand-stone chamber the size of two horse-stalls set end to end, walls and floor of pale ochre, a single unlit brazier in the south corner, an oil-lamp on the writing-desk. A sand-stone shelf ran along the eastern wall, my brass mortar on the upper tier and the bone-handled knife below it. A stylus reserve stood by the inkpot. Two shelves of blank vellum waited against the western wall. A wooden bar closed the door.

The room had been a Veil scholar’s reading-cell a century back. The stones of the inner wall held a Mender-grade felt-resonance, the steady note of a chamber long used for sustained low-cost diagnostic.

I lifted the log and read the entry back through the wet ink.

Working-log. The Veil’s stone library, third room east. Morning hour, third day past the Vellum Stone. The Vellum Stone engagement, grammar findings. First: the cross-bond-channel interference link Sabreen opened when the ward-stone collapsed runs both ways. The succubus-blood register rides the broken thread back to its source and reads down that long thread at the same pitch my own hand reads in the cold-blue lattice. Second: the bond-channel under sustain holds at register-two as a work-line in the field. The grammar I had read in the Sanctuary library as a paired sensory-channel reads, on the line, as a load-bearing substrate for combat-range working. Confirmed in the field. Cost: forty units of one-seventy-five across the ward-radius crossing and the Empowerer through the bearer’s anatomy. Counter: the cross-bond-channel interference, eighteen hours west. Pool at close: one-twenty of one-seventy-five, recovering on two days of low-cost reading.

I set the log back on the desk.

The ink would dry faster if I lit the brazier. I did not light it. The library proper was waiting.

* * *

I closed the door behind me, dropped the wooden bar, and crossed the east corridor with the slow step I had walked for two days of reading.

The Veil’s stone library filled the inner palace’s eastern wing, a chamber the size of three of Black Anvil’s working-halls set end to end, the ceiling vaulted in pale ochre stone, the stones racked along the western shelves with the clean order of a collection three generations of Veil queens had kept.

I crossed to the western shelves, to the third row.

I had been reading the Velinneth shelves for two days. Sabreen’s grandmother had held the queen-seat for forty-seven years; her marginal notes filled three full racks of the lower west wall. The hand was small and careful and clean. Some of the slips dated to before Sabreen’s mother was born.

Two referents were what I hunted through that long read: one for the cross-bond-channel interference Sabreen had opened during the Vellum Stone, one for the Whitemarrow trace I had read in the ward-bearer’s brand. The Velinneth shelves were the likeliest place. Her notes ran wider than the Veil-court’s narrow purposes ever needed.

I took the seventh stone of the third row, upper tier.

A small pale-grey stone the size of a folded letter. The inscription across its upper face held a sustained felt-resonance grammar for stone-preservation. The marginal slip in the right-side groove had been tied with a thin gold thread by a hand that had taken care.

I unrolled the slip.

The hand was Velinneth’s.

The ink lay on the slip slow and even, a court-trained scholar writing in her own reading-room late at night. I read the date in the upper corner: fifty years and four months gone. Velinneth had been forty-three when she wrote it. Sabreen had not yet been born.

The note ran four lines.

I read it in the read-light, close.

the Drowned Queen of Hjornsk, working-line caught in the breath-water during the second Wane-front, working-school of her mother’s mother’s mother.

Three more lines followed the first: a grammar reference, a cross-reading to a Hjornsk-court stone Velinneth had studied past midnight from a borrowed copy, a small unresolved commentary on the realm-tie grammar of the breath-water working. I left those for a second pass.

I read the first line again.

I read it a third time.

The Drowned Queen of Hjornsk.

The name took the cold register in my chest the way a place-name does when the working-light has named the place without naming it. I had read the Hjornsk seed in the Sanctuary library, a marginal slip that named the breath-water queen whose mother walked the stones at Hjornsk. I had read the place-name itself in the same notes. Velinneth’s slip, fifty years old, put a title on the seed: the Drowned Queen.

I held three breaths and let the chest take the read at its own pace.

She had been a queen of the northern fjords. Drowned. Her working-line caught in the breath-water during the second Wane-front. The school of her mother’s mother’s mother. Velinneth had read her fifty years ago. Sabreen’s grandmother had known this queen of the northern fjords by a title that named the working she carried, not by any court honor.

A queen who held a working a generation past her mother’s living grammar.

Fifty years past the slip.

The chest read the count the way a healer reads who has held two contradictory facts in the same set of seeds and now has to take on a third. The queen had to be older than her natural lifespan. No hand in the realm’s reading carries a working-line fifty years past a queen’s adulthood unless the queen herself outlives that lifespan. Velinneth at forty-three had named her present-tense, a queen, working-line caught in the breath-water, not a queen in the past register, not a queen left to the chronicle’s after-name.

The Drowned Queen of Hjornsk was older than her natural lifespan should have allowed.

I had no framework.

The chest filed the read with the three pattern-seeds from Whitemarrow, the seven hands, the brand-script age. Three seeds of the same shape and no grammar to weave them. Now a fourth of a different shape: a queen of the northern fjords carrying a working-line past her lifespan, in a felt-pattern Velinneth had named without naming.

I rolled the slip back under the gold thread.

I set the stone back on the upper tier of the third row.

I crossed to the eastern reading-bench with the slow step of a man who had read more than he had a framework for and meant to set the read down for the day.

* * *

The cross-bond-channel interference link warmed against my right wrist a half-hour past the noon-bell, and I knew before I lifted my head what it carried: Sabreen and Ymara, together, in the inner garden.

I could have read all of it. The succubus-blood interference would have given me Sabreen to the desire-layer; the bond-channel would have given me Ymara’s vitality to the quarter-note. Two queens walking the south path their two realms had spent seven years not walking, and a working-hand who could have stood in the garden with them without either one knowing he was there.

I set the stylus down by the inkpot and took my hand off the read.

Whatever they were building was theirs to build. A bond I read was a bond I had managed, and I had altered one woman’s whole line already without asking her the full question; I was not going to make a habit of standing inside people and diagnosing what they had not handed me. I had spent enough of my life reading what I was not invited to read.

So I let the garden go and turned to the work that was mine to do, not the reading of it, the building of it. If the two of them were finding a path to each other on that south walk, then the thing I had turned over in my own chest since the dead shrine, the harmonization that would bind the three of us at one working-line, was no longer a thing I could leave unspoken and sense from across a palace. I closed the log and went and found Tarra at her own threshold and set her to pulling the pre-Conclave harmonization-grammar from the Veil’s reserve-slips, every fragment of it, onto fresh working-vellum. Not to commit anyone. To be ready. When the queens named the thing they were walking toward, I meant to have the working in my hands and not in my head. I had spent two years being the last to act on the workings my own hands had to make. Not this one.

The link stayed warm at my wrist the whole afternoon. I left it unread. That choosing was its own kind of work.

* * *

The inner palace bell rang the seventh water-bell late in the evening. The east corridor had gone quiet as the readers left for the day. The brazier in my south corner held a small red coal, the low burn Velis had set on the sixth bell when he brought the tea-pot.

The knock on the door was light.

Three small knocks against the wooden bar, the touch of a Veil-court hand that had asked permission of the door before it asked permission of the man.

I rose from the desk.

I crossed the room in three steps and lifted the bar.

Sabreen stood in the doorway.

She had crossed the library alone. No Velis at her shoulder. No chamberlain’s lamp down the far end of the corridor. The veil across her lower face, the three-layer silk court-robes in dark cream over deep violet, five rings on her hands, the dark violet eyes flecked hazel through the irises and settled on me for a count of one and a half seconds.

Her tail draped over the threshold’s edge on her left side, coiled with the care of a queen reading a room she had not yet entered.

She did not enter.

“Healer.” The court-formal word took a silk-edged register, her own pace-shift, not the full silk of the first-court chamber, not the plain-direct she had never yet used with me in a private hour, but the voice of the library on the third patient’s reading, when she had heard me name what I could not do. “I will not cross the threshold at this hour. I will name what is on my court from the door.”

I held still, one pace inside the room.

“At the queen’s word.”

She kept her right hand on the door-frame. Her left stayed at her side. The steel-strung silk of her voice held for a clean count of three seconds while she read the room.

“I have read the proposal you set down the cross-channel two days past. The shape of the three-stone harmonization-working in the working-pulse register, named to me from the wagon-tail at the second oasis-road water-stop. I heard the cost-naming in the way your voice dropped down the wrist-channel as it carried. I have held that shape in my own register, in the inner garden, every hour since.”

“Yes.”

“I have read the Vellum Stone’s grammar findings on my own line. The cross-bond-channel interference when the ward-stone collapsed. The succubus-blood channel riding the broken thread eighteen hours out. I read what I did in the working-pulse register and read it again in the felt-resonance of my mother’s hand on the four-card grammar of the inner court. I have not done a thing like it in nine years.”

The veil did not stir. Her eyes held mine through the count.

“And I have read the brand on the ward-bearer at the wagon, down the long thread. The Wane-thread in the binding-layer, the same hand on the heart-stone at Black Anvil and the first-stone of the Veil and the brand in the Cleansers’ Academy public square. The hand at the western end. The trace out of Whitemarrow.”

“The trace out of Whitemarrow.”

“I have read the three-way proposal by its shape. I will not name an answer at this hour.”

She held still.

“I am here at the door to ask the cost. Not the political cost of the realm-tie alliance, I know what that is, and I have carried the count through the inner garden for two days. Not the working-line cost of the bond on the harmonization-stone — the shape carried that down the cross-channel in the drop of your voice. The cost I am asking for is the cost to the queen on the stone, in the grammar’s full register. The cost to the woman in the working-circle when the bond’s first layer sets. I have read your literature and the Veil’s bond-craft scrolls and my grandmother’s marginal notes. I have not read it from the hand that would lay the grammar. Name it to me. I will read it overnight. I will answer in the morning.”

She had set her words out in the inner garden on a long walk with the Iron Queen, and rehearsed them again against the seventh water-bell, and now she set them down on the threshold and did not take them back.

I did not answer on her count. Not because I lacked the cost — I had carried it in my own chest since the dead shrine. Because she had asked me the one thing no one had ever asked before lying down under my hands: not what the working would do to the realm, not what it would do to the bond, but what it would do to the woman in the circle when the first layer set. She had read every scroll and slip and marginal note her own line possessed, and still come to the door to read it from the hand that would make it. That was not an answer I would give in a doorway, in a breath, the way the Conclave had once handed Tessa a working without naming what it cost.

“In the morning,” I said. “At your own hour. Not the short version — all of it. Every cost to the body and the line and the years after, in the full register, the literature open between us. You will read it whole before you choose, with nothing held back from you. That much I can give the asking.”

The dark violet held mine. Whatever she had braced for at the door — a deflection, a court-answer, a man hurrying her past the cost to reach the yes — it was not this. The veil shifted at the corner, the way it shifted when the mouth beneath it had moved.

“At the working-hand’s hour,” she said.

“At the queen’s hour.”

She did not cross the threshold, and she did not need to. She had come to read whether the hand that would lay this working would treat the cost as hers to weigh, and she had read it. She turned back toward the inner court. The seventh water-bell settled into the close of its ring, far down the corridor.


Chapter 27: The Cost Named

The second cup of cardamom tea cooled on the desk while I read the night’s notes back under the lamp.

Velis had brought the tray on the first water-bell, the same as every morning since we had ridden back from the Vellum Stone. A brass pot, two cups, no message. A queen’s habit set without naming the setting, three days running.

The night’s notes ran three pages across the desk’s lower left. The Velinneth slip’s date headed the upper page. The Hjornsk cross-reference sat in the middle. I had written the Drowned Queen’s title across three lines, crossed it out twice, and rewritten it without framework. The fourth seed heading the page still had no place.

The second water-bell rang from the corridor’s far end.

She knocked, three small beats against the wooden bar.

I rose and crossed the room and lifted the bar.

Sabreen stood in the threshold.

She had crossed the library alone again. No Velis. No chamberlain’s lamp. The veil over her lower face, the silk court-robes, the five rings, the dark violet eyes hazel-flecked through the irises.

She stepped across the threshold this time. One pace. Then a second. She did not stop short of the door-frame the way she had on the night-bell. She walked to the working-circle’s cardinal point in the inlay and stood on it as if she had stood there a hundred mornings. Her tail settled to her left.

I closed the door and set the bar.

“The queen’s hour,” I said.

“The working-hand’s hour, in the room he holds.”

The dark violet held mine. Her silk-edged register kept the honesty the seventh bell had earned, firmer now; she had not asked permission of the door this morning.

“You will name the cost,” she said. “I will hear it here, not in the doorway.”

“Yes.”

I crossed back to the desk and turned the chair to face her. She stayed where she stood.

I held one breath and named the cost.

“The harmonization-grammar at three needs a soul-bond to each queen in the intimate register. The mechanic for you is the same one Ymara took at the dead shrine: a bond-line inscribed across the sternum as the intimate-bond working peaks, held at sustained resonance. No cost-economy shortcut. No working-grammar substitute. The intimate register, performed inside the working-circle, at the harmonization-stone, with myself and Ymara holding our own bond’s deepened register in the same hour. The bond is permanent. It cannot be undone.”

“Yes.”

“Second. A sustained vitality cost falls on me. Ymara’s bond at the dead shrine cost fifty of a one-seventy-five pool and dropped me into unconscious-recovery for ninety minutes. The three-stone harmonization, three bond-lines anchored to one stone, runs structurally heavier. The Conclave inner-archive material on this working runs to three pages and gives me almost no numbers. My estimate is two hundred units at the climax-seal moment, against my present pool of one-seventy-five. Eighteen hours unconscious inside the working-circle, minimum. Recovery to a working-hand’s footing takes three days. The literature is sparse. I will not promise a precision the framework does not give me.”

She held still.

“Third. The harmonization-grammar, once complete, makes a permanent realm-tie alliance along the working-line register. Iron Hold, Halen’s Veil, and the Sanctuary become one working-line through the queen-line bloodline channels. The geometry does not undo at the political level. Politics will shift; the working-line will not. Six different inner-archive rulings call this a doctrinal impossibility: a forbidden three-way working at Empowerer-or-above tier. The dawn after is the dawn we stand publicly heretic before three crowns instead of one.”

“Yes.”

“Fourth. The cost to your body. Your sternum will carry a cool-pulse marker, register-two, from the seal forward for the rest of your life. Low-cost in the steady state, present at every hour. You will read me through that cool-pulse at any distance inside the bond’s range. You will read Ymara through an inter-channel the harmonization-grammar opens in the stone, a faint palm-hum at sternum and wrist when both bonds run active within five miles. Not her thoughts. The inter-channel reads bond-state, not bond-content. The succubus-blood register in your inheritance will read this bond to a depth I cannot predict. The change is permanent.”

Her lashes lowered a fraction. The tail did not move.

“Fifth. The cost to your realm. Atrias will read the alliance as casus for a political strike. The old grudge over the Iron Hold border-feud is still alive on the council’s lower benches. Your court will have to accept a permanent alliance with the warhold the council still tints with grievance. You will manage that in your own register. I name it on the cost-list because I will not lay the bond without your reading of the political weight in the same hour you read the body and the working-line.”

“That is the cost. I have named it as I have read it. I will not promise outcomes I cannot deliver. I will let you read it in your own hour.”

The silk did not stir over her lower face. The dark violet held mine.

She said nothing for the count of three seconds.

Then her voice dropped.

The silk-edged court-formal manner did not fall away; it stepped to one side. What stood in the room with us was the plain voice of a woman who had read a cost named at her own pace and would answer in her own register, here, in the working-room she had crossed to on the second water-bell.

“I read you.”

The phrase took the same syllables Ymara had taken in the dead shrine and in every hour since. The same construction. The verb carried the same weight.

It was the first time Sabreen had used the phrase to me at any hour.

“I read the body cost. I have carried a sternum-marker before; my mother’s working-stone reading on my naming-day put a felt-pulse in the bone for a year of my fifteenth. I am not afraid of a felt-pulse in the bone. I have not been afraid for my body in nine years.”

“Yes.”

“I read the working-line cost to you. Two hundred against a hundred seventy-five is a deficit you would not survive in a normal working. You will survive it at the harmonization-stone because the stone holds the cost-residue along the working-line through the recovery window. Ymara and I will hold the working-circle the whole eighteen hours. Tarra will hold the outer room. Your cost is the cost I will not waste.”

“Yes.”

“I read the realm-tie cost. Atrias has been moving for nine years, and the lever I have never handed him in any prior session is the lever this alliance gives him. I have counted the bloodline-council votes along the inner garden’s south path. Three against, two for, two undecided. Three-two-two, if I name the alliance publicly without preparation. I read it. I will prepare. The preparation is mine to make, not yours.”

The dark violet held mine.

“I read the bond cost. Permanent. Cannot be undone. The intimate-bond register, sustained, at the climax-seal moment. I have read my grandmother’s marginal notes on the harmonization-grammar from the seventh-tier shelf, by night, for three years. I stand in the readiness register, not the cost-economy. The readiness is mine to read and mine to name. I will read overnight. I will answer in the morning.”

She kept the count.

“The working-hand’s hour.”

“The queen’s hour, in the morning.”

She turned from the working-room’s center and crossed back to the door, the tail following the even pace of her walk. She did not look back. She lifted the bar herself, stepped across the threshold, and pulled the door closed behind her.

The corridor settled into the quiet ring of the second water-bell-and-half, fading down the far end.

* * *

The afternoon went to the library shelves.

I pulled three more stones from the lower west wall. None held the Drowned Queen in their marginal slips. Two held Hjornsk working-grammar references; I copied them onto fresh vellum and filed them. The cross-bond-channel interference link held warm against my right wrist, the same steady note I had carried since the morning.

Ymara walked the inner garden in the same hour. The bond-channel warmed to register-two as she moved along the south path. The warhold’s weekly courier-letter from Brokk Vorrane-Older had arrived in the morning; Velis had carried it to the east guest-wing on the first water-bell. She read it out in the inner garden with the slow even step of a queen reading what her seneschal had sent her down the long thread.

Over the evening meal in the east guest-wing’s private dining-room, Ymara sat at my left.

“You named the cost.”

“At the second water-bell.”

“And.”

“She read it. She said nothing for the count. She will answer in the morning.”

Ymara ran the count.

“She will accept.”

I drank from the cup of water and set it down. “She will.”

“She will name the where and the when.”

“She will name the Sanctuary.”

The eyes held mine.

“Yes.”

She kept silent on the rest. She lifted the flatbread and broke it in her left hand with the same even motion of a warqueen eating at her own table in a foreign court without performing the eating. She had named the verdict. The naming was the verdict.

* * *

The cross-bond-channel interference link warmed against my right wrist in the late hour.

I had returned to the working-room when the link stepped to the rhythm of Sabreen in her inner court chamber. I read across the cross-reference in the low-cost register.

Three readings, one after the next.

First, the south register: Atrias before the bloodline-council. The succubus-blood interference channel rendered Sabreen counting votes along the lower benches in a slow methodical count. The three-two-two split. Seven minutes. Released.

Second, the east register: Iliane’s scout-reports on the Conclave’s institutional response capacity. Her reading hand moved across eight pages at a faster clip — strike-team recovery, eastern garrison tier-distribution. Eleven minutes. Released.

The third she held inwardly.

It held longer than either.

The felt-resonance through the working-stone under her hand was not a scout-report. It was a letter in a hand I had not read across the cross-reference in any prior hour, a hand that took the careful pace of a woman writing late by lamplight for a daughter.

Her mother’s working-journal.

Twenty-two minutes by the felt-count.

I did not read what was on the page. The succubus-blood interference channel reads register and pace and weight, not script.

The weight of that third read settled into a register I had not read through the link in any prior hour.

I withdrew with the slow even close I had practiced. She stood by the window of her chamber, reading the western sky like a queen who had read three things in sequence and was holding the fourth.

I let her hold it.

* * *

The third water-bell rang through the corridor.

I sat at my desk in the morning’s first light when she knocked.

Three small beats against the wooden bar, the same as the second water-bell. I rose and crossed and lifted the bar.

She did not stop in the threshold.

She did not stop on the cardinal point in the inlay where she had stood the morning before. She crossed the working-room in three steps, came to the desk, and stood at its left, the silk court-robes a cleaner cream over deep-violet for a fresh morning’s dressing, the tail at her left side draped in the careful coil of a queen who had walked her question to the working-hand at dawn.

The dark violet held mine for the count of one second.

“Yes.”

The word stood in the room in its plain shape, no court-cadence wrapping it.

She had named her terms across the hour before in the silk-edged register, every cost and counter-cost weighed the way she weighed a treaty. This was not that. This was the woman who had read every room in three realms for nine years and let none of them read her back, standing in a working-circle of her own choosing.

“I have read the cost. I have read the readiness. And I have read you — every hour since the library, the way you did not flatter me and did not flinch from me and asked me, at the third bell, whether you should answer my words or my body. I told you words. You have answered my words every hour since.” The veil did not move. The dark violet did. “I am not saying yes to a realm-tie. The realm-tie I would have signed at the table without you in the room. I am saying yes to being read. By you. At the seal. For the rest of my life.” A breath, and the silk thinned over it. “That is the cost I came here to pay, and the one I almost did not have the courage to name.”

I kept the count.

“At the Sanctuary.”

The dark violet held mine.

“Not at the Veil. The Star-Chamber would carry the geometry through the cardinal stones and the first-stone; the grammar would seal there. But Tarra’s harmonization-stone in the inner working-room of the cliff valley is the only adequate working-instrument for this grammar in this realm in this generation. The first-stone at the Veil is a queen’s working-stone, not a bond-stone. The Sanctuary’s stone reaches the bond-grammar’s full range. The Sanctuary is the better instrument.”

“Yes.”

“And the second reason.”

She ran the count.

“The harmonization at the Veil names the alliance as a queen imported into her own house. The harmonization at the Sanctuary names the alliance in the working-line’s house, not the Veil’s, not the Iron Hold’s, not mine. I will go to it. I will not bring the bond into the house Atrias would read as the house I lost to the bond. The bond there signals the alliance as a queen of her own realm, acknowledged. I have read this in my own register.”

“Yes.”

“Thirty days’ ride. We ride three days from this morning. I will travel with you. Iliane holds the hand-in-absence over the court. Velis holds the inner-council standing. I will brief the bloodline-council on the morning of departure. Atrias will move in the absence; I have read it and will prepare for it. The court will hold until I return. The return from the harmonization is the return of the alliance, and I will name it before the bloodline-council at the third water-bell of the day we ride back.”

She stayed still, the tail unmoving.

“The working-hand’s hour.”

“The queen’s hour, the morning of the third day.”

The dark violet kept the count.

She had named her acceptance and the limit like a queen who had read the cost at every register and answered in hers. Her voice in the working-room on the third water-bell took the same shape as Ymara’s voice back in the warhold the day she had said Then we do not waste the night.

It was the first sustained plain-direct register she had carried to me at any hour.

“I will tell you what it costs,” I said, “and I have. I will lay the working-grammar at the harmonization-stone on the new moon after our return. The cost will hold to what I have named and what you have read.”

“Yes.”

She did not nod. The answer was already in her face.

She turned from the desk’s left, crossed the room in three steps, and lifted the bar herself. She stepped across the threshold and pulled the door closed behind her with the ease of a hand that had not asked permission of the door this time.

The corridor settled into the close of the third water-bell.

* * *

The desert wind along the outer wall ran cooler in the late hour.

Ymara stood on the working-stone parapet of the Veil’s western tower and read the western horizon by her own felt-count. The midnight hour held the wall in the long quiet of a desert without wind across the outer dunes. The night-watch had passed on the eleventh bell.

The warhammer at her left hip kept the slow even weight of the night against the leather harness. Her left hand rested on the haft. Her right hand rested on the parapet’s working-stone. The braid had loosened across the long day; the night-wind at her back lifted the loose strands past her right shoulder.

Thirty days east along the long road, past the second oasis-road and the Whispergrass plains and the Sanctuary’s wardline guarding the cliff valley’s open mouth. Thirty days under a hostile bloodline-council’s eyes at her back and the Conclave’s strike-team recovery time on the eastern reading. Thirty days into the alliance she had named with her own hand.

The Veil’s wardline read older. It read deeper. The Sanctuary’s wardline read newer.

She did not pray. She had not prayed in twelve years.

She held the parapet and did not move from the wall.


Chapter 28: The Court's Resistance

The bloodline-council chamber rang the first water-bell into a long quiet, the court risen earlier than its custom.

Velis had walked us up the inner stair by the morning’s grey light. The chamber sat in the inner palace’s north wing under a circle of high windows cut into the pale ochre vault. Three sides of benches ran the lower walls in the slow arc of a half-hexagon: the western for the merchant-allied bloodlines, the southern for the silk-line and the astronomer-line, the eastern for the Vellith branch and the war-blood houses. Twelve seats. Twelve men and women filled them this morning, full session. The court-throne on the dais along the northern wall held Sabreen at her standing register. The veil sat against the cord. The five rings caught the morning where it fell through the high window.

Iliane held the eastern wall in her scout-position, hood thrown back, hands clasped behind her. Velis stood to the dais’s right with the docket-leaf.

Ymara stood on my right in the foreign-queen-host’s place along the southwestern arc. Vohren-iron had stayed in the corridor per protocol; her left hand rested on the empty harness. She had crossed to her full height, and the southern bench read the crossing without naming it.

I watched the room. The southern silk-line ran with the queen’s hand. The astronomer-line ran with the queen’s hand too. The western bench held a divided count; three of seven houses had sent council-rank representatives, the other four had sent proxies. The eastern bench held the Vellith branch across three seats and the war-blood houses across two. Atrias took the center seat, silk court-coat deep grey over Veil-white, the bloodline-council ring on his right index finger, wearing the register of a man who had read the docket the night before and had not slept either.

Sabreen lifted her right hand to the cardinal point of the dais.

“At the queen’s word,” Velis said, and stepped one pace back.

She began in the silk-edged court-formal register. The veil stayed still; her voice carried to the alto the vault had been built to hold.

“The court receives the bloodline-council on the first water-bell of the eleventh day of Sunslow. The queen names three matters for the formal record. The first concerns the Mercy Conclave’s institutional posture. The second concerns the working-grammar findings from the Vellum Stone. The third concerns the proposal the queen accepted on the third water-bell of yesterday. The chamberlain will keep the record.”

She did not pause for assent.

“The first. A communiqué reached the queen’s seal three days past the Vellum Stone. The Conclave names the strike-team unauthorized and disavows its instruction. The Conclave declares a thirty-day withdrawal of all Mercy field-rank from the territory east of the Whispergrass plains while the inner archive reviews. The queen reads this as institutional pressure escalating by the Conclave’s own hand. Volk and the surviving inquisitors are recovering. The Conclave will not move again in the field before the thirty-day count closes, at soonest.”

The eastern bench stayed still. Atrias held the rings still.

“The second. The working-grammar findings. The queen’s healer and the queen’s hand have confirmed three facts through the working-pulse register. The cross-bond-channel interference broke the ward-stone — a mechanism the Veil has not read in any prior generation. The brand-iron on the ward-bearer carries a Wane-working in the binding-layer, set by a hand the healer reads at one pace with the first-stone of the Veil and the heart-stone of the Iron Hold. That hand traces toward Whitemarrow Citadel.”

The silk-line bench ran the count. The head of the astronomer-line set both hands on the worn lip of her bench and listened with the still register of a council-member who had not heard a queen name Whitemarrow in the court-record across her seventeen years.

Atrias adjusted the bloodline-council ring. Once.

“The third.” Sabreen’s register held to the verdict-naming pace. “The healer set down a working-grammar proposal when he named its cost yesterday. A three-realm harmonization-working, run through the working-pulse register, sealed on a harmonization-stone in the Hollow’s Span Sanctuary, in the cliff valley west of Black Anvil. The working forms a permanent working-line tie across three queen-line bloodline channels: the Iron Hold, Halen’s Veil, and the Sanctuary’s working-school. The queen has weighed the cost to body, working-line, realm-tie, and political register. The queen has accepted. The queen rides on the third day from this morning. Iliane of the queen’s outer rider will hold the Veil-court as the hand-in-absence. The chamberlain keeps the seal under the queen’s pin. The queen returns with the harmonization sealed by the morning of return. The court is briefed.”

She did not soften the close. She did not invite question.

Atrias rose.

He came up in a council-rank’s formal standing, the full court-coat shifting, the silk court-shoes silent on the polished stone. He kept a count of two seconds. Then he stepped one pace into the chamber’s open floor.

The war-blood houses stayed still. The Vellith branch’s flanking seats did not move. The southern bench kept the count. The western bench held it too.

Atrias spoke. He had a silk-but-iron register I had marked from the third court session — not the queen’s silk, not Velis’s polished court-formal. A silk over an iron framework that did not give under pressure. He had trained for it on the lower bench, across the seventeen years of building toward this opening on the floor.

“At the queen’s word,” he said, “the bloodline-council names a constitutional reading.”

Sabreen stayed still on the dais. The violet eyes settled on Atrias for three seconds.

“The Veil-court bloodline-council has not voted this alliance. The Sanctuary is not a recognized alliance partner under the bloodline-treaty’s seventh-year clause; the treaty names the queen’s foreign alliances subject to the council’s ratification by simple majority of the twelve seats. The council has not received the alliance brief through the formal hand. The council has not voted. The queen’s authority cannot bypass the council on any permanent realm-tie matter.”

The merchant bench ran the count. The war-blood houses held it. The silk-line held it. The high windows took the morning’s grey light into a room that had not heard the council named under a constitutional reading on the open floor in nine years.

Atrias did not break. He stepped one pace further.

“The council holds that the majority of the twelve seats will oppose this alliance at any formal ratification once the queen returns. The queen’s ride carries her seal alone into the bond-grammar, without ratification behind its political weight. The Vellith branch will send notice to the Mercy Conclave’s inner archive by the second water-bell today: the alliance has been entered under the queen’s seal alone, without the council’s ratification. The Conclave will receive it as the Vellith branch’s formal record.”

He kept his voice low. He did not lower it further. He held the iron-framework register of a man naming what he had spent nine years preparing to name.

He held two seconds, then fell silent.

Sabreen held her own count on the dais.

The bond-channel on my right wrist read at register-two from Ymara at my right shoulder. The cross-bond-channel interference ran the same cool warmth I had carried since yesterday. The succubus-blood register at Sabreen’s hand, cardinal-point, read the still pace of a queen taking the measure of a chamber that had just delivered its hostile-floor moment.

She answered.

The silk-edged court-formal register did not shift. She did not engage the bloodline-council’s reading on Atrias’s level. She named the verdict.

“The queen rides,” she said. “The council will hold to its constitutional reading until I return. The Sanctuary is the working-line where the Wane will be read at full register. Whether the council votes the alliance on my return is the council’s right. The riding is mine.”

The chamber kept the count.

She said nothing of Atrias in her answer. She left the Vellith branch’s notice unnamed. She did not engage the reading on the docket-level. The silk-edged register held the verdict in the manner of a queen who had read her court at every register and answered at one.

Atrias bowed in the council-rank’s formal four-second hold, court-coat correct.

He turned on the open floor. He did not walk back to the center seat. He crossed it in four paces of the silk court-shoes and went out by the east doors with the clean stride of a council-rank who would not sit again this session.

The east doors closed on the inner pin behind him.

Velis turned the docket-leaf. Sabreen did not move; the violet eyes ran the eastern bench for three seconds and then turned to the next item.

The session went on.

Iliane had not moved against the eastern wall through any turn of the floor. Her eyes had tracked Atrias out with a scout’s clean read of a rider marking a horse’s gait. She caught my eye across the southwestern arc for the count of one second. The read came in the scout’s register: he goes to mobilize. He goes to send the courier. He goes to the inner archive’s clock.

I read her back, cool.

* * *

The inner court reading-room held the late morning by the queen’s private pace.

Velis kept the door in the chamberlain’s standing place, present but not in the speaking register. Iliane sat in the low chair on the room’s eastern side. Ymara stood by the working-stone reading-table that centered the room, the warhammer back on her hip, left hand on the haft. Sabreen, at the head of the table, had removed the veil and set it on the small lacquer rest within her reach. The dark violet eyes held the room in an in-between register: not the silk-edged court-formal of the council chamber, not the plain-direct she had carried in the working-room yesterday. The register of a queen briefing her loyal hand in private.

“Iliane. You will hold the Veil-court as the hand-in-absence. The chamberlain’s office runs the docket; Velis keeps the seal under the queen’s pin. You hold the queen’s authority in the political register. Manage the merchants’ trade-day on the second water-bell of every fourth day. Brief the loyal-faction on the third water-bell of every second day: the silk-line, the astronomer-line, the third merchant house’s senior wife. Three of twelve. You know the three. Monitor Atrias through the scout-ring. Prepare for the Conclave’s likely follow-up to the Vellith branch’s notice. The court holds under the queen’s seal until I return.”

Iliane ran the count in the scout’s still register.

“At the queen’s word.” Her voice did not flutter on the receipt. “I have been a scout, not a court-holder. I will hold what I can hold. I will name the limits.”

“Name them.”

“I do not hold the bloodline-treaty’s constitutional reading to the working-knowledge a chamberlain holds. Velis holds that. I will defer to Velis on procedure at any session call. I do not hold the merchants’ trade-tariff to council-rank knowledge. I will defer to the third merchant house’s senior wife. I will not convene the bloodline-council in the queen’s absence on any matter the queen has not named in the third day’s docket. I will keep the court to its holding pace. I will not name a verdict the queen has not set down.”

“Yes.”

“The Atrias-watch I will manage like an eastern patrol. The four scouts on the council’s outer rings carry the read of the inner-archive courier route and of the Vellith branch’s inner gatherings. Reads land with Velis on the second water-bell daily, and with the queen by courier-ring on the third day of every week along the long road.”

“Yes.”

Sabreen kept the count. “At the queen’s word.”

Iliane bowed in the scout’s two-second cadence and rose. The hand-in-absence held.

Velis bowed at the door across his four seconds. Ymara held Sabreen’s eyes for two seconds and did not name what she read.

* * *

The cross-bond-channel interference link warmed at my right wrist in the late afternoon.

I had returned to the working-room. The working-log lay open on the desk; the fourth entry, the harmonization-cost-naming discoveries from yesterday, sat on the upper line in the deliberate clean hand I had practised for two days.

The link stepped through two registers in sequence.

Sabreen, in her private chamber south of the inner palace: the felt-resonance gave her the still pace of a queen reading her own working-stone now the docket had closed, Velis to her right.

Atrias, in his quarters across the southern court: his hand against a courtly working-stone at his desk, the pace faster than the chamber-floor had named. A hand writing with the careful clean speed of a man who had named his constitutional reading in the morning and was now writing the formal notice to the inner archive.

The felt-resonance read in the focused-strategic register.

Atrias was writing the notice. The courier would ride at dawn. Or before. The notice would travel west by courier-ring through the formal hand. The inner archive would receive it near the thirty-day count’s open end. The Conclave’s follow-up move to the Vellith branch’s named record would land toward the count’s middle, and in the field by its close.

The institutional clock had started when the chamber opened its floor.

I lifted the stylus and set the next line of the fourth entry.

The cross-bond-channel interference link reads Atrias’s hand on the formal notice, south register: a council-rank writing at the focused-strategic pace. The courier rides at dawn. The institutional clock has started.

I set the stylus back in the inkpot.

* * *

Tarra kept the working-mistress kit along the long bench of the east guest-wing’s outer chamber, sorting the thirty-day return-journey’s reserve from the Sanctuary’s first reserve.

“The two heart-stone-bound vials go in the inner pouch.” Her ogre-kin voice ran the low even pace of a working-mistress in the kit-pack hour. “Brass mortar in the lower pouch. Bone-handled knife in the wrist sheath. Working-vellum reserve in the jacket’s upper pocket. Reading-token set in the second pouch. Eight small working-stones for the travel-mobile-wardline in the saddle-bag, the same as the outbound.”

“Yes.”

Hadrek Iron-Foot had briefed the twelve-warrior column on the morning’s second muster: same composition as the outbound, one replacement for the warrior killed by the Vellum Stone. Sabreen had packed in the queen-light register: silk traveling-cloak, the inner-sleeve pouch with stylus and brass mortar and the realm’s working-stone, three combat-rings on the right hand, six of her grandmother’s library slips on the gold thread, a small clay vial of star-stone salt as the Veil-court travel-talisman. Ymara had checked the warhammer in the harness, the signet, her mother’s ritual-cloth wrapped in working-vellum. I had packed the working-jacket reserve, the reading-token set, eight small working-stones for the saddle-bag.

The kit closed late in the day.

* * *

The outer gate of Halen’s Veil opened on the dawn of the third day.

Sabreen rode first, the desert mare Sahel at an even walk, the silk traveling-cloak’s hood drawn back from the dawn’s first light, the dark violet eyes on the western horizon. Ymara rode at her left in the foreign queen’s escort step, Khar-stone at a broad steady walk, the warhammer on the hip, the braid clean against the right shoulder. I rode at Ymara’s left on Stoneback, half a pace back. Hadrek took the column’s eastern flank. Tarra held its middle. The twelve warriors of the eastern guard ran the outer ring.

Iliane stood on the gate’s threshold. She had stayed. She would hold the court.

The cropped brown hair caught the dawn along the right temple. Her right hand rose to the sternum in the scout’s two-second salute of seeing a queen off, fingers together, the count held.

Sabreen did not turn her head. She lifted her right hand to her shoulder, half-height, in the bow of a queen’s foreign departure. Iliane returned it from her standing register.

The column passed the threshold.

The gold-thread silk banners of Halen’s Veil hung along the outer wall in the dawn’s first light. The banners caught the wind on the eastern lift and held. The desert ran out to the eastern reach in the long pale ochre of the open road. The Whispergrass plains lay thirty days’ ride ahead.

Sahel’s hooves struck the road in the dawn’s first water-cool. Khar-stone’s struck at her left. Stoneback’s struck half a pace back.

The journey home had begun. And home, by the time we reached it, would already have a Conclave standing at its gate.


Chapter 29: The Returning Road

The Whispergrass below the hills ran shoulder-high, the color of summer-cured straw, and the wind moved through it in the long whispering hush the region had been named for.

We had pitched camp on the low grass-flat below a rocky upland: three sides protected, open to the south where the trail ran. Five tents stood in a rough circle around a banked fire-pit. Mine north. Ymara’s east, sized larger. Sabreen’s south. The two warrior tents west. The horses waited on the picket line thirty feet south.

Day five out of Halen’s Veil. Twenty-five days east still to Hollow’s Span and the cliff valley at standard column pace; perhaps twenty-two if Ymara pushed the harder ride she had been weighing.

I crossed the eastern perimeter on the second water-bell to walk the wardline practice Tarra had set me that morning. The grass read clean for the first eighty paces.

By the ninetieth pace the read stopped me, a pull at my right shoulder.

A grass-line ran north and south along the eastern edge for perhaps fifteen feet. Thinner than its neighbours. The working-pulse in its root read cold-water-on-bone, the register I had carried in the bones since the Whispergrass-edge that first dawn east of Whitemarrow. Wane-touched. A small thread of it. The grass still showed cured-yellow on the surface; the root off-pitch.

I crouched and pressed my right palm to the soil.

Wane-pattern runs the root. Pale-grey script sits the second layer. Not the brand-iron’s hand. Older, thinner, a long-thread working-line that travels under the grass through the root-mat. Direction: east.

Two days east, then. A village or a holding the Wane had passed through and left this thin trace behind. I noted it on the working-vellum in my inner pocket, walked the rest of the arc, and found nothing else.

Vitality at one-sixty-nine of one-seventy-five. Near peak.

* * *

Hadrek’s hand had built the fire-pit up to its evening intensity. Tarra sat in the western quarter sorting reserve working-stones within the lamp’s reach. Ymara stood in the eastern quarter in her travel-leathers, warhammer on her hip, eyes set on the rocky upland’s high line.

Sabreen sat in the southern quarter on the folded saddle-cloth by her tent’s flap. The travel-cloak covered her shoulders. The veil covered the lower face. Three of her grandmother’s library slips lay flat on the cloth. The cardamom-and-myrrh of the small vial she had opened at dusk reached the air six feet from her tent.

Ymara crossed to me and stopped half a step away.

“You found something.”

“A Wane-trace on the eastern perimeter. Old. Thin. Direction east, a long thread, two days by the grass-mat’s reading.”

“Village.”

“Or a holding. Tarra will read it in the morning before we ride.”

Her chin tipped, warhold-style, and she walked past me toward the perimeter on her own watch-rotation. The second hour. She had taken it of her own choosing for two of the five travel-evenings now. The warqueen’s habit, walking the perimeter. The wrist-warmth bond-channel read at register-two as she went.

Sabreen, in the southern quarter, did not look up. The slip held her within the lamp’s reach.

I went to my tent.

* * *

The lamp on the tent’s central pole burned gold-warm. I lay down on the bed-roll and read along the bond-channel.

Ymara walked the eastern perimeter, perhaps seventy feet from the tent-circle. The wrist-warmth read register-two, steady, the pace of a queen walking a long arc. The channel told us both we were well.

The Whispergrass made its long faint sound against the tent’s outer wall.

I did not sleep. I had not expected to.

* * *

The seventh water-bell, by the Veil’s count. Midnight by the Common Realm’s reckoning. The fire-pit’s light along the flap-edge had banked to a thin orange.

Outside the tent the Whispergrass moved under one step. A second. A third. Bare feet over soft grass, the careful pace of someone who had crossed the twelve feet from her own tent and reached mine.

The footfall stopped.

“You are awake.”

Not a question. She had read it in the working-pulse near the lamp, or in the felt sense of a man who had not put out the wick by the second-bell. Whichever read had landed, she set the naming on the threshold as fact.

“Yes,” I said.

“I am at your threshold. I am asking. I will not enter without your hand.”

I set the bed-roll’s blanket back and rose to a kneel at its foot.

“Come in.”

The tent flap lifted. She bent through the low entry and stepped inside. The lamp caught her in its gold-warm reach.

She wore the travel-cloak over her shoulders, hood down. Beneath it a thin silk under-layer in cream fell to the knee, sleeveless, over the riding trousers. Her feet were bare. The veil still covered the lower face. The tail trailed unwrapped, three feet behind her, the blue-violet tip catching the lamp’s gold.

She removed the cloak and laid it across the central pole.

Then her hands rose to the veil’s cord-tie at her neck. The cord came loose in one slow motion. She drew the veil away, folded it twice, and set the folded silk by the bed-roll’s foot.

The mouth I had not seen at any prior hour sat under the dark violet, the lower lip wide-set. She did not soften as she unveiled. The set of the mouth read true to her own habit, neither court nor performance.

I read the gesture in every layer. I let it lie.

She knelt on the bed-roll’s other side and kept a count of two seconds, the dark violet on mine.

“I will name what I have come for,” she said. “I have come for you tonight. Not for the bond. Not for the court. For the road. I have decided what I want from this; I have decided what I will not have. I am naming both before I sit at your bed-roll.”

The plain-direct register filled the room with no silk wrapping the syllables. The same voice she had used in the working-room over the cost-naming, the voice that had answered Yes on the third water-bell two mornings ago. Her register.

“Name them,” I said.

“I have come for you. I want to know you at your register and at mine. I want the body and the mind both. I will not be coy and I will not perform. I have not done this for three years and I am unaccustomed; I will say so if I am unaccustomed at any beat. I want you to read me through the act, at the diagnostic pace. I want you to name what you read. I have been read by men for twenty-three years and I want, finally, to be read by a man who reads at the line I work at.”

She kept a count of one second.

“I will not have the bond tonight. The bond happens at the Sanctuary. By the harmonization-stone Tarra and I are preparing. With Ymara in the working-circle. With your harmonization-grammar inscribed. At my readiness. I name this not because the bond is forbidden tonight — the working-circle is not here, the literature is clear, the bond cannot form here — but because if the choice were available tonight, I would still not take it. I want the Sanctuary. I want the working-circle. I want Ymara at the harmonization. I want the bond in the form it will take, not in any form it could take. Hear me.”

“I hear you,” I said. “The same answer from me. I have known since the working-room what you wanted. I have not asked for less. I have not asked for more. Tonight is what we have agreed to. The bond waits at the Sanctuary. Tonight is the road.”

The dark violet held mine through the count.

“Then yes.”

* * *

She removed the silk under-layer over her head as she knelt and set it folded beside the veil. The desert-court tattoo on her right shoulder-blade caught the lamp in three star-shapes. She unfastened the riding trousers by their side-tie and set them folded with the rest.

She was bare. The tail behind her lay across the bed-roll in a slow neutral coil.

I drew the tunic off over my head and the trousers down past my hip. The scar on my left ribs kept its dead pale shape.

* * *

She straddled me on the bed-roll.

The tent was low; she could not stand; the kneeling-and-straddling matched the practical answer her own choosing had reached. Her hands set against my chest, palms wide across the sternum and ribs, the touch-register reading me the way I read in the light.

“Your vitality-line through the chest sits in the bond-state with Ymara,” she said. “The carrier-thread is reading. I feel it at your sternum as a warmth. I do not see working-light. I read by touch.”

“What else do you read?”

The half-smile rose to her eyes only.

“That you are holding a half-second’s restraint, a man letting me set the pace. I name it because I appreciate it. You may end the restraint at any beat I name. You will know.”

“Then name.”

She lowered to me in her own time.

Her vitality-line through the chest reads bondable but not bonded. The cool-pulse channel-position at her sternum sits dormant. Her working-pulse reads her own baseline at close range. Her body runs slightly warm from the succubus-blood’s natural register at this proximity — not amplified, not deployed, the body answering on its own. She is here at her register. She has come for it.

The first beat ran the unhurried pace she had set. Her breath moved her second rib. The warmth pulsed at her chest, a thin felt-beat, her register without amplification. I read her sternum in the same diagnostic register I had read her in through any hour of the working-stone library: the channel-position in the bone read un-inscribed. No cool-pulse. No light in the bone. The bond waited three weeks east of this bed-roll, in the Sanctuary, and the body beneath my hands read its absence as clearly as it read the presence of everything else.

By the third minute her tail moved.

She had held it neutral on the bed-roll behind her. It rose now in a careful turn of her own choosing, crossed the air, and wrapped my right wrist. The prehensile last twelve inches closed gentle around the bone. The grip pulsed once at contact.

“The tail is something I have not given to anyone,” she said. “I am giving it to you because you have not asked for it. The wrap reads my register. You may read it the way the bond-channel cannot yet. The tail is my register only.”

“I read it.”

The tail held warm at my wrist, a register no felt-read I had ever taken had reached.

* * *

She moved in her own time, slower than the dead shrine and faster than the working-room’s ritual. The body ran warm at her register; her breath came rough in the second rib; the succubus-blood register sat at her own baseline at close range and did not amplify. The pulse at her chest beat thin and warm, where the cool-pulse would never beat, the bone’s working-light un-inscribed in the channel-position.

I read it at her sternum. The absence read clean.

She felt the read in her body without words.

“You read the absence,” she said. “I felt you read it.”

“Yes.”

A small sound caught at her throat on an unexpected lift.

“Hadrik’s three eyes—” The old Veil oath, the desert-court swear to the night-god whose name carried a single letter different from the Conclave inquisitor’s. She did not seem to mark the near-match. Veil-court ears had carried the oath through the household nursery before the Conclave had forged a single brand-iron.

The Veil swear sat between a half-laugh and a half-something-else. I held her through it, steady and careful, and let the rise carry. Her tail pulsed at my wrist a second time, late in the beat, the grip tightening for one breath and releasing back to the warm wrap.

“Stay at me—”

“I am at you.”

The climax took her in the slow rolling pace of her own register. My own kept the same beat: real, hers, mine, both at our own register in the same hour. The tail held warm at my wrist. The cool-pulse channel-position at her sternum did not flare. No light in the bone. No bond-line inscription. The wrist-warmth bond-channel with Ymara ran register-two; the small heat-up from the half-hour mark of the working-line cost-spike had subsided by now; she walked her queen-watch register. The body’s release was real. The bond’s absence was real. Both at once.

The thirty seconds after held steady and careful, two breaths slowing.

The tail released at her own choice, unwinding in a careful turn of its own accord and settling back into the bed-roll’s neutral coil.

“That is the register I came for,” she said.

* * *

She lay along the bed-roll at her own register, head on my shoulder. The lamp burned soft yellow on the central pole.

“You did not press for the bond,” she said.

“No.”

“I read your working-line through the act. You did not reach. You did not improvise toward the bond-channel position. You stayed on the road.”

“I stayed on the road. The bond waits at the Sanctuary.”

She ran the count.

“You will not change this if I change my mind in three weeks.”

“I will not. The harmonization at the Sanctuary is the form we agreed to. I do not improvise on a queen’s choosing.”

“Then I will not change my mind. The harmonization at the Sanctuary is the form.”

The Whispergrass made its long faint sound against the tent’s outer wall.

She kept the count five seconds and the dark violet stayed in the lamp’s gold-warm reach.

“I read Ymara on the perimeter through your read of the bond-channel,” she said. “She is walking. She has been walking. She is not approaching.”

“She is at her queen’s choice. The harem-agreement was made in the queen-host’s hearing before the council session.”

“I want to ask her in the morning whether she will walk the perimeter with me. We will not name the night. We will name the road and the morning. I want to be a peer to her.”

“Ask her.”

The dark violet held mine one further count. Then her head settled onto my shoulder and she closed her eyes.

We held that quiet through the eighth water-bell and the ninth. The fire-pit along the flap-edge banked to embers. The wrist-warmth bond-channel held steady at register-two as Ymara walked her arc.

* * *

The false-dawn hour came on the twelfth water-bell.

Sabreen rose in her own time. She dressed kneeling: the silk under-layer over her head, the riding trousers up her hips, the travel-cloak over her shoulders. She lifted the folded veil from the bed-roll’s foot and held it in her hand. She did not put it on. She did not raise it to the neck-cord. She held it folded in her right hand, the grip of a thing carried, not worn.

She stopped by the tent flap and looked back.

“I will see you at the morning’s first fire.”

“At the first fire.”

She stepped out on bare feet over the soft grass. The flap fell closed. Her footstep crossed the twelve feet of Whispergrass at a slow, deliberate pace. Then her own tent flap. Then the camp’s quiet.

* * *

I lay along the bed-roll alone.

The lamp on the central pole burned its last gold-warm. The fire-pit’s embers gave a thin red along the flap-edge.

The wrist-warmth at my right wrist held steady at register-two. Ymara walked the perimeter. The small heat-up from the half-hour mark had long since subsided. She kept her queen-watch register, a slow steady arc of the eastern perimeter through the false-dawn, by her own choice.

Two queens in one camp. Ymara on the perimeter. Sabreen in her tent. Both at their register, both kept to the agreement, both bound for the morning. I lie on the bed-roll alone. The night is the night. The bond waits three weeks east, in the Sanctuary. The road waits for the morning. The Whispergrass rides the wind.

Sabreen came for the register. She got the register. The bond is reserved. The choice held.

Two queens walking the morning together. I read it through the bond-channel; I read it in the working-pulse; I read it across the camp. The shape of what we are is becoming.


Chapter 30: The Wane's Hand at the Whispergrass

The grey along the tent’s eastern wall held the false-dawn to the color of cured straw under no sun.

I sat on the bed-roll and rolled it the practised way. Wool over the inner layer. A tie left, a tie right, the strap through the middle. I had slept perhaps two hours through the dark of the night, and the read I took at my own sternum showed the working quiet at its baseline: vitality one-sixty-eight of one-seventy-five, the wrist-warmth holding register-two, the cross-bond-channel interference link still cool where Sabreen’s tail had wrapped my right wrist.

Outside, the perimeter held the false-dawn while two queens walked their chosen arcs and met in the middle. I had felt them through the link near the second-water-bell pass, both along the eastern perimeter perhaps ninety feet out from the camp’s circle. Ymara’s read came steady, the warhammer riding her hip with the even weight of a queen who had walked perimeter for sixteen years. Sabreen’s read came lighter, the silk traveling-cloak loose across her shoulders, her bare feet on the soft grass I had felt in the dark last night.

They walked the arc together.

I did not hear what they said. The link carries no words; it carries the felt-resonance of two queen-line bloodline channels pulsing under the skin. Sabreen’s succubus-blood register sat cool and steady, the read of a queen who had chosen the conversation hour. Ymara’s realm-tie register sat at register-two, the steady warmth of a queen walking without her combat-watch sharpening. The two registers held side by side for perhaps thirty minutes.

I rolled the second strap, packed the work-jacket, and stepped out into the first thin grey.

Hadrek had built the fire back up in the first hour. The kettle hung from the iron arm. Tarra had set out the morning’s bread and strip-meat on a cloth across the western quarter.

Ymara and Sabreen came in together along the eastern arc. Ymara walked a half-step ahead, her eyes set on the fire. Sabreen kept that half-step behind, her veil folded into the inner sleeve and off her lower face, the dark violet holding the morning with the ease of a queen who had walked an hour as peer to another queen.

Sabreen caught my read where the firelight edged the dark. A half-smile rose to her eyes alone.

“By the morning’s first fire,” she said. “As I told you.”

“By the first fire.”

Ymara nodded to me once and went to the kettle.

* * *

The column broke camp in the morning’s first full grey.

Tents came down with the speed of a five-day-practised crew. Bed-rolls strapped. Picket pulled. The mobile-wardline stones rolled into soft cloth and packed into the saddle-bags. Hadrek called the muster low and even, a captain who did not need to raise his voice.

We rode on the first-water-bell. Sabreen took the head on Sahel, Ymara to her left on Khar-stone, and I rode to Ymara’s left on Stoneback. Hadrek kept the eastern flank, Tarra the middle, twelve warriors the outer ring. The west wind moved through the cured-straw grass with the long whispering hush the region had been named for.

We made four leagues by the noon-bell.

* * *

The village stood south of the road in the mid-afternoon of the fourteenth day east of Halen’s Veil.

I read it in the working-light from the first half-league out.

The lattice was gone.

Twenty-five days ago, on the outbound, the village had held the warm steady glow of a small holding running its own rhythm. Ten houses in a loose ring around a single work-stone beside the Whispergrass-hills mistress’s hut. Forty villagers at human baseline. A small herd in the eastern paddock, its lower animal-vitality glowing soft. The mistress’s stone burned brightest of all, dead center, steady, a stone a single hand had read for forty years.

Now there was no lattice on the houses. None on the paddock. None on the stone. The light held the place in a flat absence I had read once before, in the dead shrine of Hollow’s Span, the first day Ymara rode me there.

But that had been a shrine. This had been a village.

“Stop the column,” I said.

Hadrek raised his hand and the column halted within the half-league. Ymara, on my left, set her hand to the warhammer.

“Wane,” I said. “Whole place.”

“Yelena’s place.” Her voice stayed at rest. “We rode through twenty-five days ago. The mistress fed us tea. You watched the realm-tie pulse run through her stone.”

“Yes.”

Sabreen turned in the saddle. The dark violet settled on the houses with the slow read of a queen who does not see the light but reads what we read through the felt-pressure on the link.

“Cold-water-on-bone,” she said. Quiet. “Across the whole village’s reach. I am reading it through your read at the wrist and through my own bloodline-tie. It runs in every house.”

“Yes.”

“We go in.”

* * *

We rode in slow and careful, a column that had already read what it would find.

The first body lay along the road-edge fifty paces inside the village. An older man, grey-bearded, his right hand gone to his throat the way a man goes when something closes at his airway and he cannot name it. The vitality-band was gone. The pulse-line was gone. His face had not sunk into the slow-Wane wasting; it held the color of a man who had died in one breath, his eyes set on the road, the surprise still on him of a death that arrived faster than the body could fold for it.

He had been dead four days. Five at most. The skin had begun its slow turn under the cold dry hill-wind.

Past him, a woman in her thirties lay across a cottage threshold, a wooden spoon still in her hand. The same death-register.

We rode the slow even arc through the village.

Forty-one bodies. Ten houses. The herd in the eastern paddock had died the same way, and the herd-keeper’s boy of perhaps fourteen years lay dead by the gate with the staff still in his hand. No lattice showed on any of them. No wounds either; the death-grammar ran in the vitality-band itself, the working drained out of the binding-layer.

I read it slow and steady, a working-hand reading a thing he had not read before at this scale.

The mistress’s hut stood dead center. I dismounted and crossed the threshold with care, Ymara at my back, Sabreen on my left, Tarra in the door.

Yelena lay across her stone.

The half-Anvil-blood Cleanser had been touching the stone when the pattern arrived. Her right hand rested flat on the stone’s upper face. Her left lay over her chest the way a mistress reaches when she feels the pulse strike her own felt-resonance and lunges for the stone to read it in the same heartbeat the working takes her.

The stone held her last read in a faint dying lattice I would not have seen at any other ruin. Yelena had braced the stone against what came for her, and the stone had held the residue.

I knelt and set my right palm to the upper face beside her hand.

* * *

I ran the read slow and sustained for what proved to be twenty-five minutes by the work-jacket’s inner timer.

The pattern in Yelena’s stone reads to the same signature-hand I read in the heart-stone of Black Anvil, in Korv’s brand-channel through the gate-stones, in the Veil’s first-stone, and in the ward-bearer’s brand on the Vellum Stone. Identical in the binding-layer. Not similar. The grammar runs the same loops on the same intervals, the same close-figures. One hand wrote all five.

I lifted to the second movement.

The vitality-lines under the village still held the strike’s trace, dimmed to the pale-grey of a pulse that had passed through and left. I followed it through a slow second-layer sweep. The strike had entered from the WESTERN edge. The line ran east through the vitality-lines across perhaps three minutes of real-time. House by house, paddock by paddock, body by body. One continuous reach. Not many small workings; one hand reaching east across the village’s full breadth in a single strike. The mistress had felt it as the first house died, and had reached for her stone, and had not finished the read before the hand reached her.

I lifted to the third movement.

The far-reading cost more vitality, sustained, than I had planned for. I drew on the working carefully and let the read run out to the macro-scale.

The Wane’s grammar across the realm-scale held a direction.

I had read it before, at every prior reading, the same outward expansion, the same slow continental drift every realm’s working-grammar had carried for four centuries: outward from the center, slow, distributed. Black Anvil’s heart-stone had held this. The Veil’s first-stone had held this. The ward-bearer’s brand had held this.

In the village’s vitality-lines now, the grammar did not run outward. The expansion-direction had shifted. The expanding-front read west-directed. The same signature, but the expansion now ran west where it had run east in every prior read I had taken.

The Wane is one entity. The Wane is moving west. The Sanctuary lies in the pattern’s projected reach.

I lifted my palm from the stone.

Vitality read one-thirty-eight of one-seventy-five. Thirty units paid for the sustained read.

I sat back on my heels.

Ymara ran the count in the doorway. Sabreen, on my left, held it with her. Tarra held it in the door. The village’s silence held it.

“It is one hand,” I said. “Heart-stone, brand-channel, first-stone, the ward-bearer’s brand, this. The Wane is one entity. The hand at the root is moving its focus west. The Sanctuary is in the reach.”

Sabreen set her own right hand to the lower edge of the stone with a unhurried press.

“I read the same through the link, riding on your read,” she said. “The succubus-blood register carries the same hand in the felt-pressure. I confirm. The expansion runs west by the bloodline-tie’s read of the air. The Wane is one. The Wane is moving west.”

Ymara set her own hand to the stone’s upper edge. The braid hung over her right shoulder.

“The Anvil-stone at my chest reads the same hand in the felt-resonance,” she said. “The same pulse I read in the heart-stone at the warhold. One entity. Moving west. The Sanctuary’s wardline is the reach.”

Three reads ran side by side on Yelena’s stone.

* * *

We stood by the village’s central well in the late-afternoon.

Ymara rested the warhammer’s haft against the well’s stone rim. Sabreen drew back her hood. The west wind moved through the empty village with the long whispering hush.

“We ride harder,” Ymara said. Her voice held short and clean, a queen naming the verdict. “Two-thirds the daily distance. Rest-stops cut to dawn and dusk only. We reach the Sanctuary in twelve days at this pace, not fourteen.”

Sabreen answered plain and direct, the register she had carried since the working-room.

“I will hold the column-pace. The Veil-court can wait on Iliane’s hand. The Sanctuary cannot wait.”

“Then we ride,” I said.

* * *

We could not bury forty-one.

Tarra named it by the well’s western arc. “If we leave them, the pattern will run them as Wane-vector. The bodies carry the binding-layer residue. The next working-hand that crosses this ground reads straight through them. We do not leave them on the road.”

“Then we fire the village,” Ymara said. “Ten houses. Yelena’s hut at the center. The paddock to the east. We set the Cleanser grammar on each body so the firing does the binding-clean.”

Tarra nodded.

She worked the bodies across three hours of the late-afternoon. Five vitality units per body, a small Cleanser-purge inscribed over the chest on a working-vellum strip. Forty-one bodies. Two-hundred-and-five units paced against her ogre-kin Cleanser ceiling. The warriors carried the bodies in from the road and the cottages to the central square. The herd they laid out in the eastern paddock. Yelena they left on her own stone.

The column rested along the road’s southern edge while Tarra worked.

I sat Stoneback on the slow watch and read the village. The Wane-pattern in the underlying ground stayed still. The strike’s trace held east through the vitality-lines, fading slowly, a pulse passing through.

Sabreen sat Sahel beside me. She said nothing of what she had read. The dark violet held the mistress’s hut with the stillness of a queen who had read a forty-bodies-and-one death at her own pace and would not soften it into words.

Tarra finished in the last full sun.

We fired the village at dusk.

Hadrek brought the tinder and the warriors set the houses alight the way a column-crew sets fire to Wane-touched holdings, the same crew that had fired holdings at Black Anvil’s edge before. The dry summer-cured wood caught and held a steady fire. The paddock caught. Yelena’s hut caught last, a small dignity for a hut whose mistress had held her last read on her stone.

The smoke rose into the west’s running wind and carried away from the road.

We rode out into the dusk’s first dark.

* * *

The column moved east on the hard pace through the night’s full dark.

Behind us the village burned at two registers. In the working-light, the binding-clean ran through the Cleanser-grammar on each body, the grammar dissipating in the heat. In the physical, ten houses and a hut and a paddock of dry summer-cured wood burned long and steady, the smoke running east on the west wind, away from us, away through the long whispering Whispergrass.

The road east ran on through the dark under the moon’s first quarter, the silver lying slow across the cured-straw grass.

Sabreen rode my right, the dark violet set ahead. Ymara held her left on Khar-stone, the warhammer at her hip, her grey eyes set ahead. Hadrek led the column’s head, Tarra the middle, the warriors the outer ring in the hard-pace formation. Iliane was not with us; she held the Veil.

The Wane had moved west.

The Sanctuary lay somewhere in the reach ahead, and the only question left was which of us reached it first — the Wane, or the hand that had named the place a home.

We rode.


Chapter 31: The Sanctuary's Wardline at Sight

The cliff-valley opened on the dawn of the twenty-sixth day, grey-iron stone the color of a thing that had held its weight for ages without giving any of it back.

We came in by the western lip in the first hour past dawn. Stoneback knew the road; he took the lip’s first quarter-mile at his own pace without my asking. Sabreen rode at my right and held Sahel on the same loose hand. Ymara, on her left with Khar-stone, read the lip ahead.

Twelve days of hard riding. The column moved like a thing that had pared off everything it could not carry and kept the rest.

I lifted into the read.

Ten miles ahead the wardline ran its cold-blue line, the line I had laid in the first setting and Mara had pulsed through on every watch since. I read the cliff-approach’s narrowest point, the two anchor-stones on their nine-foot pillars, the cold-blue running anchor to anchor on the slow carrying-pulse Mara’s hand favoured. About every four seconds it brightened by perhaps a fifth and kept the brightening on the long thin note I had felt in my own wrist these last twelve days.

It had held.

More than held. The carrying-pulse sat at a register Mara had not reached when I left. The line spoke the same grammar I had laid, but a second hand had set buttress-script under each anchor-stone and along the line’s central inch. The kind of working a mistress sets when she has watched a thing for weeks and decided where it will break first.

Mara had been busy.

“It is still there,” Ymara said. Short and clean, the way she had spoken since the Whispergrass village. “The line.”

“Stronger than when we left,” I said. “She has buttressed the anchors and the center.”

Sabreen turned her head along the lip and read the air with the cool calm she had held since the mistress’s hut.

“I read a pulse under the southern anchor’s lower face,” she said. Plain and direct. The court-formal she had brought from the Veil had not come back since Yelena’s stone, not on the column, not at the rest-stops. “Mara has held the line on her own pulse for sixteen days, right at her ceiling. She has not let it slip a quarter-note.”

“No,” I said. “She has not.”

The Wane-front sat in the read a hundred and twenty miles west and moving. The Sanctuary’s wardline sat ten miles ahead of us and holding. Two facts in one read.

We took the lip-road down at an easy pace.

* * *

The outer marker came in the second hour.

Hadrek halted the column with a long whistle. The marker was a single grey-iron stone the height of a man on the road’s western shoulder, working-script across the upper third, the lower two-thirds weathered.

A garrison-warrior in iron-grey wool stood in the marker’s lee. Iron Hold issue on the cuirass, Vohren-iron on the belt-axe. He came forward at Hadrek’s wave and saluted Ymara, open hand to shoulder.

“My queen. Captain.” He looked past Ymara to me, then to Sabreen, and the look settled a moment without comment. “We were watching for you. The seneschal said twelve days, give or take. You came in twelve, give.”

“Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger?” Ymara said.

“He holds the gate-line with the rotation. Two ahead, two on the line, two behind. The working-mistress carries it.”

“How many hold the Sanctuary at the gate?”

“Six of the warhold’s twelve on the line, six at the cliff-face threshold. The mistress works the inner room. The seneschal sent the second six forward when the Conclave moved, three weeks ago.”

Sabreen’s tail moved once in her cloak-fold, the single sharp twitch of the tip I had learned to read as amusement and was learning now to read as tactical attention.

“Conclave move,” she said.

“Three times in your absence, Queen of the Veil.” The warrior’s gaze stayed level. “The seneschal will name it inside. I am only the watch.”

“Then take us to him,” Ymara said.

The warrior turned and led off at his horse’s slow walk. The column re-formed behind. I stretched my left wrist on the rein-hand through the slow rotation that had been the old break’s habit since the Conclave’s branding-iron had not quite finished what it began, and the click came in the third joint with the dry note it always gave.

* * *

We came through the wardline slowly, on a careful approach.

The line read close now, a thing that lived in its own inscription: the band cold-blue in the air, the anchor-stones brighter where the buttress-script ran their lower faces, the carrying-pulse moving south anchor to north on the four-second beat I had heard in my chest for twelve days at distance. Mara worked a quarter-mile north and her pulse held in my left ear.

Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger met us on the line.

He stood by the southern anchor with his hand to the stone’s upper face, holding the mistress’s checking-beat. He had recovered from the chest-working I had set him in the prep-days before the first ritual, the full Empowerer-tier lift, and he carried himself on the five percent baseline-shift I had laid that night. He looked at Ymara, then at me, and the half-smile rose at one corner.

“Queen,” he said. “Healer. Veiled queen.” He bowed the shallow ogre-kin half-incline, warrior to sovereign. “The line is yours. We have not lost a quarter-yard of band.”

“Mara,” I said.

“Inside. She read you at dawn. She set the kettle.”

“The Conclave,” Ymara said.

Brokk’s hand stayed on the stone. “The seneschal will tell it in the inner room. He will name what we found at the outer marker last week.”

Ymara’s chin tipped. We passed through.

* * *

The cliff-face arch ran the same dawn over the same pre-Conclave symbol on the lintel, the bisected circle and the small upward arc, the bronze-iron gate hung in the same green-grey patina I had marked on the dead-shrine morning and through the Sanctuary’s reclamation and on every reading since. The outer courtyard’s lamps were lit in the alcoves, warm-yellow against the cliff-grey, and the floor-script ring kept its cold-blue inner glow. Three of the working-crew stood by the eastern wall and bowed as we entered, the staggered bow a crew gives at a queen’s arrival.

We dismounted. The warriors took the horses through the cliff-face inner gate to the yard. Hadrek went with them. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger held the outer courtyard with two of his.

The seneschal Brokk Vorrane-Older stood on the inner corridor’s threshold.

He was sixty and gravelly and he wore the warhold’s iron-grey wool the way a man wears a line he has carried for forty years. He bowed the deep-incline to Ymara, queen to seneschal, and held the bow to a count of three.

“Queen,” he said. He looked at me. “Healer.” He looked at Sabreen and the bow deepened a fraction, the recognition a man gives a foreign queen. “Veiled Queen. The Iron Hold offers the Sanctuary.”

“Seneschal,” Sabreen said. “I read the offer in your pulse. I accept.”

Ymara set her hand to the warhammer’s haft. “Name what happened.”

“In the inner room, my queen. Mara is there. She holds the read on her own register; you should hear it from us together.”

We crossed the inner corridor.

The corridor’s script answered Mara’s carrying-pulse with a soft amber hum. Lamp-amber resin sat sweet in the air, the smell I had held in memory the twelve days east of here. Sabreen, on my left, held her cardamom against the resin.

The inner room opened where the corridor ended.

* * *

Mara stood by the eastern cardinal stone.

She had a wool wrap over her shoulders against the room’s cold and her hands rested on the stone’s upper face. Her eyes came up as we entered and held on Ymara for a count of one, on me for a count of one, on Sabreen for a count of two.

“Queen,” she said. She inclined her head. “Healer. Queen of the Veil. The line holds.”

“It holds by your hand,” Ymara said. “I read the buttress on the anchors from five miles out. You went past your ceiling.”

Mara did not soften it. “I went to the ceiling and I kept it there. I did not go past.”

“Korr blight you for saying it that way.” Ymara’s voice stayed at rest. “You have sat at the ceiling for sixteen days, on the wardline of a kingdom you do not rule, and you tell me you did not go past. That buttress-script on the anchors is a working a Cleanser does at the end of her best year. You did it on your sixteenth day on the line.”

“My queen.” Mara’s voice held. “I read it as the work asked. I did not do more than the line needed.”

Ymara held her gaze for a count of three. She let it down.

“Name the rest,” she said.

The seneschal stepped forward.

“Crane’s inquisitors came at the warhold three times in your absence, my queen.” His voice stayed gravel. “Recon class. Six to eight riders each pass, never the same six. They took the eastern road in turn. The eastern guard held each pass. We did not lose a warrior. They retreated each time once we set their numbers.”

“Casualties on them?”

“Two the first time. One the second. None the third — they did not engage. They read the line and turned.”

“And here?” I said. “At the Sanctuary?”

The seneschal looked to Mara. Mara’s hand stayed on the stone.

“One at the outer marker,” she said. “An inquisitor. Conclave Cleanser-tier by his stance. He came up the southern road on the seventh day of your absence and tried to read the wardline from outside the line.”

“What was the reading?” I said.

“He did not finish it.” Her voice held quiet. “He laid his hand to the southern anchor’s lower face and the buttress-script answered him.” She looked at me. “The script I had set the day before. It read back at him in the same register he set, the way a working-stone reads a hand that tries to take it.” A breath. “His vitality-line opened against the anchor’s read. He went over.”

The inner room kept the silence in the dome’s half-second damp.

“A Conclave inquisitor,” I said. “Dead against a Sanctuary-aligned wardline.”

“At the outer marker.” Mara’s voice held level. “The buttress-script ran his read back to him. The grammar was Ascendance-school; I lifted it from the library’s second-tier shelves. The Conclave does not teach it. He did not read what was answering him.”

I looked at the seneschal. The seneschal looked at me.

“That is the first,” he said. “On a wardline aligned to this house. The first.”

I kept the read on the cardinal stone for a count of three. The line had killed for us. It had killed a man who came to read it, and the kill had spoken a working-grammar his Conclave training gave him no cipher for. Crane would learn of this within the month. Crane would not learn the school.

I left unnamed what I read in myself.

* * *

Sabreen had stepped past me on the room’s threshold.

She crossed to the western shelves with the careful step of a queen reading her own working-stone library for the first time. The cardinals here kept a few stones on their own shelves, the room’s records, and Sabreen knew where to look.

She set her right hand to the second stone on the upper shelf. A small carved stone the color of cliff-iron, six inches across, pre-Conclave Ascendance-school grammar across its face. Her grandmother Velinneth had named the school in a marginal slip Sabreen had studied for two decades in the Veil’s library.

She had never read the school’s working-stones in person. None survived in the Veil.

The light across the stone-face brightened under her hand. The succubus-blood in her register read the grammar at a different angle than I did; she did not see the cold-blue glow, but she felt the stone through the bloodline-tie, and the felt-pressure shifted under her palm as the older grammar woke.

Her shoulders lowered a quarter-inch.

“Hadrik’s three eyes,” she said. Quiet. Almost not aloud. Not in the silk-edged register. Her own. “I have read about these for twenty years. I have not held one.”

“Velinneth wrote in the slip that her grandmother’s mother held one at the queen-seat in the Veil for fourteen years.” Mara was watching her. “I read her hand last week on the upper tier.”

“She did. I have the slip.” Sabreen lifted her hand from the stone and let it rest. “She set it down before the bloodline-council stripped the library at her abdication.” A breath. “I did not think I would touch one in my own hand.”

She held the stone another breath. The light held its brightened state on the slow succubus-blood resonance, the warmth she kept under the cool-pulse her tail had wrapped on my wrist twenty-three nights ago, the layer she had held under her cardamom and her silk and her gold-thread veil at court.

She set the stone back on the shelf with the same slow press she had used at Yelena’s stone in the village.

“Thank you,” she said. To Mara. To the room.

Mara grunted assent and kept working.

* * *

We took the inner balcony at dusk.

Ymara went up first. I followed. Sabreen had stayed in the library through the late afternoon and the early evening, reading the side-passage’s upper shelves by the carrying-lamp, and she had not come up yet.

The balcony’s cliff-overhang held the dusk between the warm-yellow of the bench-lamp and the cold grey-iron of the cliff above. The wardline at the cliff-approach’s narrowest point still glowed cold-blue, Mara’s pulse moving south anchor to north on the four-second beat. Beyond the line the valley-mouth and the Whispergrass plain held the dusk-grey in the western light.

Ymara set her hands on the stone railing.

“Mara at the ceiling for sixteen days,” she said. “The seneschal on the warhold for sixteen days. The eastern guard held the line through all three passes. Six warriors here. Six on the line. The line buttressed with a script I cannot read.”

“All of it,” I said.

“All of it in the twelve weeks since you came to the gate.” Her voice held quiet. “I did not name what she had been doing here, in the village, in the absence. I am naming it now.”

I did not answer. The wardline held. The carrying-pulse held. Mara’s working-room hum carried faintly up the spiral stair through the floor under the bench. The seneschal had gone to the inner court to set the night’s watch-rotation. The warhold’s six warriors at the cliff-approach were rotating through the inner threshold at the dusk-change.

What Mara had built at the Sanctuary while we were away held against every read I could take.

Sabreen came up the spiral stair at the half-hour.

She set her hand to the railing at my right with a slow press. She did not say what she had read in the library. The interference-link on my wrist, where her tail had wrapped it twenty-three nights ago, held steady the way it had stayed on the column since Yelena’s stone, and the cardamom on her cloak met the lamp-amber resin in the balcony’s still air, the same blend the two scents had made in the corridor.

She read the wardline in the valley below.

“It holds by the mistress’s hand,” she said. Plain and direct. To me, to Ymara, to the valley. “The buttress holds by the older school. The carrying-pulse holds at the four-second register your hand set.” A breath. “You came to a dying shrine with no working-mistress and no warriors and no wardline. You leave it for a season and come back to a school holding on a wardline that just killed a man in our school’s grammar.”

“Yes,” I said.

She carried the read on the valley.

She has read what Ymara built. She has read it through the bloodline-tie and the succubus-blood layer and the working-stone she has touched for the first time in her line. She is reading what this house is becoming.

The cool-pulse on my wrist held. Ymara’s wrist-warmth at my right held at register-two, steady the way the bond had held since the new moon. Sabreen, on my left, gripped the rail with her own quiet press.

She was reading what Mara had built.


Chapter 32: The Ritual Set

I woke in the fourth hour past dawn, in the inner court chamber. The interference-link under my sternum had stepped up a half-note and stayed there.

Sabreen was awake.

I read her through the cool-pulse for a count of three. She stood among the western shelves of the inner corridor, moving with the careful step she had used last night by her grandmother’s stone. Not her chamber. Moving.

Ymara’s warmth at my right wrist held steady, a queen settled on the inner balcony’s stone bench for the dawn-watch.

I sat on the bed-edge and turned my attention across the room slowly, the way I had practiced for twelve days under the column. The chamber’s ward-script held the southern wall in warm-amber resin. A quarter-mile north, Stoneback dozed in the stable, his slow breathing the read of a horse who had taken the lip-road down at his own pace and earned his oats.

The wash-basin held cold spring-water near its lip. I set both hands in it, brought the water to my face, and held the cold for a count of five.

Then I crossed to the inner corridor.

I did not go to the shelves.

Sabreen stood on the second tier, her right palm resting on a small grey-blue stone. The carved face brightened under her felt-pressure. Her veil lay folded on the shelf’s edge in the way she had carried it since the village. She went still when I stepped in. She had read me through the cool-pulse before my hand ever reached the basin.

“You are awake,” she said.

“You read me. Yes.”

“Ymara is on the balcony.”

“Yes.”

“She is reading the eastern road.”

“She is.”

A breath moved through the corridor’s resin-still air. She held the stone for another count of three. Then her hand lifted, the carved light settled back to its rest-glow, and she folded the veil and set it on the shelf above the stone, the way a working-mistress sets down a thing she means to come back to.

“I am going to the wardline with her,” she said. “Up the cliff-approach. The two of us alone.”

I ran the read.

“I will not have you reading me along the line. Not on this walk. The cool-pulse will pull you in if you reach for it, and I am asking you not to reach.”

The cool-pulse under my sternum read her plain. Not court-strategy. Not a request shaped to look like permission. This was the plain-direct she had carried since Yelena’s stone. A queen who had read a wardline within sixteen days, who had studied under a working-mistress beneath the ceiling and learned the cliff-grammar at her grandmother’s school, walking the line with the queen whose realm’s working-tradition that line carried at every anchor.

“You have it,” I said.

She turned at last.

The court-mask had not touched her face for twelve nights. The morning light caught the violet-rose of her eyes, the gold-brown along her cheek, the small backward-curved horns at her brow. She had watched me read her in the corridor, and she performed no part of it.

“I will tell you what I read on the walk,” she said. “After. On my own terms. Not at the line.”

“Yes.”

She inclined her head. Not the bow. A nod, working-mistress to working-hand, the courtesy Tarra had been teaching her since dusk in the side-passage’s upper shelves.

I went back to the chamber and dressed for the working-room.

* * *

I took the inner balcony’s spiral stair in the second hour past dawn.

They had already gone.

The bench still held Ymara’s warmth against the cold stone, that small low note the stone keeps for half an hour after a queen has risen again. Below on the cliff-approach, two horses rode the wardline-circuit. Khar-stone led. Sahel followed four lengths back. Both queens read the line through felt-pressure as they crossed the inner perimeter, the way a queen reads her own line and a foreign queen reads it beside her in matched stride, neither one speaking the read aloud.

The wrist-warmth on my right read Ymara steady. The cool-pulse under my sternum read Sabreen in the slow held attention of a woman who had asked to be left alone with her own reading.

I stopped short of reaching for either.

I went down to the inner work-room.

* * *

Tarra waited by the eastern cardinal stone, her wool wrap drawn over her shoulders, the working-vellum reserve laid on the polished floor at her feet in three flat leather rolls.

“Healer,” she said. She did not turn.

“Working-mistress.”

“The kettle sits on the corner brazier. Eastern hill leaf, second cut. Drink it before the inscription. Your pool will read the leaf along its warming-edge.”

I crossed to the brazier and poured tea into the small clay cup she had set on the brazier-stone. The leaf held the warmth Tarra had been taking since her ceiling-day under the buttress-script. I held the cup in both hands and drank it in even sips.

Then I crossed to the room’s center.

The harmonization-stone sat dead center in the working-circle’s inlay.

I had carried its image in the back of my reading for twenty-eight days east of here, but the image and the stone in its place were not the same. Tarra’s working-crew had quarried it from the cliff-face east of the Sanctuary in the eighteen days before our return. Twenty-eight inches in standing height. Eighteen inches across the top, tapering two inches toward the base. Polished black-stone of the same grain as the four cardinals. The top was glass-smooth, and the cold-blue light showed that smoothing for what it was: three days of careful work by a Cleanser-tier hand.

The top was bare.

No light rode it. No script marked it. The stone read inert and ambient, a thing brought to its place and now waiting for the grammar that would wake it.

The cardinal stones kept their cold-blue rest-glow across the room’s four points. North held. East received. South carried. West sealed. The floor’s circle-inlay ran its dark-iron-mortise script around a twelve-foot ring at the stone’s base.

I knelt at the circle’s eastern edge and read the stone at a diagnostic pace for a count of ten.

The grain bore the cliff’s bedrock signature. It matched the four cardinals. It matched the room itself.

The stone was ready.

“The vellum is in the rolls,” Mara said. “Harmonization-grammar in the first. Verification-script in the second. The pre-Conclave Ascendance-school marginal-notes in the third — Velinneth’s hand on six of the slips, the working-vellum reserve on the other forty-two.”

“You copied the reserve.”

“Thirty-one evenings, while you were east. Up on the upper tier, by the carrying-lamp. The marginal-notes I copied on a second pass through.” She turned from the cardinal stone, crossed to the rolls, lifted the first, and brought it to me. “I checked them by felt-pressure against the originals. They are clean.”

I took the roll in both hands.

The vellum unrolled to the careful weight of a master’s record. The harmonization-grammar ran across the upper face in one-forty inscribed characters, set to the pre-Conclave Ascendance-school style. A continuous spiral wound from the rim inward to a single point at its heart. Thirteen turns. Each turn carried one layer of the harmonization-working, the layer-by-layer-binding the old school had not used since its last queen-rite, held at a queen-seat the marginal-notes named nowhere.

I read it from the rim’s first character to the third turn’s last.

The grammar ran older than the Conclave’s training-standard.

It ran older than the Conclave itself.

I steepled my fingers at chest-height over the third turn’s reading and kept it for a count of five. The older grammar matched the slow steady note I had read in the heart-stone at Black Anvil, two centuries older than any Conclave standard, the same note I had read at the Veil’s first-stone in the same shape. The same school. The same hand laid on stone after the Conclave had stopped teaching. The work the Conclave had pruned from its own root to keep itself shallow.

I lowered my hands.

“It is what we need,” I said.

Tarra grunted assent and kept working.

* * *

We began the inscription in the third hour past midday.

I lit the four braziers at their cardinal stones, touching each with the inscription-stylus. The resin caught cold-blue and settled into the steady glow of a room set to its work. The lamps along the cardinal-shelves brightened to their own resonance. The script around the dome’s perimeter ran the soft amber pulse Tarra’s carrying-hand had kept all morning.

I knelt at the harmonization-stone’s eastern face.

The stylus in my left hand sat in the grip the Cleansers’ Academy had taught me my first year, the one my preceptor had refined in his own way by my fourth. Bone-handled. Iron-tipped along the inscription-edge. I had not put it to sustained inscription since the brand-stitch at the elm.

I set the tip to the stone’s top surface, on the rim’s first inscribed point, where Tarra had chalked her line during the morning’s preparation.

I drew the breath.

I let it lie.

I cut the first character.

The iron drew cold-blue out of the polished black-stone the way water draws ink across dry vellum. The character rose along its carved line with the steady warmth of a grammar that had not been cut into this stone-grain in a long time.

I held the line.

The character closed on the rim’s first arc.

I read it for a count of three. Clean. Cold-blue, matching the note the vellum had set.

I cut the second.

The pool under my sternum read one-hundred-fifty over one-seventy-five by the third character, one-hundred-forty-five by the eighth, one-hundred-forty by the fifteenth. The leaf held its warming-edge through the slow steady draw. The grammar ran the same note the vellum had set.

I worked at a steady pace.

I did not look up.

The room held its silence around the slow grammar, and Tarra stayed by the eastern cardinal with her hand resting on the upper face, her carrying-pulse at rest.

On the twenty-eighth character the spiral’s first turn closed.

On the thirty-fifth the second turn began.

By the fortieth I lifted the stylus and read the pool: one-hundred-twenty-five. I read the spiral for a count of ten.

Forty characters cut. One hundred remaining.

Three sessions to come.

I set the stylus on the prepared cloth by the stone’s southern face.

* * *

Sabreen stood in the threshold.

I had not heard her cross the corridor. The cool-pulse under my sternum had read her by the threshold’s outer edge through the last seven characters of the second turn, and I had let the read sit without naming it, because she had asked me not to reach.

She had reached.

She stood on the threshold’s stone for the better part of an hour. The working she had been asked to consent to lay there on the floor under her hand, its first session begun, and she had walked to the room that held it.

The veil was in her hand. Folded. Not over her face. Not on the shelf above her grandmother’s stone where she had set it this morning. She had carried it from the corridor.

I lifted my eyes to her for a count of one.

“It is older than the Mercy Conclave is,” she said. Plain-direct. Her own. Her succubus-blood had read the inscription at the layer Tarra and I had been reading in the cold-blue, and she had caught the older grammar the moment her eyes crossed the threshold’s stone. “It will hold.”

I said nothing. I kept the read.

She kept the threshold for another count of three. Then she set the veil down on the threshold’s outer stone with the same press she had used at Yelena’s stone in the village and in the working-stone library this morning.

She did not enter.

She turned in the threshold and crossed back to the corridor.

The veil stayed.

I read the cool-pulse as she crossed away. She was not going to her chamber. She was going to the inner balcony’s stair, to the bench where Ymara’s weight had rested in the morning.

The queens were not done with the wardline-walk.

They would finish it at dusk.

* * *

The fourth turn of the spiral lay uncut across the harmonization-stone’s top surface.

Tarra came to the eastern cardinal at the close of the session and grunted assent. “Eat,” she said. “Sleep early. The pool reads one-twenty-five. The grammar will hold the first session in the stone’s grain through the night. The second session falls on the second day, the third hour past midday, the same brazier-light.”

“Yes.”

She lifted the second roll and set it on the eastern shelf, then damped the cold-blue across the four braziers with the long even hand of a mistress who has set a room to its work and now sets it to rest.

I stayed by the stone.

The forty characters across the spiral’s first two turns held cold-blue in the steady glow of a grammar that had been cut into the cliff’s bedrock-grain and met it where the work was set to meet.

I closed the room and crossed the threshold.

Sabreen’s veil rested on the outer stone, the silk holding its careful weight against the corridor’s amber resin.

I did not lift it.

* * *

Five days to the new moon.

I came back to the work-room at midnight by the corridor’s low lamp.

The room held in brazier-rest, cold-blue across the four cardinals, the harmonization-stone showing its first two turns cut and the third uncut. The veil rested on the threshold’s outer stone, holding its silk-weight.

I knelt at the stone’s eastern face.

I read the spiral at a diagnostic pace.

Forty characters cut. The grammar ran clean across the spiral’s first turn, from the rim’s first arc to the turn’s closing point. The second turn kept the same slow steady note the first had carried. It read in the older school’s grammar, older than the Conclave’s training-standard, older than the school the Conclave’s inner-archive had pruned the working-vellum reserve from.

One hundred characters remaining.

Three sessions to come.

Five days to the new moon.

I carried the read across the spiral for a count of ten.

The cold-blue along the cut characters kept the grammar the harmonization-working would carry under the bond-formation in the new moon’s hour. The cardinal stones kept their points in the long thin steady note of a working-instrument set to its task at last, waiting for the hours to bring that work to the circle.

The wrist-warmth on my right held Ymara on the inner balcony, a queen settled into her own quiet at the dusk’s last hour.

The cool-pulse under my sternum held Sabreen in her chamber, a woman settled into her own quiet, her own.

I read the spiral.

I counted the characters. I counted the days.

I ran the read in the work-room at midnight, and I counted the days.


Chapter 33: The Inner-Man Channel

Tarra brought the report two hours past dawn.

She set it on the working-room’s south reading-stand without naming it and stood three paces back against the cold-stone, the wool wrap pulled close at her shoulders. The leather wrap of the report bore a small fourth-year reading-token pressed into the inner seal. The Cleansers’ Academy’s vitality-line cipher. The same cipher Tessa had kept in the side-pocket of her travel-jacket the night by the elm.

The leather wrap had come up the south road by Conclave-side courier-stop. A rider had paid coin to a Sanctuary scout-boy by the toll-house at midnight. The boy had carried it three hours at a fast walk through the cliff-grass and handed it to Tarra at the outer gate when the first water-bell rang.

I crossed to the stand and set my right palm against the token’s pressed face for the count of three.

Marn.

Marn Helder. Fourth-year diagnostic class, Cleansers’ Academy. He had refused his Mender certification in the fourth-year examinations and walked out of the Hall in a winter overcoat without speaking to anyone, including me. I had not seen him in eight years. Six weeks ago a courier-letter up the south road had reached me bearing this same token in this same seal, and I had read the cipher folded into the inner wrap and understood the shape of what Marn had become inside the Conclave’s inner-archive. I had named nothing of the channel to Ymara, no specifics of the working-line. She did not need the name. She knew the channel held and that I had read who held it.

The report’s wrap ran thick.

I broke the seal with the stylus’s edge and unrolled the vellum on the table.

Marn’s hand. The clerk’s careful upright script he had used during the Academy’s transcription-rotation. Twelve pages folded across the second sheet. The first paragraph on the second sheet was a transcription header in his hand. Whitemarrow inner-archive, High Mercy’s working-room, the dawn-bell one-quarter past, attended by the High Mercy Aldous Crane and the eastern-hold Inquisitor-Captain Helle Stone-Voice, transcribed from memory by the corridor edge within the half-hour of dispatch. The body of the report ran below it in the careful reconstructive pace of a clerk who had set himself the discipline of writing what he heard through the door and not what he wished he had heard.

I read the header for the count of three. Marn had cut the cipher into the lower fold the way he had cut his exam-marginalia in his fourth year. Steady-handed. Patient. The hand of a man who had read enough vellum at his preceptor’s bench to know what a clerk’s careful transcription cost him in the inner-archive’s silence.

I read what Marn had written below.

* * *

The High Mercy’s working-room in the Whitemarrow inner-archive stood on the north side of the citadel, and in the second-of-summer the white-grey limestone read cold even at midday. The morning of the dispatch read colder. The three tall lead-paned windows on the east wall took the dawn light at a low angle and laid it across the standing-desk’s tilted top in three pale bars.

The desk’s inner face bore a small carved inscription in pre-Conclave Ascendance-script: Erron Marrow-Older. The High Mercy had cut the inscription by his own hand the year of his preceptor’s death, eighteen years past, and read it daily.

His preceptor’s leather-bound book of notes sat in the desk’s right corner, closed now after the dawn’s reading. The morning’s reading had run fourteen minutes. The clerk noted this in the marginalia: fourteen, not twelve. He was troubled.

The High Mercy stood by the standing-desk in the Mercy under-robe, the mid-robe, the over-robe, the white collar. The silver-tipped Cardinal-Mercy stylus hung loose in his right hand. He was finishing a marginal-note on a Wane-front intelligence relay, his pale grey eyes very still on the read that played across the report’s lower face.

The working-line lock answered by the door.

He set the stylus down. He looked up at the count of one.

Captain Helle Stone-Voice crossed the dark-grey woven rug in the room’s center and stood at attention before the standing-desk’s eastern face. She was ogre-kin. The second of three on the Conclave’s inquisitor-roster, and at her full height her shoulders read six feet above the rug’s edge. The Cleansers’-cord at her belt sat in her right hand in the standing-salute. She did not bow. The clerk noted this in the marginalia in his own hand: the eastern-hold cadre keeps the ogre-kin standing-salute; she has not bowed to him at any of the four meetings I have transcribed in two years.

“Captain Stone-Voice. You have my appreciation for the dawn-bell attendance.”

“At your call, High Mercy.”

The High Mercy held himself still by the standing-desk. He folded his hands on the desk’s edge and named the doctrine in the patient, even way the inner-archive corridor knew on every Council day.

“The subject is Brother Roan Hale.” He named it the way he named everything, level, a man reading a chart. “I taught the boy to read a body before he could read a face. He reads better than I do now, better than anyone the Hall has made in thirty years. We will not reach for him by the body; he would feel the hand coming a hundred miles out. We reach for him by the one thing a healer of his making cannot leave to die.” The patient pause, the one his students had learned to dread. “Madam Marren. Invoke the contingency.”

“The Madam Marren contingency.”

“Tessa Marren has been at the eastern-hold ten days. The Council has authorized her as the lever. His bond to the two queens carries his vitality across any distance; he cannot be taken by force without containment-stone the eastern-hold does not have. But he will come to her. We will let word reach him that she has been moved, by a leak he will believe he found himself, and he will be inside the eastern-hold’s walls within three days of it. He will not be able to help himself. He has spent two years being the man who could not save her. We are going to give him the chance.”

The Captain set her right hand to the cord. The clerk’s marginalia ran here: she did not flinch. She had heard the lever-protocols before. She read this one no differently.

“You will set a working-bleed over her left ribs, small, grammar-tied, against the vitality-line and not the arteries — that wakes only on a counter-order. If we take him cleanly, you draw it out and she is never touched; she will not know it was there. If he reaches her before the containment closes, you wake it. She goes to the low-mark in nine minutes, and he will have to choose between his own escape and her life. He is the man I made. He will choose her. The working it costs to hold her will run his pool to the floor and leave him too spent to stand against the containment that walks in behind him. The lever is in her body. The cost is in his.”

A breath by the standing-desk.

“And the working-line cost to Brother Hale if he chooses Madam Marren’s preservation once she falls to the vitality-low-mark register?”

The clerk’s marginalia: here it came. The first.

The High Mercy closed his eyes for the count of two heartbeats.

“He will survive it. He always survives — that is the cruelty of making a man that good; there is no working you can set him that he cannot find a way to hold. So we do not set him one he can fail. We set him one he can only win, at a cost he cannot pay and still stand.”

The Captain inclined her head in the small Conclave register, head-only, five degrees.

“Understood, High Mercy. I will execute. The working-bleed inscription will be set at the dawn-second tomorrow morning over Madam Marren’s left ribs; my working-mistress in the eastern hold holds the inscription-grammar ready. The observation-leak will go out at the third bell tonight via the southern relay.”

“Then we proceed. There is mercy here. Madam Marren has been kept in protected custody two years without harm; the bleed inscription is precautionary; we expect doctrine forty-one-c success. Brother Hale will stand in the Cleansers’ Hall under instructive-containment within the week. I expect to see him at my standing-desk for the end-of-week reading. Tell your working-mistress the inscription must be precise. I will not have Madam Marren injured in the inscription-act.”

“My working-mistress holds the Inscription-Tier two register. She has done the inscription twice before on other protected-custody subjects. The precision will be hers.”

“Then ride. I will not delay your reach to the eastern-hold by another bell.”

The Captain made the head-only five-degree bow, turned on the rug’s edge, and crossed to the door. The working-line lock released as she crossed. The door closed behind her against the slow, patient resistance of inner-archive oak.

The High Mercy stood by the standing-desk.

The clerk’s marginalia: here it came again. The second. I had not seen him do it twice in one meeting since the brand-court morning.

The High Mercy closed his eyes for the count of two heartbeats.

He laid the blank parchment on the desk’s tilted top, lifted the silver-tipped stylus, and drew the formal seal-order in the patient hand of a man who had drawn the same kind of order at this same desk for eleven years. He sealed it with the High Mercy’s wax-seal in the lower right corner. He rang the small bell by the desk’s left edge.

The clerk who answered the bell was the clerk who had transcribed the scene from the corridor’s outer edge.

The High Mercy handed the sealed order to the clerk for the dispatch-rider. The clerk took it, inclined his head, turned, and left the room.

The clerk’s marginalia, the last line on the report’s foot: He did the closed-eyes again. He did it twice in the scene. I have not seen him do it twice in one meeting since the brand-court morning.

* * *

I laid the report down on the south reading-stand and stretched the left wrist in the slow rotation that had been with me since the road, and let the click answer into the corridor’s quiet.

My right hand came up to the brand-scar over the left ribs in the careful pace of a healer’s hand approaching a wound it had not let itself read in two years. The scar gave me nothing under the touch. Crane carried it now.

The preceptor I had known had been the patient man behind the fourth-year diagnostic bench in the Hall’s lower-archive room. He had folded his hands on the desk’s edge before every reading and named what he read in the same slow, even way. He had carried his preceptor’s leather-bound book in his right pocket. He had taught me to read a body by felt-pressure on the count of three. The man behind the standing-desk in Whitemarrow, at the dawn-bell one-quarter past, was the man who had taught me to read a body, and was the man who had set the bleed in the body I had broken by the elm, and had read the bleed-cost in the literature’s named units before he wrote the seal.

The two facts read together, one desk, one morning.

I kept the read inside the inner room. The hand over the ribs stayed at rest.

Tarra stood by the eastern cardinal stone, her hand on its upper face in the carrying-pulse rest.

“Marn,” she said.

“Marn.”

“The bleed?”

“Over her left ribs. The dawn-second tomorrow.” The flat voice. Not raised. The voice my preceptor had taught me in the second year and had kept for himself through the fourteen-minute morning read of the leather-bound book and the closed eyes by the standing-desk twice in one meeting. “If the queens reach the chamber at the wrong minute, the working-mistress activates the inscription and Tessa falls to vitality-low-mark in nine minutes.”

Tarra kept silent. She held the carrying-pulse against the cardinal stone for the count of five in the steady draw of a working-mistress who had read a working-line cost before at a teaching-bench and had not flinched at the number then either.

The cool-pulse at my sternum read Sabreen on the inner balcony’s bench. The wrist-warmth at my right read Ymara on the cliff-approach with the warriors. I read the spiral in the harmonization-stone in the inner room. Forty characters cut, the spiral’s first two turns clean. Then I read the working-line cost across the distance and the pool at one-hundred-seventy-five and the cost at one-hundred-seventy under sustained Empowerer across that distance, and the pool at my sternum read the cold, honest number.

Pulse 68. Vitality 155 of 175. The cost of the Lifebinder reach under sustained Empowerer runs the full pool. I land in the working-circle’s recovery-state if I attempt the ride and the reach.

I lifted the report in both hands. The leather wrap sat empty in my hand the second time. I crossed to the inner court on the corridor’s even step.

Ymara kept the cliff-approach. I read her in the wrist-warmth, crossed to the inner court’s south arch, and waited.

Sabreen came down the inner balcony’s spiral stair within the count of a half-minute. The veil hung in her hand. Not at her face. She had carried it from the threshold to the bench, and from the bench to the stair, and now to the arch.

Ymara came up the cliff-approach’s path five minutes later in the long, even stride of a queen at the wardline-rest. The Vohren-iron warhammer at her left hip read with the slow note of a thing settled into its own weight in a queen’s hand.

The three of us stood beneath the arch.

I held the report in my right hand.

I named the report plainly, the way I had learned at my preceptor’s bench across the fourteen-minute morning read.

“Crane has set the lever. Tessa sits at the eastern-hold. The bleed waits over her ribs for the dawn-second tomorrow. We have seventy-two hours. I cannot ride; the working-line cost of the Lifebinder reach runs one-hundred-seventy units across the distance; my pool stands at one-hundred-seventy-five; the working will leave me in the Sanctuary’s working-circle at the recovery-state. The ride falls to you.”

The cliff-valley wind held against the arch’s outer stone for the count of one.

Ymara’s grey eyes went still on the tactical read. The weight shifted at her left hip. She did not pause to consider; she had read the working-line in the report the moment I named it, and she had her verdict before the breath reached the next word.

“At me.”

Sabreen lifted her head once. The morning light caught the violet-rose in her eye and the gold-brown along her cheek and the small backward-curved horns. She held the veil in her right hand with the same press she had set on Yelena’s stone, and on the harmonization-stone’s threshold yesterday, and now beneath the inner court’s arch. The press of a thing she carried and did not put down.

“And at me.”

I held both reads.

The cool-pulse at my sternum and the wrist-warmth at my right. The two queens beneath the arch in the morning’s still air. The man who had taught me to read a body in my fourth year was the man who had set the bleed in the woman I had broken by the elm two years ago, and the cost on her body would run by his bench’s old protocols. The grief in the brand-mark kept to the slow, even draw of a thing I had borne for two years and would now carry to the working-line’s other end.

I am the cost. I will not ride.

I made myself hold the thought without flinching from it. Two years I had carried Tessa as the wound under the brand — the woman I broke, the working I laid on her body without naming what it would cost her — and now the Conclave had set a blade at her ribs precisely to draw me to it. The one thing my whole arc had bent toward, going to her, paying what I owed, being the hand that reached her, was the one thing the working-line would not permit. The Lifebinder reach to hold her across the distance would empty me into the recovery-state on the very morning the harmonization needed me whole at the stone. Ride, and the Sanctuary’s working dies and three realms stand open. Stay, and two women I had bonded ride into a Conclave hold to take back the woman I had once loved, while I kneel at a stone and cut characters into rock.

There was no telling of it in which I was not a coward to someone. I chose the one where Tessa lived and the realms held, sent the hands I trusted most in my place, and stayed. It was the hardest order the realm had handed me, and being the right one did not make it weigh less.

The queens ride in my place. The harmonization belongs to my hands. The two reaches hold on the same morning, or none of them hold at all.

I held the report beneath the arch. The pool at my sternum read one-fifty-five. The wrist-warmth named the queen at my right, the cool-pulse the queen at my left.

The choice stood named.

The harmonization first. Then the ride east — the queens into a Conclave hold to take back the woman I had broken two years ago, and me at the stone with a working the literature warned might kill the hand that held it.


Chapter 34: The Hostage Read

Sabreen was already in the stone library when I crossed the inner corridor on the second water-bell.

She had not slept. I read it in the cool-pulse before I saw it on her face. The reading-desk held three opened report-wraps along its western end, and a fourth still folded under her left hand. Her veil lay folded in half in the far corner. The lamp burned low, and the wall-script ran the room its faint cold-blue, the hour before anyone had carried in the warm-amber lamps.

She did not look up.

“The grandmother’s line ran four reads these past three days,” she said. “Iliane on the southern relay, the Vellith-line library-carrier from the third water-stop, my own scout on the eastern road, and a courier-wife who reads vellum for the Hjornsk-trade-house. The four reads cross on one place.”

I rested my right palm flat on the table’s edge and steepled my fingers chest-high, the still set Crane had drilled into me on the fourth-year diagnostic bench. The wall-script held its low note against my chest. Two rooms east, the harmonization-stone held its faint cold-violet.

“Not Whitemarrow.”

“Not Whitemarrow.” Sabreen turned the fourth wrap and broke its seal against her own stylus. “The Conclave’s eastern hold. Three hundred and forty miles east of the Sanctuary along the trade-road. Two and a half days at a forced column-pace. Four on the standard ride. The hold is a waystation house — a Conclave-doctrine training-fort the regional cohort uses for inquisitor rotations, now serving coordination and protected-custody. Eighty personnel by the inner count. Three Mercy-Mission Cleansers attached these past ten days. Eight inquisitors on the watch-rotation. One ward-bearer.”

“The ward-bearer.”

“Brother Veylin. Cleansers’ Academy fifth-year. His inscribed line sits in the same Hold-Reading register Iliane read off the Vellum Stone bearer.” She set the fourth report down and laid her left hand flat on the parchment, the same press she had held against Yelena’s stone and the harmonization-stone’s threshold the day before. “Anwen Hold-Reading, the working-mistress there, inscribed the bleed at dawn-second this morning. The bleed-inscription runs the left ribs. Her counter-order stone sits within reach, in the small stone-room next to the chamber.”

I read what Sabreen had laid out, four sheets in four different hands: Iliane’s clipped scout-cipher; a wider copyist’s hand from the Vellith-line library-carrier, run through the cipher Sabreen’s grandmother had set forty years ago; a small folded note from the courier-wife in the Hjornsk-trade-cipher; and Sabreen’s own hand beneath them all, drawing the synthesis.

The keep ran three stories of grey-mortared stone off the eastern road. The outer wall stood twelve feet, the courtyard sixty by eighty. Eight cells lined the lower level. A converted council-chamber held the upper north end.

Tessa was on the upper level.

I carried the read.

Pulse 70. Vitality one-fifty-five of one-seventy-five. The cost of the Lifebinder reach runs the full pool.

The brand-scar under my left ribs was a dead old thing, a weight I had borne two years. The cool-pulse at my sternum kept to the rhythm Sabreen had set. The wrist-warmth on my right read Ymara on the cliff-approach. Two rooms east, the harmonization-stone waited on the inscription’s last forty-five characters.

“You have not slept,” I said.

Sabreen lifted her head once. The violet of her eye and the gold-brown of her cheek held against the morning’s low lamp-amber. “I will sleep on the road. The reads came in three different ciphers and I had to set them to one axis. Velis carried the third sheet up the south road at midnight. Iliane sent the first on yesterday’s dawn-bell.”

“The grandmother’s line.”

“The grandmother’s line.” She did not smile with the eyes. “She set it across the eight years she sat the third court-seat under the Veiled Queen’s hand. She ran seventy-three intelligence-correspondents through three realms. The line is mine now. I have held it in the silk register, in court, for nine years. I have not run it this hard, down to the inscribed-line specifics, in four years.”

I read the cost of it in the cool-pulse. Not in her face. The face held the silk-edged honesty she had set the night she asked the cost. The running drew her vitality down — a thin pale draw at her sternum I had not seen in her register this past month.

I let it lie.

“Then we set the plan in the inner court.”

“In the inner court,” she agreed.

* * *

Ymara came up the cliff-approach path with the long even stride of a queen at wardline-rest. The Vohren-iron warhammer rode her left hip, kept to its own weight in a queen’s hand. Tarra crossed the threshold three counts behind her. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger came through the outer courtyard’s southern arch the same minute, his right hand to the smith-leather cord, his eyes on his queen.

The inner court read by four oil-lamps on the second water-bell: the long stone table, and the record-script running its faint cold-blue along the table’s edge. Brokk did not sit. He stood by the western writing-niche, the cord at his right hand. Tarra took the southern bench, the wardline-mistress’s place. Ymara took the ceremonial chair on the eastern end. Sabreen took the northern bench, the four sheets under her left hand.

I did not sit. I stood by the table’s western end, the standing place the preceptor had taught me for the fourteen-minute morning read.

Sabreen named the four reads in the plain-direct register she had held with me since the cost-naming morning. The eastern hold. Three hundred and forty miles. Cleansers, inquisitors, ward-bearer. Tessa ran in the chamber on the upper level. The bleed laid across her ribs.

Ymara kept the still tactical read she had set over the report-arch yesterday. She did not pause to consider.

“Two and a half days at column-pace.”

“Two and a half days,” Sabreen said. “The Iron Hold’s column carries the warhold-rate; the Veil’s eight can match it on the road. Day one through three, hard ride. Day three evening, the hold’s outer perimeter under scouting register. Day four, new moon — the circle here, and the chamber there. Day five and six, return on the hard ride.”

I named the math from the standing place.

“Twelve from the Iron Hold,” I said. “Ten Veil mages ride the escort flank. Hadrek heads the column. Tarra holds here. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger holds the inner court along the cliff-approach line with the garrison. Eight Veil mages run the wardline relay. Two of Sabreen’s escort hold the Sanctuary’s corridor relay. I hold the harmonization-stone alone through the moon, in the circle.”

The four read the math in two counts.

Tarra spoke first. “The wardline at standard force.”

“The wardline at standard force,” I said. “Forty inquisitors ring the cliff-valley’s outer line. Crane holds the second wave back. They will test the wardline when the queens depart. Under Tarra’s hand the line holds eighty percent repelling, standard force. The eight Veil mages run the second note on relay. Brokk’s twelve hold the cliff-approach line from the inner gate, the warriors’ register.”

Tarra grunted assent, the even draw of a wardline-mistress who had held a line by her own hand for three days and had not yet flinched under the cost. “I hold. The line holds.”

Brokk did not speak. He set his right hand to the cord and read his queen.

Ymara held Sabreen’s eyes across the table. Sabreen held her violet-rose back. The two queens kept the read for three counts, the long still look two sovereign women hold over a strategic move that costs each of them inwardly.

“At you,” Ymara said.

“At me,” Sabreen said.

I held the cost in the inner pool. The wrist-warmth on my right, the cool-pulse at my sternum. Two corridors east, the harmonization-stone waited on the forty-five characters and the spiral’s last turn. The reach across distance.

From the southern bench Tarra named the question I had set down earlier.

“The ritual, without the queens on the cardinal stones.”

I named the inscription-grammar plainly, the way the preceptor had taught me in the fourth year. “The inscription completes the harmonization-stone’s last forty-five characters under the moon. The stone reads set-state in the read-light when it seals. The grammar wants the two bonded queens on the cardinal stones in the seal-moment to complete the inscribed register. Without them on the cardinals, the ritual holds set-state, not seal-state. The Sanctuary’s pulse will read the harmonization-stone’s anchor in felt-resonance, but the wardline will not step up to active-repulse. The bond-channels run some of what the queens would bear from the cardinals. Not all. Not the seal.”

“And the harmonization on the return.”

“On the return, inside the circle,” I said. “Twenty-eight days. The next moon-window. We set the stone this moon and seal on the next.”

Sabreen lifted her head with the small cant left she set under full attention. “The cost to you in the alone-hold.”

I named what I could bear. “Set-state means sustained Empowerer through the seal-moment. Sixty to eighty vitality drawn down the working-line as it seals. I hold the circle alone the count of nine hours, through the moon’s hour. The pool holds. The set-state keeps the stone in felt-resonance, and the wardline with it.”

“And the reach east.”

I ran the read in the inner pool, plain and honest.

“The reach east runs the bond-channels,” I said. “The wrist-warmth to Ymara, the cross-bond interference to Sabreen. The queens stand in the chamber over the bleed-mark. The harmonization-stone holds set-state and reaches out through the circle on the bond-channels. I run the working-line through the moon; the queens hold it in the chamber. The bleed there reads off Anwen’s counter-order stone. If the queens are inside the hold’s stone-room through the moon’s hour, the hold’s stones can read the bond-channels down to the working-line’s substrate. If they are not near those stones, the channel runs on bond-cost alone. I will hold the circle through the reach. The cost of the reach is the circle’s set-state put at risk.”

Ymara held me three counts.

“You will hold.”

“I will hold.”

The queens read the math, two women who had set their grief over the harmonization-stone yesterday and would now ride three hundred and forty miles east, and back, column-pace — because the man who had taught me to read a body had set a bleed in the woman I had broken under the elm two years ago.

Ymara turned her head toward Brokk in the western writing-niche.

“The column rides on the third bell tonight.”

Brokk inclined his head. “Third bell, queen.”

* * *

I finished the last forty-five characters in the inner working-room late in the afternoon.

The harmonization-stone held the center of the circle, its cylindrical black-stone glass-smooth and cool, the read-light a faint violet in felt-resonance. I set the stylus to the spiral’s last turn with the steady hand of a healer who had cut a hundred and forty characters across three days and would not waste the seal on the inscription-act. The script along the spiral read clean.

The set-state read off the stone in three counts.

I touched the stylus to the cardinal stone on the eastern face. The inscribed script kept its violet across the central inlay. The inscription was complete.

Pool 128 of 175.

I sealed the room with the inscription-grammar’s final character against the threshold’s eastern stone. The stone is set. The ritual is ready.

The Sanctuary’s pulse settled into the inner room, a thing kept to its own weight.

* * *

At dusk I crossed to the inner balcony, a half-minute’s count.

The Vohren-iron warhammer rode Ymara’s left hip on its low note. The wind off the cliff-valley loosened her braid. Her eye ran the eastern horizon. She stood still as I crossed, and set her right hand to the stone railing with the same quiet she had borne since the report-arch yesterday morning.

Sabreen came up the spiral stair three counts behind me. The veil sat in her right hand, the press she had carried from threshold to desk to table to railing. The cool-pulse at my sternum kept to her register. Her violet-rose kept the eastern horizon, at Ymara’s left.

The three of us stood along the railing.

I kept the read in the inner pool. I named the two reaches plainly, the way the preceptor had taught me in the fourth year, and named them at cost.

“The harmonization comes at the next moon.”

“The next moon,” Ymara said.

Sabreen held the horizon and gave a single nod.

The cliff-valley wind held the railing a count of one. The eastern horizon read out across the Whispergrass in the late light, the cliff-approach line carrying the wardline’s faint cold-blue.

I did not name what I held. I said nothing of the brand-mark under my left ribs, the weight of a thing I had borne on the working-line’s other end for two years. The cost was mine.

Ymara set her right hand to the railing’s stone beside Sabreen’s left, the even draw of a queen who had set her grief and would ride at cost.

The column packed through the night below the cliff-approach.

* * *

Dawn over the cliff-valley’s southern entrance.

I stood on the inner balcony, a man tied to the circle’s set-state.

The column moved off the cliff-valley’s southern stone, the even draw of twenty-four warriors at the half-pace warm-up before the day’s hard ride. Ymara rode Khar-stone in the lead, her braid set to the warrior-braid, the Vohren-iron warhammer slung from the saddle. Sabreen rode the Veil-bred chestnut at her flank. The veil was not on her face; it lay folded in the saddle-bag’s outer pocket, the press she had borne from the stone-room threshold.

Hadrek Iron-Foot headed the column. Ten Veil mages rode the escort flank. Twelve Iron Hold warriors filled the column’s body. Two pack-horses brought up the rear with the field kits and the inscribing-vellum.

The outer marker stood three hundred yards down the cliff-approach line, lit by sunrise.

The column passed it, twenty-four at column-pace. The wardline held its faint cold-blue as they crossed through the read-light. Tarra’s hand kept the wardline from the inner gate, the steady draw of a wardline-mistress who had read a working-line cost before.

I carried the read on the inner balcony, still and plain.

The queens on the road. I in the circle. Tessa in the chamber. The harmonization-stone set behind me, holding its violet.

The wrist-warmth on my right and the cool-pulse at my sternum ran as the column passed, down the working-line’s substrate. The harmonization-stone ran its violet a count of three.

The sun cleared the eastern horizon over the cliff-valley’s far edge as the column’s last warrior crossed the outer marker.

Ymara in the lead lifted her right hand, the column-pace signal, the wardline’s last reach.

The column rode east, toward the hold where Tessa lay under a Conclave bleed. I stayed behind to hold a working that might not let me live to learn whether they reached her in time.


Chapter 35: The Lifebinder Flash

The harmonization-stone glowed cold-violet under a low ambient hum, set to the inscription’s seal I had sealed at dusk yesterday.

I crossed the inner corridor at the second water-bell of the new-moon morning, and I read the stone before I read the room. The spiral on the top surface held all hundred and forty characters in a faint violet that ran rim to center. The four cardinal stones kept their light low against the floor inlay’s cold-blue. The wall-script in the chest-height ring kept the even pulse a working-room keeps when it has been set the night before and not yet opened for the day’s first working.

Tarra stood in the threshold.

She had kept the wardline since the queens departed. The carrying-pulse in her hand ran a steady four-second beat, the one I had read from the inner balcony at dawn. Eight Veil mages held the relay along the cliff-approach perimeter. Twelve Iron Hold warriors held the inner courtyard. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger had set the watch-protocol on the outer marker in the column’s first hour.

The Conclave’s forty-inquisitor column had tested the wardline at the cliff-valley’s outer ring twice, dawn yesterday and dusk yesterday. Both probes drew an anti-vitality response that cost sixty percent of Tarra’s pool. The line held. Tarra had not slept more than two hours together in three days.

“You eat first,” she said.

I ate first. Bread and the morning’s broth on the threshold-stool. Tarra did not eat. She held the carrying-pulse in her right hand on the four-second beat and watched the eastern horizon through the dome-vent and the corridor’s east-facing arch while the morning light climbed the cliff-face.

I laid my right palm flat to the harmonization-stone’s polished surface, easing into it the way the preceptor had taught me in my fourth year. The stone read warm in its substrate even at rest. The wrist-warmth on my right and the cool-pulse under my sternum carried the bond-channels across the distance. I read east.

Three hundred and forty miles. The queens on the outer perimeter of the eastern hold, the dawn’s third hour. Ymara leading. Sabreen at her flank. Column at twenty-two.

Two of the column had been lost on the ride. I read it through the bond-channels without naming the names. One on the second day’s river-crossing, taken by a Conclave scout-patrol; one in the third day’s hard-pace fall. Twenty-two reached the outer perimeter and the small gate in the dawn’s third hour. The wrist-warmth held. The cool-pulse held with the silk-edged attention Sabreen ran along the cross-bond-channel interference link.

I read the breach.

Ymara took the small gate in the south-east wall, a flare of cold-blue marking the breach-point. The Veil mages on her flank drove the breach through the working-grammar’s substrate. The small gate’s working-stone lock answered the Veil-mage’s hand with the hold’s own ward-grammar. The gate opened on a count of seven. The column passed into the lower-level corridor at the even warriors’ pace of a second and final approach.

I ran the read in the harmonization-stone.

Vitality, one-thirty-eight. Bond-channels carrying. Sabreen’s cross-reference reads near the cell-threshold. Ymara holds the corridor. Twelve cell-doors line its east face.

The morning ran through me, the wrist-warmth, the cool-pulse, and the stone’s steady hold.

* * *

The bond-channel state shifted the moment the sun cleared the eastern face of the cliff-valley.

I read it in my sternum before I read it in the cool-pulse. A drop. Sharp. A vitality-line going out across the cross-reference, through Sabreen’s succubus-blood layer in the bond-channel’s substrate.

Tessa.

I found her in the lower-level cell, south-end position, her reading-conditions transferred from the converted council-chamber. She sat on the edge of the bed-frame. The bleed-inscription over her left ribs glowed cold-grey. The counter-order had come from the working-mistress’s hand on the upper level. The bleed ran twelve units a minute off her vitality-line.

I read further. A guard stood at her door, Brother Veylin, the cipher Sabreen had named in the eastern-hold’s roster. He had a blade at her throat now, in the third minute of the bleed’s draw: he had read Ymara’s flare in the lower-level corridor and cut Tessa to force the queens to a stop. The neck wound ran across the right carotid. Vitality, one-twelve on the cross-reference, falling at twenty units a minute now between the ribs and the neck.

Eight minutes.

I laid my left palm to the harmonization-stone. My left ribs ached where the brand-mark scarred them, the steady weight of a thing I had borne on the working-line’s far end for two years. I touched the scar in the cold of the morning, a gesture I had not made on the threshold in fourteen days, and I read the bleed-inscription glowing over her ribs as if my own scar were the one running.

Three breaths.

The Cleansers’ Academy literature carried the working in a third-year marginal annotation. Lifebinder. Tier four. The working a healer can hold once and never the working a healer can repeat. It cannot be sustained on the body’s own vitality-pool. It requires bond-amplification, grammar-amplification, and a vitality-line bridge across distance. It runs the dying one’s vitality-line through the bond on the working-grammar’s resonance and re-anchors it to the carrier-line of the healer’s own body. The literature did not name when. It did not name how. It named the working and stopped there.

I had read it in my third year and turned the page.

I kept the read in the stone through the third breath. The wrist-warmth on the right, the cool-pulse under the sternum. The bond-channel to Ymara, the cross-link to Sabreen. Both channels carrying across distance in the moment of the read. The stone steady beneath.

The stone could be ridden.

The harmonization-grammar on the spiral was the only grammar I sat in the sustained Empowerer-or-above register that could carry three hundred and forty miles. The ritual’s seal demanded the queens on the cardinals. The set-state did not. The set-state could be amplified by the grammar’s substrate and the bond-channels’ carry. I had never done this. The literature was silent on it. The annotation named the Lifebinder and stopped.

Tarra read me from the threshold. She kept silent.

I set both palms to the harmonization-stone on a count of one.

* * *

I opened the working at a Cleanser’s pace through the first ten seconds.

Silver-white at the palms. The stone’s spiral brightened from the rim-character and ran inward. The cardinal stones caught the light and brightened across the substrate. The wall-script rippled through the inscription’s chest-height ring on a count of two. The right-wrist channel ran the read east. The sternum channel ran it east on the second note.

Vitality, one-twenty-three. Tessa, one hundred on the cross-reference.

The literature said this distance was impossible. It said the Cleanser register could not carry a vitality-line three hundred and forty miles. The literature was wrong. The stone amplified the substrate from the spiral’s first turn. The bond-channels carried. Tessa’s cold-grey bleed-inscription read under my palms through the substrate as if her ribs lay on my working-table.

I stepped the register up to Empowerer on the twentieth second.

The light at my palms shifted to warm gold woven through with cold-blue lattice. The two-tone hum opened — gold low in the chest, blue higher above it. The spiral brightened into its second turn. The cardinal stones brightened into the gold-and-blue’s complex layering. The wall-script rippled outward on a second wave.

I registered Tessa’s neck wound through the bond-channel’s substrate. The right carotid, cut to the second fingerwidth. The rib-bleed drawing in parallel. Vitality, ninety on the cross-reference by the half-minute. Falling slower under the Empowerer working but still falling. The blood under her read on the carpet through the channel. The guard’s blade still pressed her throat, set to bite a second cut deeper on his next breath.

The Empowerer register would not hold her. It would slow the bleed. It would not bridge the vitality-line.

I reached past it on the thirtieth second.

* * *

The light at my palms changed.

It opened to deep red-gold veined with violet, the new note I had read in the third-year annotation and never once held. The color ran richer than the Empowerer’s gold, ordered past anything the gold-and-blue could reach. A tendril of red-gold light extended from each palm into the stone’s spiral, and through the spiral into the bond-channel’s substrate, and the substrate carried it across the three-hundred-and-forty-mile reach into Tessa’s chest in the lower-level cell. The tendril branched at her heart-lung. The vitality-band across her chest brightened where the working touched.

The third tone opened in the hum.

The Empowerer’s two-tone gold-and-blue carried a new layer of violet under it. The third tone ran deeper than the gold and higher than the blue, a frequency I had not heard in any working, any room, any year of my training. It scared me in the chest before I read what it scared me with.

The Lifebinder.

I held it one second, and the central spiral flared deep red-gold across the amplified substrate. The cardinal stones brightened to match. The chest-height ring rippled on a third wave. The floor inlay hummed on the new tone. By the count of two the whole room registered the Lifebinder at full.

Tarra did not speak. She had read the working in the annotation. She had never read it run from a healer’s own palms. She held the room and stayed still.

Then the brand at my ribs woke.

Not ache. Not pull. Something else — a careful, slow contact against the dead grammar in the fourth-fifth rib gap, the way a man rests his fingertips on a closed door without testing the latch. The brand had been dead two years. Now it was reading something off the Lifebinder’s broadcast register. It was reading back.

Brother Hale.

The voice did not come as words. It came in the rhythm of the Cleansers’ Academy diagnostic-bench, fourth year — a man folding his hands at the desk’s edge, watching me close a working on the slate at sixteen. Crane. At Whitemarrow. He was reading the Lifebinder off the institutional brand-iron network the way an inquisitor reads a wardline at distance: the brand under my ribs the receiver, the dead grammar in the cuts the antenna, the working-mirror on his standing-desk the source.

He did not stop me. He could not have. The Lifebinder’s substrate was past anything he could reach from his ground. He only watched, in that patient manner I had learned at his bench: the patient is the patient, even when the patient is the healer at his ceiling. The contact lasted two breaths and lifted.

The brand went back to its dead pink.

Vitality, one hundred by the half-minute. Tessa, sixty on the cross-reference.

The tendril carried Tessa’s vitality-line through the substrate. The rib-bleed slowed under the Lifebinder’s hold. The neck wound across the right carotid held where the working bridged the vitality-line and the blood would not. The cell-floor beside her still read her blood through the channel, but Tessa was not failing. The bleed had stopped where the working bridged it. The vitality-line held.

On the upper level, the Cleanser working the counter-order stone — Anwen Hold-Reading — felt the resonance change and released her hand. The cold-grey bleed-inscription over Tessa’s left ribs went dark. The counter-order stone went dark under her hand.

Ymara reached the cell-door in the lower-level corridor on the second beat. The Vohren-iron warhammer sat in her right hand in the warrior-register grip the braid had set. The guard’s blade-arm across Tessa’s throat read clear through the channel in the half-second.

The warhammer took the guard’s head on the next beat.

Sabreen reached the cell-threshold on a count of three. The cool-pulse under my sternum read her through the bond-channel’s substrate. She read what I was doing across the cross-reference. By the count of two the cell went still.

* * *

I held the lifebind through the next thirty seconds.

The vitality under my sternum read its own draw, unit by unit. Eighty. Seventy. Sixty. Fifty. The weight bore down past any threshold I had ever read on my own pool. The tide in my chest gasped for it. My working-hand on the stone did not tremor where the literature said it would, because the literature’s threshold did not apply to the working I was holding. The Lifebinder ran below the body’s reading.

The stone ran hot. Not on its surface. Deep in the substrate. The polished black carried the deep red-gold and the violet veins, and the inscribed spiral carried the whole working in the harmonization-grammar’s substrate. The inscription was paying. The spiral carried what it had been inscribed for and what it had not, on the same beat.

Forty. Thirty. Twenty.

I held the lifebind to the seal-moment, where the working sealed across the cross-bond-channel substrate. Tessa at thirty on the cross-reference. The vitality-band across her chest kept under the carry. The neck wound across the right carotid sealed under the working in the half-second.

I released.

The stone went cold.

The light in the spiral darkened rim to center on a count of two. The cardinal stones went dark. The wall-script’s outward ripple stopped in the chest-height ring. The floor inlay’s hum died on a count of one. By the count of three the room read that silence a working-room keeps when a working has been released on the seal-moment.

I went down to the harmonization-stone’s base on the next breath.

The cliff pressed my left shoulder, the floor inlay my back. The stone cooled under my right palm. The wrist-warmth still ran on the right, the cool-pulse still under the sternum. The eastern horizon stood through the dome-vent in the morning’s full light. Tarra’s light ran in the threshold, the cardinal-stones’ residual hum fading, her own quiet read on me.

Thirty-five over one-seventy-five.

I read it in the sternum on a count of one. The weight crushed. The tide gasped. The breath came in the room’s stone-cold air, the slow shallow draw of a body on the working-line’s edge.

The lifebind had held. Tessa was alive. The stone was burned.

I read the spiral from its rim-character into the cold of the substrate. The hundred and forty characters did not return the violet of their ambient note. The substrate had died of the grammar’s exhaustion. The inscription had been spent to carry the lifebind. The harmonization-grammar on the spiral was no longer the harmonization-grammar on the spiral. The new-moon ritual was impossible. The next moon was twenty-eight days off.

Tarra crossed from the threshold on the next breath. Her hand found my right wrist for a working-mistress’s diagnostic-pulse-read. Her other hand pressed to my chest, reading the vitality-line through her own Cleanser-register. She kept silent still. She read.

The queens are returning. The stone is burned. Tessa is alive. The dark.

Lifebinder Flash: discharged. First and only carry. The grammar called the working through the substrate on the spiral’s amplified substrate and held the line through the seal-moment. The pool went to thirty-five of one-seventy-five on discharge. The substrate is dead until the next moon. The hand survives.

Not unmarked. The working-line at the right palm reads a new scar in the cold-violet — a thin cross-hatch where the Lifebinder reach went out of me and did not all come back. Under it, in the deep read, a fine tremor that was not there this morning. At rest it will not show. When the hand asks for precision, it will show.

I turned the right hand over in the failing light and read it once before the dark took me. Pale across the palm to the eye, cold-violet to the working-light — the Lifebinder’s signature burned into my own line, and the small patient tremor sitting under it. The price of a working the literature said a healer holds once and never repeats, paid into the one instrument I owned. Not function. Precision. I would feel it next time the hand was asked to cut clean.

The light in the cardinal stones went out on the next breath.


Chapter 36: The Return at Dawn

Stone-log. Sanctuary inner room, harmonization-stone centered. New moon, day four after the queens rode east. This entry is set down in Tarra’s hand on the healer’s behalf, transcribing what the morning read showed.

The hand reached for Cleanser register through the harmonization-stone along the bond-channel. The substrate held past the literature’s stated distance. I stepped to Empowerer on the twentieth second, then past Empowerer on the thirtieth to the register the third-year archive names Lifebinder. The read ran deep red-gold veined with violet. The three-tone hum opened to full registration. The stone’s spiral ran the working three hundred and forty miles for a count of sixty seconds and bridged the dying target’s vitality-line. The wound sealed. The hand released on the seal-moment. Vitality read five of one-seventy-five. Pulse held fifty-six and fell. Breath ran the second rib at four counts a minute. The harmonization-grammar on the spiral reads dead. The ritual this moon is not possible; the next moon is twenty-eight days off. The wardline answers the Lifebinder’s reverberation: Wane-touched ground within fifty miles of the Sanctuary now reads Wane-actively-repulsive in its substrate. The reverberation should hold hours, perhaps a day.

“The crew,” she had said that morning, her voice running low across the room’s stone in the slow even draw of a mistress who had read a healer worked to his edge before. “The first-aid kit. Now.”

The boy in the corridor threshold had run.

I came back to the room in pieces.

The first piece was Tarra’s hand on my right wrist, reading my pulse at some unnumbered hour of the night. The second was the cardinal stone against my left shoulder, cold through the floor inlay. The third was the mistress’s voice low and even off the room’s stone, telling someone in the threshold to set the kit down and leave the broth on the brazier-shelf.

Thirty-five over one-seventy-five.

I read it once more along the sternum and went back under.

I came up again on the second water-bell after midnight, eight over one-seventy-five. Tarra sat on the threshold-stool to the right of my pallet. She set a cup to my mouth and gave me water, then broth, then water again. She did not speak. She read me every time I surfaced, and what she read she did not yet trust to set down in the log.

By the third bell I had reached twelve over one-seventy-five. The cardinal stones on the compass-points still read dead.

* * *

The Conclave column came at dawn.

I read it in the bond-channels before I read it in the room. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger had set the watch-protocol along the cliff-approach in the first hour of the morning — twelve Iron Hold warriors on the gate-line, eight Veil mages on the inner cardinals. Tarra carried the working-mistress’s relay from the threshold on a slow four-second beat. She did this with her right hand. She held my pulse with the left.

The forty-inquisitor column tested the wardline against the outer marker in the dawn’s third hour.

I read the test through Tarra’s relay. The wardline held at the cliff-approach’s narrowest point, the cold-blue lattice she had reinforced through three nights of standing alone. The column’s read came off the brand-iron resonance in their saddles and off the ward-bearer’s iron rod up front. The wardline held. The brand-iron probe cost fifty percent of Tarra’s pool. It would have held longer.

It did not have to.

The Lifebinder reverberation had laid the Wane-touched ground fifty miles around the Sanctuary into a new register. Wane-actively-repulsive in its substrate, the log had named it. To the brand-iron in the inquisitors’ saddles the reverberation read the way the working-light reads the Wane: a thing that turned away from itself. The ward-bearer’s rod registered the same. The Conclave’s own instruments read the new ground as repulsive.

Three horses went lame against the brand-iron in their saddles. The ward-bearer’s rod hummed against itself across the upper face of its working-script. The column held forty breaths while the ward-bearer tried again and again to set his carry through the new register. The carry would not set.

The column pulled back in the dawn’s fifth hour. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger watched them ride east from the cliff-approach gate-line and did not pursue. Tarra read it from the threshold at her own pace and grunted assent against the floor inlay.

“They will come back,” she said to the room. “Not soon.”

I wanted to read the cliff-approach myself and could not. My own register had not come back. I read it through Tarra’s relay, which was what I had.

By noon the column ran eight miles east at a hard return pace. By noon I had reached fifteen over one-seventy-five.

* * *

The queens reached the western road at noon of Day five.

Tarra set the broth-bowl on the brazier-shelf and read east through the dome-vent, naming what she had set down in the log a quarter-hour before. The wrist-warmth on my right answered. The cool-pulse under my sternum answered. Both bond-channels held both queens to one horse-pace along one dust-line.

Two hundred and forty miles east. Hard ride. Three days west.

I carried the read on a slow breath off the second rib and did not move. The reading was all I had. The reading and the broth and the cardinal stones that did not return the cold-violet, and Tarra on the threshold-stool reading my pulse with her hand and the eastern horizon with her eyes on the same beat.

“Tessa,” I said. It came off the room’s stone-cold air in the slow shallow draw of a body that had not yet earned its working voice back.

“Stable,” Tarra said. “Vitality holds the new ceiling. Neck wound sealed by the working’s bridge. She rode in the second rank at noon-rest under the Veil mages’ watch.”

“Empowerer-tier-mark.”

“Yes. It sits on her sternum and runs the vitality-band. Any stone she comes near will read it.”

I closed my eyes for a count of one and held what she had said against my chest.

The Lifebinder side-effect did not lie silent on its mark. Tessa kept the working’s line now through the substrate where I had reached for her across the bridge, and the bridge had not closed on the seal. The vitality I had spent to anchor her had not returned to me. Some part of it stayed with her along that line. The literature had not named this. The literature had stopped short of the annotation.

I read through the cross-bond-channel and found her in the second rank between two Veil-mage guards. Her vitality-band carried the working in its substrate, the new ceiling steady under it. The cold-grey bleed-inscription over her left ribs read dead. The right carotid was sealed.

She was alive.

“I am on the right ground,” I said, which was not what I meant. Tarra read what I meant.

“You will sleep,” she said. “Day six and seven you will sleep. Day eight you will sit up on the cot. Day eight, when the column arrives, you will walk to the inner balcony.”

“Yes.”

She did not answer that. She set the cup to my mouth again.

* * *

I woke on Day eight in the late morning, thirty over one-seventy-five.

The room read cold in its cardinal stones. The harmonization-stone on my right kept the spiral on its surface, and the rim-character did not return the light on its ambient note, and the inscription in the substrate read dead with the grammar’s exhaustion. The hundred and forty characters across the spiral’s thirteen turns kept their cut in the polished black face. They held nothing else.

I sat up the careful way a body sits up when it has not died on the working’s edge but has not entirely come back from it either. The pallet’s wool dragged at my shoulder. The cliff along the western wall held the morning’s cold in its substrate. I read myself along the sternum.

Thirty over one-seventy-five. Pulse sixty-eight. Breath runs the second rib at six counts a minute. The body reads the lower bound Tarra’s prognosis set for Day eight.

Tarra came to the threshold two breaths after I sat up. She brought the mistress’s report on the log’s small clay tablet and set it on the threshold-stool.

“The queens are a few hours out from the cliff-valley’s outer marker,” she said. “Tessa rides stable in the second rank. The column stands at twenty-one. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger holds the inner cliff-approach with twelve. The wardline on its secondary register holds at fifty percent against the Lifebinder reverberation.”

“Sabreen on the flank, Ymara at the head,” Tarra went on. Her voice held the even weight the mistress used when she was reporting and not yet reading. “The column rides twelve miles short of the outer marker. The cross-bond-channel reads Sabreen; the bond-channel reads Ymara on the wrist.”

“The stone.”

“Dead. The next moon is twenty-four days.”

I read the spiral’s rim-character through the cold of the substrate. The hundred and forty characters did not return the violet. The work between this hour and the next moon was the work of laying the harmonization-grammar onto a new substrate, a new spiral, and I did not yet have the hand to run it. I had thirty over one-seventy-five.

“I will read it in the light on Day fourteen,” I said.

“Yes,” Tarra said.

She did not ask what I would do on Day twenty-four. She set the broth-cup in my hand and watched me drink it at my own pace.

* * *

The column passed the outer marker on the cliff-valley sight-line in the evening’s second hour.

I walked to the inner balcony the careful way a man walks whose pool reads forty-five over one-seventy-five. My weight set on the left leg against the balcony’s stone rail. The right leg held the cocked position the road had taught me before there was ever a Sanctuary or a queen. The cliff-valley below the rail carried the late light along the western face of the cliff-spurs, along the cold-blue lattice of the wardline. The Whispergrass beyond held the column’s dust.

The column rode the slow even pace of warriors near the end of a hard return.

Ymara held the head. Her braid dust-stained at one shoulder; the Vohren-iron warhammer hung in the saddle-loop on her right; her gaze ran the wardline’s cold-blue lattice. Sabreen rode her flank, straight in the saddle, the silk wrap gone dust-grey in the riding-cut. Tessa kept the second rank between two Veil-mage guards, in the grey-blue Academy gown. Dust marked the gown’s hem. The wool cloak I would learn was mine, given somewhere on the western road, sat across her shoulders.

The column passed the cliff-approach gate-line on the dusk’s first bell.

* * *

Ymara dismounted in the inner courtyard.

She crossed the floor inlay at the even step of a warrior who had not slept past two hours at a stretch in nine days. She set her hand to my right wrist along the bond-channel’s substrate, the gesture she had used over the new-moon stone at Black Anvil, and the wrist-warmth came on its steady note, full presence, nine days of distance returning in the cross-reference.

“You read forty-five,” she said.

“Yes.”

She ran the read. Her gaze stayed level with mine. “The stone is dead.”

“Yes.”

“Then we have twenty-four days.”

“Yes.”

She kept silent on what she had borne out of the eastern hold, or the lower-level corridor, or the moment along the bond-channel when she had reached east for me as the working sealed. She did not repeat what she had said in that corridor with the guard’s blade at Tessa’s throat. She set her hand to my shoulder for a breath and turned toward the courtyard’s western gate.

Sabreen crossed three breaths after.

The cool-pulse under my sternum read her at full presence through the bond-channel’s substrate, the cross-reference complete. She set her hand to my left wrist — silk-edged and court-formal in the public register, and on the cool-pulse a private register, both on one beat.

“Hale.”

“Sabreen.”

“I read the absence in the spiral through the cross-reference at noon yesterday. I said nothing of it to the column.”

“Twenty-four days.”

“By my read.” She held it. The veil at her shoulder was the dust-grey silk wrap’s loose fold; it did not cover her face. “Tessa is in the second rank. She is reading you from the courtyard’s western edge.”

I looked.

Tessa stood on the cobble along the western edge of the inner courtyard, the Veil-mage’s hand at her elbow steadying her step, the grey-blue Academy gown dusted with the road. She did not move toward the courtyard’s center. She kept to the western edge the careful way of a woman who had been read for two years and had learned to choose what she read back. Her warm brown gaze held mine.

Her chin tipped once.

She did not approach.

* * *

She asked, in the late hour along the Sanctuary’s inner corridor, to see the room.

Tarra had shown her the guest chamber in the second-east position. Tessa had set her small leather pouch on the threshold-stool, said please to no one in particular, and then said no — not please, but a thing without that word. The room where the working held.

I brought her the careful way both of us carried ourselves along the corridor.

The room read cold in its cardinal stones. The harmonization-stone at the center ran the spiral on its surface, the grammar spent to exhaustion. The wall-script in the chest-height ring kept the even ambient note through the cold of the substrate. The brazier-shelf on the eastern wall still held the broth-bowl Tarra had not yet cleared.

Tessa crossed the threshold at her own step. She did not drop to one knee on the threshold-stone, though I read that she had marked the Ascendance-school presence in the wall-script and had set her foot on the threshold for a breath to consider it. She did not perform.

She walked to the central stone at her careful pace and set her right hand to the polished black face over the spiral’s rim-character.

The light in the wall-script registered her Empowerer-tier-mark along the vitality-line. I read it in my own register through the light. The mark on her sternum held a faint pale-violet pulse in its substrate. The vitality-band across her chest brightened where it met the dead spiral, then dimmed in the spiral’s silence. The spiral said nothing. The harmonization-grammar had spent itself. She read it in her own felt-resonance and kept the read.

She lifted her hand.

“It held,” she said. Plain. Direct. She spoke it in Cleansers’ Academy register, the vitality-line vocabulary. “I read the annotation in the third-year archive three years ago. I did not know it could be held.”

“Neither did I.”

“You held it for me.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the spiral, then held my eyes for a count of two more. The dimple in her left cheek did not show. Her eyes went very still on the inward-reading. Her right hand set to her own sternum, the gesture I had read off her as the column approached, and she kept silent on what she had set her hand against.

“I am here under no obligation,” she said. “I will sleep tonight in the chamber the mistress has set me. I will walk the wardline at dawn at my own pace. Then I will speak to you when the hour is right. Not tonight.” Her gaze held mine. “I am not who you knew.”

“I know.”

“Then we will speak when I have my feet under me.”

“Yes.”

Her chin tipped once toward the central stone, and she walked to the threshold at a slow, deliberate step.

She stopped on the threshold-stone.

“Roan.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for the room. Not for the working. For the room.”

She went.

I read her through the light along the corridor’s eastern arch as she walked, the Empowerer-tier-mark on her sternum holding its faint pale-violet through the substrate for the count of her steps, the vitality-band across her chest at the new ceiling she had not yet learned to read. She would hold. She would name what she was. She was not mine to keep.

The wrist-warmth on the right held. The cool-pulse under the sternum held. Both bond-channels read steady through the cross-reference’s substrate.

Behind me, the harmonization-stone read cold.

The cardinal stones on the circle’s compass-points kept the silence a room keeps when a working has been spent and the next has not been laid.

I set my weight on the left leg against the central stone. The dead spiral lay under my right palm. I read forty-five over one-seventy-five along the sternum. Twenty-four days stood between this hour and the next moon. The work between them was the work I would do in this room without her.


Chapter 37: Tessa Speaks

She had walked the wardline at dawn.

Tarra brought the report in the late-breakfast hour, out on the inner balcony. Tessa had risen with first light and walked the cliff-approach at her own pace. She had set her hand on the southern pillar’s stone and carried the read. Then she had taken the inner court’s stone table, its eastern end, and read Tarra’s small selection of pre-Conclave stones in the morning light. She had read the burned harmonization-stone through the corridor’s wall-script.

“Twelve hours in the Sanctuary,” Tarra said. “She reads to the new ceiling. The vitality-mark over her sternum holds without decay.”

“Yes.”

“She has asked for the wool dress and the jacket. Her Academy gown is in the wash. She will come in the late morning.”

“Yes.”

Tarra set the cup by my hand and read me through the felt-resonance. She kept silent what she found.

I drank the broth and read the eastern horizon over the cliff-edge wall. Fifty over one-seventy-five at her sternum. Pulse at her throat, sixty-four. The brand-mark scar along my left ribs read the dead pink of an old burn in the cold morning air. The bond-channel at my wrist held warm. The cool-pulse under my sternum held.

She came up the corridor in the mid-morning, walking with the careful step of a woman who had found her feet on different ground.

* * *

She wore the plain wool dress Tarra had set out, dark grey through the shoulders and the long sleeves, mended once on the left cuff. The jacket over it — Tarra’s, not mine — was brown leather, the elbows worn soft. Her light-brown hair hung down, washed, brushed for the morning. The freckles across the bridge of her nose held the pale of two years indoors under the Conclave’s hand. Her warm brown gaze held mine for a breath beneath the corridor’s eastern arch.

“Roan.”

“Tessa.”

“Walk with me.”

She left unnamed where. I read in the felt-resonance that she did not mean the working-room.

“The inner garden,” she said.

“Yes.”

We went down the corridor in the careful pace both of us kept. Her step ran certain, paced to a body still learning a vitality-line that had been altered. We read each other and neither of us named it. We passed the side-passage to the Ascendance working-room, and she did not turn her head toward it. She had already read what the threshold-working would say. She let it say so without testing it.

The inner garden held the mid-morning, its eastern face open to the cliff-approach’s western opening. The Whispergrass wind came up the valley in a steady draw. The fig tree Tarra had planted eight years ago wore the late-summer pale in its leaves. The stone bench by the cliff-edge wall caught the light on its polished face. A low marker-stone along the southern wall — an old Ascendance-school piece, faded — held cold-blue in its rim-character. Bone-knit and star-violet grew in the soil-pockets between the floor slabs, and the wind brought the bone-knit’s mossy scent down in a slow draw.

She walked the loop with me once at a careful step, one hand on the cliff-edge wall, looking down the valley to where the wardline’s cold-blue lattice ran along the cliff-approach. Her right hand rested against the wall for a breath. She did not look at me.

“Crane signed the order fourteen months ago,” she said.

The wind kept its steady draw.

“Mercy-Mission reading. The institutional protocol. The hold-archive at Whitemarrow keeps the working-cell log under my name and the cross-reference under yours. I have been the lever on your life inside the Conclave’s working for two years. He named me as your lever in the doctrinal record in the third quarter of the second year.”

“I know.”

“You did not know it back in the eastern hold.”

“I read it in the bleed-inscription. I have read the rest through Sabreen’s intelligence off the western road.”

She ran the read. She set her hand on the bench and turned to face the cliff-edge wall.

“I have not been broken,” she said. “I have been held.”

I read the shape of it. The Academy-trained vitality-vocabulary ran under the careful slow draw of a woman who had read the diagnostic-records of her own containment by a small lamp and named what she found. She had not come to this naming in one breath. She had carried it through the working-cell at Whitemarrow across fourteen months of reading. She was setting it down now, here on the inner garden’s cliff-edge, because the place she had carried it from lay behind her, and the place she carried it toward lay north.

“I read the doctrinal record three times in the second year,” she said. “The first time by Crane’s hand inside the cell. The second time through the Mercy-archive’s cross-reference. The third time on my own. I read it through the felt-line that third time, and I knew what he had done. He had made me the lever. He had made me the lever before he ever held me in the cell. The Mercy-Mission was the institutional name for what he was doing inside the working-grammar of his own house.”

“Yes.”

She held still, facing the cliff-edge wall.

“I stood at the Academy in my fourth year, on the branding night. Three first-rank evaluations. I was Empowerer-track. I had not yet read by the working-light. I was the woman who would have stood in the Cleansers’ Hall for the spring rite, set to the second-year working-stones by her own hand, reading the light for the first time. I have not been that woman in two years.”

“No.”

“I have been the woman in the working-cell, reading Anwen Hold-Reading’s destructive-reading on five women down the lower-level corridor. The cell’s working-script carries no sound. It carries light through the substrate. She did not know I was reading her. I read the draw in her register and named what she was doing.”

Her right hand pressed to the dress over her sternum, an unconscious gesture.

“I have read the Conclave’s working-grammar in registers the Academy never taught me. I have read what the brand-iron is in the substrate. I have read what the Wane is in the signature-hand of the third-year archive’s marginal notes. I do not carry the Cleansers’ Academy register the way I once did. I cannot.”

She turned back from the bench for two breaths and looked at me with the careful slow manner of a woman who had spent two years rehearsing the shape of a conversation that had no shape until she stood inside it.

“I am not the woman you were going to marry.”

I read her by the working-light.

The Empowerer-tier-mark at her sternum showed a faint pale-violet in the substrate, a steady draw. The vitality-band across her chest held the new ceiling without decay. The line in the substrate held the bridge the Lifebinder flash had laid down in the seal in the eastern hold’s corridor, and that bridge had not closed. The vitality I had spent in the seal stayed in her line. It would stay.

Empowerer-mid, vitality-band steady. Sternum mark holds in the substrate. The line carries the bridge as residual. No decay in the read. She holds the new ceiling in her own register without a bond.

“What do you want to do,” I said. It came quiet and slow.

“There is a school in the north,” she said. “The Conclave’s institutional records say it does not exist. The marginal-notes in the third-year archive say it does. The cell’s stone library held two cross-references inside my permitted reading. The school studies vitality-line research outside Conclave doctrine. It studies altered-subject working-lines. It studies what I have become.”

“The northern monasteries.”

“Yes. I am going. I will leave the day after tomorrow, in the morning. Three days of rest. The eastern road two days to Khar-Mara. The northern road the rest of the way. I will find the school. I will read what I have become by its light.”

“Yes.”

She held my gaze.

“I read the record three times. I know what you did the night two years ago. I know why you did it. I do not blame you. I do not know if I would have said yes had you asked the full question, and I have stopped asking myself that, because the question has no answer.”

I rubbed the scar on my right thumb-pad against my index finger, the small even circle of an old burn. The burn from the practical-exam at nineteen, from the working that had taken the skin the first time my line reached past tier. The mark I had carried before the brand on the ribs. The mark I had carried through the Tessa-night working, done by my own hand in the Empowerer-register, in the seal.

“I was the man who reached past Cleanser,” I said. The voice came low and even. “I kept the working four hours. I did not tell you the tier. I did not tell you the working was forbidden. I did not tell you what it would alter in your vitality-line. I have carried that for two years, branded into the ribs. I carried it because you were the woman I was going to spend my life with in the Academy quarters, and I had not told you. I made a working on your body without naming the full cost. The brand in the Cleansers’ Hall was the Conclave’s hand on my life. The wound I have carried has not been the brand.”

Her warm brown gaze held mine.

She did not flinch, or weep, or reach for an apology she did not owe.

“You are not my lever,” she said. “I am not yours to carry.”

I read the shape of it through the felt-line.

She set her hand on mine on the bench.

The contact came slow, the rate of a woman placing a working-instrument against a stone’s surface in the right register. Her hand was small and soft in the palm; the nail-beds were ragged, a containment-acquired habit she had not yet broken. The skin was cool from the morning. She held it three seconds, on the bench between us. Not the lover’s hand. The fellow-Cleanser’s hand inside the working-room. The colleague’s hand on the reading of a shared grammar, a steady draw.

She lifted her hand away.

The wound under the brand-mark scar on my ribs read in its own register, the slow draw of an old burn that had served as a working-cell across two years of carrying and now changed register through the felt-line. Not closed. Not gone. Released through the felt-resonance. The grief of the room she had been held in under the Conclave’s hand, the grief of the working done on her body without the full naming, the grief of the woman I had thought she was in the Academy’s fourth-year hall — all of it sat in the body along the ribs and read by the working-light as the dull pale-pink of a healed mark. The cold in my chest eased. My shoulders set against the cliff-edge wind on a slow draw. My breath ran clear past the second rib.

She looked out toward the cliff.

“I will write to you from the north,” she said. “I will name the working-grammar I find. You will write back and name what you have found in the harmonization. The letters will carry what the conversation cannot, each from our own ground.”

The dimple by the left corner of her mouth showed in a small even smile, a slow draw across that single line. Then the smile went, and the dimple with it.

We kept the silence in the inner garden.

The wind came up the valley over the cliff-edge wall. The fig tree’s leaves held the late-summer pale on a slow draw. The marker-stone along the southern wall held cold-blue in its rim-character. The Whispergrass beyond held its pale across the cliff-approach. The Sanctuary kept its even ambient: the healing-room at our backs, the cloister-road open to the north, the gelding waiting by the inner courtyard’s hitching post for the morning.

* * *

She walked to the cliff-approach gate at dusk.

Not to cross. She had said she would ride in the morning. She had asked to walk the line at dusk first, in the careful step of a woman who would carry the wardline’s last reading in her chest into the road the next day.

I walked with her in the slow even pace of a man whose work had been the work of letting her speak.

The outer courtyard held the lamps in its alcoves, warm-yellow. The pre-Conclave symbol above the cliff-face arch held the dusk against cold stone. The cliff-approach beyond kept the wardline as a cold-blue lattice in the dusk’s first bell.

Tarra stood at the gate-line’s cross-beam. She rested her hand on Tessa’s shoulder for a breath and did not speak. Tessa gave the small working-mistress nod, all chin, the way Tarra had taught her. Ymara stood up on the cliff-top, reading the western horizon. Sabreen had said her farewell in the inner court at noon, in the silk-edged court-formal that had said in cross-reference what her hand had not.

Tessa stood at the threshold three breaths and read the wardline. She did not cross. She turned back from the gate-line, in the unhurried step of a woman who had named herself.

Not mine. Not the Conclave’s. Not anyone’s.

I kept by the gate-line’s southern pillar in the dusk after she had walked the corridor back to the room she had kept for nine days. The bond-channel at my wrist read warm. The cool-pulse under my sternum read. The brand-mark scar along my left ribs held the dull pale-pink of an old burn in the cliff-evening cold. The wound I had carried two years under those ribs had not closed and had not gone. Her hand on mine, three seconds on the bench, had set it down — that was the whole of it, and it was enough. Not closed. Not gone. Released.

I had carried Tessa-as-my-wound under the brand-mark scar for two years.

Eighty words at most — that was the ration I had set myself on the road. I had not let myself have more in eighteen months by the dawn in that camp east of Whitemarrow, and not in the twelve weeks between that dawn and this dusk.

Tonight I let the count go.

I spent the hours after behind the closed working-room door, in a chair, a candle burning down past the second mark. I will not pretend it was clean. Twelve weeks of ration broke at once and I let it break — the woman I was going to marry in the Academy quarters, the working I had done on her body without the full naming, the two years of carrying it locked under the ribs while a Conclave hunted me west. It came up out of me in the dark the way a fever breaks, ugly and necessary, and the candle was a stub by the time it was finished. When I rose at the first bell of dawn the grief had not gone. But the shape of the carrying had changed, and I found I could stand up under it.

The grief had not split me at the seams. It had been split into the work for twelve weeks, and the work was the Sanctuary now, and the Sanctuary held.

I would carry her now by the working-light, going north in her own register, and the carrying would have a different shape in the chest, and that shape would hold.

The wardline ran its cold-blue in the dusk.

The pre-Conclave symbol above the arch held the last light against cold stone.

I stood by the southern pillar and read her past the wardline in the pace of a working-hand whose pool would return at its own rate. The cliff-edge held the dusk. The corridor at my back held the healing-room and the queens and the work to come.


Chapter 38: The Wardline Hardened

Tarra laid her hand on the southern cardinal in the first hour past dawn and named the register she wanted.

“Two grades above the carrying-pulse,” she said. “Hold to a count of four. We pass the line clockwise. I take the southern; Roan the eastern; Doran and Mat the western; Joren and Ide the northern. The other four work the buttress-script by the gate-line. We do not re-inscribe the harmonization. We harden what the flash left us.”

The eight Veil mages nodded once each. They had come up the cliff-approach corridor in single file under the cold blue of the working-light against the substrate, jackets the color of cliff-stone, a stylus at each hip. They knew their stones. Last evening they had read Tarra’s vellum on the inner balcony across two hours and named what they would do.

I rested my hand on the eastern cardinal. Seventy-five over one-seventy-five read under the sternum. Pulse 56. The brand-mark scar lay along my left ribs, dead pink as an old burn in the morning cold. The bond-channel ran warm and steady through my right wrist. A cool-pulse kept under the sternum. Behind me the harmonization-stone turned in its dead spiral; the cardinal stones drew low under the working-light; the room held a slow ambient note across the script’s substrate.

Tarra’s hand-mechanics were a mistress’s. Right palm flat to the southern stone’s polished face, left hand below the rim on the small inscribed line, her breath counting steady against her second rib. She did not close her eyes. She read what the stone already carried and what she wanted it to carry, and the difference between those two readings was the work of the next three hours.

“Carry.”

The southern stone brightened, a cold-blue lattice running up through the rim-character.

I matched it on the eastern. The cardinal’s light climbed the column with the slow draw of a stone reading a hand it knew. The two western stones brightened under Doran and Mat. Joren and Ide took two breaths to settle and then carried. The buttress-script answered on the second pulse, four hands along the cliff-approach pillars, the gate-line’s stone working its outer face, the cold-blue lattice running between cardinal and pillar along a thread that had not been there under the carrying-pulse alone.

We held the cardinal-to-pillar transmission for forty breaths. Tarra read the wardline through the corridor’s wall-script and named a small drift along the western edge. Doran turned his hand half an inch counter-clockwise. The drift settled.

The work amounted to carrying a sustained note across six hands at one register.

Vitality 72 under the sternum. The line through my chest holds the steady draw. Bond-channel warm three breaths in. Cool-pulse under the sternum. The eastern column carries the register up.

We rotated registers in the second hour. Tarra called the climb at half-step, four times over. The cliff-approach wardline answered each step with a rise in brightness. The Wane-actively-repulsive ground along the cliff-spurs, the unpredicted secondary the Lifebinder had laid down six days ago, read as a thin band beyond the line to the south, pale-violet along the felt-line, not yet decayed. Last evening Tarra had named its decay-rate from the vellum: some days yet, longer than the flash-night’s read of a day. The new register would hold the line past that leaving.

Vitality came down through the third hour as fast as a stone going cold. Sixty-five. Sixty. Fifty-eight. The tremor came up in my right working-hand for three breaths, first time in eight days, and I named it inside and did not name it to the room.

Tarra called the close as the light climbed its third time past register-two.

“Carry to register-three. Hold. Set.”

The six cardinal hands held. The four buttress hands held. The cliff-approach wardline reached after the new note for two breaths and set. The cardinal stones brightened high, held, then stepped down to a fresh carrying-pulse brighter than what they had carried at dawn.

We released on Tarra’s word. I drew my hand off the eastern stone slowly. The tremor settled in my wrist.

“Hardened to register-three,” Tarra said. She read the cliff-approach line in the corridor’s wall-script and kept the read. “It will carry without the Lifebinder amplification. The line holds fourteen days at minimum by the felt-resonance. We will not need the secondary cliff-approach line at the inner cliff until after the harmonization.”

Fifty over one-seventy-five read under the sternum. The tremor had gone. The eight Veil mages filed out with the careful step of hands that had carried a sustained note three hours running. Tarra stayed by the southern stone, reading the rim-character.

She looked up and away.

“Sabreen wants you in the library by the second hour. She has not said why. She read me this morning and carried the read.”

“Yes.”

* * *

The stone library sat on the inner Sanctuary’s lower level, eastern face, two corridors down from the inner room. Pre-Conclave Ascendance-school shelves, black-stone facing, lamps set in the alcoves, the records held in small inscribed stones along the shelves’ faces with marginal vellums tied to each. Three hundred forty stones filled the catalogue. Sixty scrolls besides. The collection had been read by mistresses who came before Tarra, and by Sabreen’s predecessor of the Veil’s hand a hundred and twelve years ago, a woman whose journal Sabreen had spent the past five days reading from the bench beside the eastern alcove.

She sat at that bench when I came in.

Her veil lay folded once along its silk-edge on the bench beside her. Her hair was down this morning. Her right hand held the vellum open to its page; her left held a stylus pinched between index finger and thumb, the careful grip of a queen who had spent two hours on a marginal note and read what lay beneath it.

“Hale.”

“Sabreen.”

She turned the vellum so the page faced me across the bench.

“The fourth marginal note, the lower line. Read it in the working-light.”

I sat down beside her, set my hand to the small black stone fixed beside the vellum’s edge, the one Sabreen’s predecessor had set into the shelf, and read.

The light came up cold-blue through the rim-character. The marginal note’s grammar lay in the layer beneath the vellum-ink: a script in the older grammar, ten characters, set into the stone at a register the vellum-reader’s eye could not catch. It read.

A script for the reading of a Conclave-style bond at distance. A script for the partial unsettling of the same. The reading-and-unsettling working anchors to this stone within the Sanctuary’s cardinal arrangement. The full working lies in the lower-level shelves I have not yet read.

I read it twice.

The bond-channel at my wrist did not change. The cool-pulse under my sternum did not change. I traced the principle of it through the grammar’s layer, the stone amplifying not in the bond-formation register but in the bond-reading-and-scrambling register, the harmonization’s principle inverted along the line, the same architecture turned to the opposite work.

I lifted my hand from the stone.

Sabreen was reading me by the felt-resonance.

“You read it.”

“Yes.”

“It anchors to the Sanctuary’s cardinal arrangement. Not the Veil’s. Not any other stone configuration. This room. These stones. It will not read elsewhere.”

“No.”

“My predecessor’s hand wrote the marginal note. My predecessor catalogued the older grammar during the Conclave’s institutional rise and named what she found in her fourth-quarter journal. She did not finish the working on the page. The full working lies in the lower shelves. I will read the rest across the next five days, in the slow careful manner she kept by her own hand.”

“A working that reads a Conclave bond at distance and scrambles it.”

“In part. She names the limit on the same line. The reading falls to the working-hand. The scrambling falls to the queen-line through the realm-tie.”

The wind by the high lamp moved with the corridor’s draw, and the alcove’s light pulled a fraction toward the bench and steadied.

I held the vellum four breaths and read both what lay on the page and what did not.

“Whitemarrow Citadel,” I said. “Crane’s standing-desk. A Mercy Mission with command-bonds in the inquisitors’ hands.”

“Yes.” Her gaze stayed still. “Not today. Not this moon. The full working lies in the lower shelves. The institutional work in the Veil-court’s Atrias falls to my own ride. The northern monasteries’ grammar falls to Tessa’s road. But the working belongs to the Sanctuary’s stones. We will hold it.”

“Yes.”

She set the stylus down along the vellum’s edge and closed the page with the careful work of a queen marking the day’s reading.

“Tarra knows already?”

“By dusk. I will name it on the inner balcony.”

“Yes.”

She did not look toward the bench. She set her hand to the stone Velinneth had inscribed and kept it there.

“My grandmother would have read this.”

“Yes.”

The silence in the alcove held.

* * *

A smallholder came up the cliff-approach an hour before noon with a child in her arms.

The child was six and had taken a fever in the night that the village’s working-woman had read as Wane-touched in the lung. The mother had walked four miles uphill. Brokk had sent her through the gate-line without questions; Brokk had a daughter the child’s age.

I read the boy on the bench in the inner room. Wane-touch in the lower bronchial branch, eighteen hours in, not yet reaching the alveolar lining. Standard Cleanser purge. Twenty units of pool at sustained register; ten minutes of work. He keeps his lung. I named the procedure to the mother, and she nodded with the small efficient nod of a woman who had grown up under the eastern realms’ household grammar and knew what a Cleanser purge looked like from the outside.

I did not call for Tarra. She had carried the wardline three hours that morning to register-three and now sat by the southern stone with her hand against the rim, because she had earned the sitting. My pool stood at fifty.

Tessa was in the inner court three doorways away. I had heard her cross the corridor a quarter-hour before.

I sent the runner.

She came in without speaking. She read me reading the boy. She read what I was about to ask of her. She read what it cost me to ask. She had not held a stabilizing line under another working-hand’s cutting since the Tessa-night working in the Academy quarters, two years past. That night had been the one. We did not name it.

“Stabilize the lower-bronchial line,” I said. “Cleanser-Mender register. Hold while I cut.”

“Yes.”

She set her right palm to the boy’s chest with the small careful pace of a hand taught in the same Academy I was, the same procedure, the same positioning, the same count, and her stabilizing-line ran in the working-light on a steady note before I had finished naming the placement.

I cut.

The Wane-touch in the lower bronchial branch came up under the cold-blue purge at a slow steady draw. Tessa’s line held the boy’s vitality at sixty-one of his small ceiling and would not let the purge pull him under. I worked the corruption out of the branch-junction with the slow even draw of a Cleanser purge held by a stabilizing hand that knew the grammar the way only an Academy-trained Empowerer knows it.

Six minutes. The boy’s lung came clean.

He coughed once, the small wet cough of a child whose breathing-passage has been opened, and went back to sleep against his mother’s shoulder.

Tessa took her hand from his chest.

We did not look at each other.

“I am on the road in two hours,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I will name the working in the north in the letters.”

“Yes.”

The mother thanked us in the working-woman’s spare formula and bore the boy back down the cliff-approach to the trail south. Tessa watched her go from the threshold. Then she crossed back to the inner court and began the small careful work of a woman packing for a road.

We had worked together once. We had done the work that did not need the words. The Tessa-night working had been the one before; this was the one after. The years between were the years.

I sat on the threshold bench two breaths after she had gone, then rose and crossed back to the inner balcony, where Tarra would bring the writ in the third hour past noon.

* * *

The herald rode in at the third hour past noon.

Tarra met him at the outer marker, fifty yards beyond the cliff-approach gate-line, as protocol required of a Conclave hand who would not cross the wardline at his own register and could not cross at the Sanctuary’s. He laid the writ in her open hand, named the High Mercy’s order, named the field-rank withdrawal at twenty-one days’ return-march to Whitemarrow, and rode back east with the pace of a man who had not been offered water. The forty-inquisitor column had been peeling off the cliff-valley’s outer ring at three-day intervals since the flash. Today the formal acknowledgment landed.

Tarra brought the writ to the inner balcony and sat on the bench beside me. She did not read it aloud. She laid it in my hand with the even pace of a mistress delivering institutional correspondence, then walked west to the outer wall to watch the cliff-approach a second time that day.

Ymara had walked the cliff-approach line at midday with six of the Iron Hold’s twelve garrison.

She had read the Wane-actively-repulsive ground along the cliff-spurs from the eastern outer marker. The unpredicted secondary the Lifebinder had laid down was burning out two old Wane-touched stones the wardline had held dormant for eight years: small stones by the eastern outer marker, three feet across, half-buried in the cliff-spur’s base. The repulsive register was actively pulling their corruption to the surface. Ymara read them through her own bond-channel register — the wrist she had bonded me at — and named what she found.

“Two stones at the eastern outer marker,” she said when she came up the corridor in the second hour past noon. “Both Wane-touched. The line has held them dormant eight years. The repulsive register is burning them out along the felt-line.”

“Yes.”

“I have chalked them. Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger oversaw the marking. They will be cleansed in the next working-window. We will not work them today; you will not work them at fifty over one-seventy-five.”

“No.”

She did not sit. She rested her left hand on the warhammer’s haft propped against the bench’s far end and read the eastern horizon over the cliff-edge wall.

“Tessa is in the inner court.”

“Yes.”

“Walk with her to the gate.”

* * *

We were four on the inner balcony at dusk.

Tarra named what the wardline held at its new register. Sabreen named what she had found in the lower-level shelves. Ymara named the cleansing schedule for the two Wane-touched stones at the eastern outer marker — three days, in the next working-window. The harmonization-stone behind the wall turned in its dead spiral, twenty-two days to the new moon. We kept the silence along the eastern wall.

I had walked Tessa to the gate at midday. I held the image in the working-light.

* * *

Tessa had stood in the inner courtyard at midday.

The two volunteers were Joren and Mat — both of Tarra’s crew, both Veil mages who had carried the wardline that morning, both in travel-leathers now and a jacket each, a stylus on the hip, two days’ wool kit in the saddle-bags. The Sanctuary-rotation gelding stood at her right with the even patience of a horse Tarra had ridden a hundred miles last spring. He carried Ymara’s safe-conduct seal on the saddle-pommel, under the working-jacket-reserve I had laid across his shoulder in the late morning.

Tessa wore the plain wool dress, dark-grey across the shoulders and long in the sleeve, mended at the left cuff. A jacket-reserve sat on the shoulder. A small bag hung from her right hand. Her hair was up in the simple knot for the road. Riding boots, brown, the heel broken in from someone else’s foot in the Conclave’s holding and reshaped by Tarra over the past two days.

She did not look back at the inner court.

I walked her to the cliff-approach gate at the careful pace she kept.

Ymara stood at the gate’s eastern pillar in the mistress’s bearing, warhammer on her left hip, braid set down over the iron-grey leather collar. Sabreen stood at the western pillar in the silk-folded register, veil over her arm, held and not worn, hair in the morning’s loose knot. Neither queen stood in the way. Neither spoke. The line of attendance was two queens releasing a third woman to her own road.

Tessa set the satchel to the gelding’s saddle and laid her hand on his neck. The gelding settled. She turned by the southern pillar and looked at me, slow and careful.

“I will name the working in the north. You will name the harmonization in the south. The letters will carry what we name.”

I inclined my head once.

Ymara gave the flat chin-tip, warhold-style. Sabreen lowered her lashes a fraction in the silk-folded register. Tessa mounted with the slow easy work of a woman whose Empowerer-tier-mark now carried the new ceiling, her vitality drawing steady. Joren and Mat mounted at her flank.

The gelding stepped out under the gate-line’s stone arch.

The wardline carried his step in the cold-blue lattice. The pre-Conclave symbol above the arch held the midday against cold stone. The Whispergrass in the valley mouth kept the gelding’s step against the pale of late-summer noon, and then kept the slow draw of three riders bearing east toward Khar-Mara’s road.

I held at the gate-line’s southern pillar and cross-referenced her through the bond-channel at my wrist, reading her against the cool-pulse under my sternum. The cross-reference carried her Empowerer-tier-mark on a steady note — fifty yards out, two hundred, the quarter-mile.

At the half-mile she slid off the cross-reference with the slow even fade of a reading-thread the bond-channel had carried to the limit of its own ground and would not carry past.

She rode on at her own pace, down a road that was not mine.

I read the empty thread at my wrist three breaths, then read the noon cliff-air one breath, and turned from the southern pillar with the careful step of a man whose work between this hour and the next moon lay in the room she was no longer in.

The pre-Conclave symbol above the arch held the last of the midday against cold stone.

She did not look back.


Chapter 39: Atrias and the Veil

Tarra stood by the southern cardinal at first light and named the early-spiral characters to Joren and the three other Veil mages.

“Vael. Threy. Mar. Then the stop. Then we cut Vael again on the second turn.”

Joren held the stylus to the rim of the new harmonization-stone — the block Tarra’s crew had quarried to replace the spiral the flash had burned. He set the blade to the first character with the slow, deliberate pressure of a hand that cuts black-stone five characters a day and not six. The chip lifted. The grammar set cold-violet in the rim-character, bright in the read.

Twenty-five of the hundred and forty cut. Day seven post-flash. Twenty-one days remained to the next new moon. The early-spiral would ride the mages’ rotation through the outer turns. The last thirty-five characters of the inner spiral would come to my hand, the Cleanser-grade close of the cycle, in the days the moon hung against the western edge.

I read the work from the eastern cardinal, holding the lattice steady so the cut would not drift under Joren’s pressure. The drift did not come. Joren cut clean.

Pulse 70. Vitality 100 of 175. Bond-channel warm, right wrist. Cool-pulse, sternum. The brand-mark scar at my left ribs showed the dead pink of an old burn in the morning’s cool. The room held the work to the even pace a working-mistress sets across a five-day cut.

Tarra read me from the threshold.

“On the second turn I will need you at the inner column. Not today. The eighth day.”

“Yes.”

* * *

The courier reached the outer marker in the eleventh hour.

He had ridden the thirty-day road in seventeen days. The mare beside him stood with the heaving flank of an animal that had carried his weight and two sealed letters without the rest a horse needs. Iliane’s mark sat in the wax on the saddle-pommel — the small spiral and the second moon, set by her own hand.

“Two letters for the queens’ hands,” the courier said. “Sabreen by her own hand. Hale by his. I hold at the watch-house a count of one day for the response. I ride back at the pace I have come.”

“Water for the mare. Bread and broth for you,” Tarra said. The gate-warden took the bridle.

The letters sat in Tarra’s hand. Iliane’s spiral marked both seals. The parchment was a pale Veil-court cream that had taken on sand up the southern road.

I took the letters and walked the corridor with the slow even step of a man carrying news he has not yet read.

* * *

Sabreen sat on the bench in the eastern alcove of the stone library. Her veil was folded once beside her along the silk-edge. Her hair hung down this morning. The lower-grammar vellum she had been reading for five days lay open to the same page.

She read me from the threshold, read what was in my hand, and the violet eyes went still.

I set her letter in her hand.

“Iliane. For you.”

She set the stylus down on the vellum’s edge with the unhurried work of a queen marking a page she means to return to. She took the letter and held the wax-seal up to the lamp. The spiral read clean. The second moon along the lower edge read clean. Iliane’s grammar in the wax, written along her own line, read intact.

She broke the seal on the stylus’s blade.

I sat at the far end of the bench, on her left, and kept the second letter unopened and watched her read.

She read it the way a queen reads intelligence by lamplight. Two minutes for the first reading. One minute for the second. She closed the letter on the third reading. She kept the silence.

When she spoke, the sentences ran longer than any I had heard from her in fourteen days.

“Iliane writes from the Veil, the seventeenth night past, by her hand. The court has not held in my absence the way I asked. Atrias-Vellith has moved against the Vellith-line carriers I left in the library-network. Three of my correspondents have died in court-accidents over thirty-eight days. A fall from the upper terrace of the Stone Library. A poisoning at the Sand-Star banquet, named to the court-physician as a sand-rose reaction. A drowning in the irrigation cistern. None of these is what it has been called.”

The violet eyes held the still read of a court-strategist working three moves ahead. The tail had lain quiet by the bench’s leg from the moment she took the seal.

“Atrias has been assembling votes in the bloodline-council for a Conclave-aligned realm-tie. The quarterly falls on the seventy-third day from Iliane’s writing. From this morning, fifty-six days. He holds the merchants’ bloc by the first water-day. The eastern garrison-houses by the second. Velinneth’s cousin’s line by the third. He needs three more bloodlines among the southern trade-houses to carry the quarterly’s third measure. Iliane reads that he will have them by the forty-second day from her writing if a counter-offer is not placed in the queen’s hand on the same calendar.”

She laid her hand on the letter where it rested.

“He is the opposite of the realm-tie I signed at the Iron Hold.”

She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. The sentences held the cool of a court-strategist reading an opponent who had made the moves she would have made on his ground.

“Read your own letter. Iliane will have written to your hand.”

I held my letter for two breaths and turned the left wrist slow against the old break and felt the small click in the bad-set bone that had been the tell of nervousness in me since the branding, and broke the seal.

* * *

Iliane’s hand in my letter was the same hand. The register was an intelligence-officer’s, written to a man she had not met and had been told to trust on her queen’s mark.

Hale of the Sanctuary,

The queen carries her own letter by her own bloodline; you carry the second on her grant. What I write in her name you may read in mine, and the difference between is mine.

I have held the Vellith-line carriers I could hold. Belysha in the South Star Library. Sael among the irrigation works. Kel on the merchants’ second council. Three have died. The forensic working that reads as a sand-rose reaction is the fourth poison; you will know what the fourth poison is on the queen’s ground. The drowning showed a bruise-pattern across the right shoulder where a hand had held the neck. The fall showed a cut to the back of the skull that no fall makes.

I write to your hand because the queen has named in her correspondence what you are to her. She reads, in her own line, in a register she has not sat in the Veil-court for nine years. I have known her nine years and I read her on the page in this writing. I will not name what I read in her. I write only this: the queen’s return is the load-bearing line in the bloodline-council’s count. The court will not hold without her. The realm-tie alliance signed at the Iron Hold will be undone by the quarterly’s third measure if she is not in her court on the calendar.

Iliane of the Veil-court, written by the second water-bell of the night.

I read it twice.

She had named to my hand what she would not name to the queen’s. The court-handler’s discretion in the second reading was the same court-handler’s grief in the same line. Iliane had carried the Vellith-line for nine years and lost three carriers in thirty-eight days while the queen was away, and the loss sat on the page in the precise measure of a handler who would not name aloud what she carried in the queen’s own correspondence.

I folded the letter.

Sabreen was reading me by the felt-resonance.

“What does Iliane name to you that she does not name to me?”

“That you carry three loads. And that she will not name the third to you.”

The violet eyes kept a count of three breaths.

“She is a good intelligence-officer.”

“Yes.”

She set the letter down on the vellum’s edge.

“The inner working-room, the second hour past noon. Ymara. Tarra. You. I will name the calendar at that hour.”

* * *

We met in the inner working-room in the second hour past noon.

Tarra took the threshold. The harmonization-stone sat at center with twenty-five characters cut into the rim. The cardinal stones kept a low draw of light in the carrying-pulse. Ymara stood along the eastern edge of the circle, warhammer at her left hip, braid set down against the iron-grey collar. Sabreen stood along the western edge, veil over her arm carried rather than worn, hair down.

Sabreen named the court in her own hand, in the silk-folded register. Atrias’s vote-count, the forty-two-day estimate. The three correspondents Iliane had lost. The quarterly’s third measure on the fifty-sixth day from this morning. The southern trade-houses, a count of three bloodlines.

She named the verdict.

“I ride for the Veil after the harmonization. I cannot leave before. The harmonization is the institutional anchor of the realm-tie alliance. If it does not seal, Atrias has a structural argument in the council I cannot counter. My absence at the quarterly was his plan in the fall I read in Iliane’s letter. My presence at the quarterly, with the alliance sealed and the harmonization at my own hand, is the counter.”

She kept the silence.

“After the harmonization I ride hard. At a change-of-mount every sixty miles I hold eighteen days, with a change at the third stage. The quarterly falls on the fifty-sixth day from this morning. I reach the Veil by the thirty-eighth at the latest. Four days at my own court to set the room before the third measure.”

Ymara had stood along the eastern edge without moving from the moment Sabreen began. Her eyes held on Sabreen with the steady note of a queen reading another queen by the working-light. The warhammer rested in the leather harness on her left hip. Her left hand sat on the haft.

She spoke when Sabreen had finished.

“I will ride with you.”

The sentences were short and clean and they came in the warhold’s plain register, the cold even pace of a verdict named.

Sabreen did not turn. The violet eyes moved in the read, the careful read of a queen who had been read at her own work in a register she had not heard in the bloodline-council for nine years. She ran the read.

Then she turned.

“Iron Queen.”

The court-formal register surfaced in her speech, the silk-edged measure of a queen meeting another queen on the queen-line, in the moment a queen-line offer is placed in her own court. The sentence had the layered precision of a Veil-court statement made by the first water-bell of the third quarterly. The eyes held the still register of a court-strategist reading an offer three moves ahead.

“You read Iliane’s letter in my hand?”

“From what you named in the room. I read what was named and what was unnamed.”

“You read what Atrias is.”

“In the council session you cannot attend without me at your right hand and the Iron Hold’s alliance behind you, Atrias’s vote-count holds and your court loses on the third measure. In the council session with me on the queen-line, the alliance’s mark behind us, and Vohren-iron at the chamber’s threshold, his vote-count does not hold and his counter does not stand. The Iron Hold’s warhammer at the quarterly’s third measure is a structural argument in the court protocol he cannot counter-vote against on the queen-to-queen register.”

The silence in the inner working-room held.

Sabreen let her lashes lower a fraction.

“On the queen’s mark.”

Ymara’s chin tipped flat — warhold-style.

“On the queen’s mark.”

I held the bond-channel warm at my wrist and the cool-pulse low in my sternum, the small clean read of a man whose work between this hour and the next moon was the central stone and nothing else.

I named what I could not offer.

“I cannot ride with you.”

Both queens turned with the careful work of two who had heard the answer before the question. Neither spoke. They knew.

“The harmonization-stone is here, inside the Sanctuary. The harmonization, drawn through the queens’ hands across the cardinal stones, requires me on the central stone under the new moon. After it seals, the stone needs my hand on the daily carrying-pulse for the first sixty days. The Sanctuary will not anchor from a distance in those first sixty days. I stay with the central stone. The bloodline-council belongs to the queen-line. The Iron Hold’s warhammer belongs to the council. My place is the harmonization-stone.”

Ymara gave the flat chin-tip.

Sabreen let her lashes lower a fraction.

Tarra spoke from the threshold.

“Twenty-five characters cut at the rim. The early-spiral runs five characters a day through the rotation. Twenty-one days to the next new moon. The schedule holds; the inner-spiral close will come at your hand in the days the moon hangs at the western edge.”

“Yes.”

* * *

The afternoon drew the eastern wind down the valley to the inner balcony.

Sabreen stood at the southern edge, reading the thirty-day road south by the felt-resonance of a Veil-court intelligence-officer. The tail had wrapped slow about her right ankle.

Ymara stood along the cliff-approach edge, reading the wardline in the cold-blue lattice and the two chalked stones on the eastern outer marker.

I read both at once, the bond-channel warm in my wrist and the cool-pulse low in my sternum cross-referencing each other.

“You have not ridden it at courier pace,” Sabreen said.

“No.”

“It will be hard. A change-of-mount every sixty miles. You will not have ridden harder.”

“Then I will have ridden hard now.”

Sabreen’s tail flicked once.

* * *

As the day closed I came back to the working-room, the third hour past dusk, to read the rim-character of the day’s cut before the lamps were trimmed for the night.

Joren and the three mages had cut three more characters in the late-afternoon session. Twenty-eight stood cut into the rim. The cardinal stones kept a low draw of light.

I crossed the circle and set my hand to the harmonization-stone’s rim and read the new characters in the violet. Joren’s hand had held the pressure. The grammar set in the slow, deliberate register a working-mistress can hold without me.

Ymara came up beside me at the central stone, down from the inner balcony in the same hour. The warhammer rode her left hip. The braid lay against the iron-grey collar in the lamp-amber. She read the first character in the violet and kept the read.

Sabreen came to the threshold with the careful step of a queen who had walked down from her quarters to brief Tarra on the morning’s re-inscription priorities.

She did not enter the circle.

She read Ymara at the central stone, clear across the room. The cool-pulse in my sternum held that read in the same shape my bond-channel held Ymara — the alliance in the seal-moment, the bloodline-tie under the queen-mark, the cool-pulse low in the sternum, three readings of one shape on the harmonization-stone’s rim, all in the violet.

The lamps in the wall-brackets held warm-amber.

Sabreen read Ymara across the working-room.


Chapter 40: The Night the Stone is Set

Tarra cut the night’s last late-spiral character two hours before dawn and set the stylus on the stone’s rim. She stepped back from the center and stood with her hands folded.

“Tenth turn closes at Vael,” she said. “Joren and Berran cut Threy and Mar on the eleventh before they ate. The crew has held. We have one hundred and five of one hundred and forty. The rest is yours.”

“Yes.”

I had slept four hours on the cot in the corridor’s outer alcove. The rim’s cold-violet ran cleaner than five days of working-mistress rotation should have produced, and I told her so with a single nod. Joren had held his pressure even where the spiral tightens against itself and the chip-pressure shifts every quarter-character. Berran had drifted twice and caught it both times. Tarra had kept the southern stone through the night and would not name what the night had cost. I did not ask.

I crossed to the western shelf and unwrapped the working-stylus from the leather it slept in. The handle was warm from her hand. I tested the cutting edge against the pad of my thumb and read it satisfactory.

“Thirty-five left,” I said. “I will cut them by sundown.”

“I will hold the southern stone.”

“You should sleep.”

“After.”

She would not. I knew this and so did she, and the small lie about after was the closest we came to disagreement about it. I let it stand and took my place along the spiral’s southern rim.

* * *

I worked through the morning bell and past it. The cuts went into the inner rings now, where the spiral’s geometry runs against itself and any drift of the stylus shows up two rings later as a working-light that will not carry. Joren came in the third hour and set down a cup of warm broth without speaking. I drank it between characters and gave the cup back empty. He inclined his head and left.

By the fifth hour I had thirty cuts done and felt the line begin to read me back. The pool sat at one hundred and forty of one hundred and seventy-five — the light’s draw on a Cleanser-grade hand at sustained inscription. I rested my forehead against the polished stone for the space of three breaths and felt the violet hum back through my skin, patient, the way a substrate hums when it knows the hand cutting it.

The bond-channel at my right wrist held warm at register-two. Ymara, third corridor, awake. She woke an hour ago and has not moved from the bedside. The warhammer is on its harness; she has not lifted it. The cool-pulse beneath my sternum carried Sabreen’s cross-reference. Inner balcony, southern bench. The veil is set down. She has been reading wall-script since the second hour and will not speak before noon.

I lifted my head and cut the thirty-first character.

* * *

I finished at the eleventh hour and set the stylus down on the western shelf. One hundred and thirty-eight cuts. The two reserved characters — seal-character above, signature-mark below — waited along the spiral’s inner ring for the queens’ hands at dawn.

Tarra had crossed to the grammar reserve and stood there now with the wooden case open under her left hand. The signature-mark template lay where her thumb could reach it. She had not slept and would not until the seal closed.

“The substrate reads,” she said.

“It reads.”

“I will hold the southern stone through the work.”

“I know.”

She inclined her head once and I inclined mine once. The room was ready; so were we.

I crossed to the inner balcony and looked east over the cliff-valley. The light stood three hours past noon and ran amber across the stone. Vitality beneath my sternum read one hundred and sixty-eight of one hundred and seventy-five — the pool would not climb to the ceiling before tomorrow, and tomorrow the harmonization would draw from the upper register and from every register beneath it. I had reserved nothing I could afford to keep.

* * *

At noon Tarra had crossed the cliff-approach for the second wardline reinforcement against the larger Conclave column. Eight Veil mages took the four cardinals in rotation, four held the buttress positions, her own hand stayed on the southern stone in the holding pattern. Four hours’ work. I had not crossed the threshold to help. To draw the pool now would be to draw on the seal.

Brokk had set twelve warriors on the southern flank and four more on the eastern outer marker. His hand held steady.

The queens walked the wardline together in the third hour. I read them through the bond-channel and the cool-pulse without leaving the balcony. Ymara led under the southern arch in warhold step, slow and even, the pace of a queen reading a line she had walked once before. Sabreen kept beside her right hand in the silk-trained step.

They walked the line outward this time, not in. The first walk months back had closed an inward-binding cycle; today’s walk opened an outward-pulse one. The geometry of the working called for the reverse.

Sabreen’s tail moved behind her in the prehensile sweep she used on her own ground. She paused once for Brokk’s nod and held the sweep for two breaths before she moved on. Ymara kept her hand on the warhammer haft, and the braid against her iron-grey collar held steady against the wind off the east cliff.

They did not transmit words through the line. They transmitted register. The wrist carried Ymara’s queen-line measure; the sternum carried Sabreen’s silk-trained step; and the two together kept the cliff-approach for the better part of two hours.

When they came back through the southern arch I lost the cool-pulse for a moment under the corridor’s deeper stone, then picked it up again as Sabreen crossed into the inner court.

Ymara turned toward her own quarters without looking back.

* * *

I met her at her door.

She read me through the gaze, the morning still held behind her eyes. I read her through the bond-channel — the slow, steady measure of a woman who had walked a sister-queen’s line and not named any part of it in words.

She turned the handle. The room moved with her, and I followed.

She closed the door at a healer’s pace. Her quarters carried the warhold’s register — iron-grey wool draped along the western wall, the warhammer on its harness by the bed, a small stone table on the southern face. The window watched the cliff-valley. The bracket lamp held its warm-amber low.

She set her left hand on the warhammer’s haft in the rest position and kept it there. The wrist read through the bond-channel as the wrist of a woman who had brought the morning’s line back into her own quarters and would not lift it again until the seal-hour.

I crossed the room and set my right hand on her wrist in the load-bearing position.

The wrist held warm at register-two. The bond-channel’s warm-draw ran in the slow, steady note of a line that had not come to the privacy hour since the dawn departure from the Veil twelve weeks back. The body beneath her wrist registered the absence. The body beneath my hand registered it the same.

We kept silent.

She lifted her right hand and set it behind my neck in the even pressure of a queen who had brought the morning’s line home in the noon’s count. Her breath came in the steady draw of three. Mine matched it. The bond-channel ran its steady note. The cool-pulse beneath my sternum carried Sabreen’s cross-reference at that same pace — inner balcony, southern bench, reading. She would not interrupt this hour.

We held the hour.

The bond did not draw on the line. The body did not draw on it either. The hour belonged to the bodies’ register, the private way the body knew before the working-grammar named it. Her braid against the iron-grey collar stayed still. Her shoulder beneath my left hand carried the warmth of the morning’s walk.

In the noon’s third quarter she stepped back.

“The line held this morning.”

“Yes.”

The verdict, and the answer, in the queen-line and the working-hand. She set her left hand back on the warhammer’s haft. The room moved with her again, and I went out through the door at an unhurried pace and walked back to the inner corridor.

The bond-channel held warm in the privacy hour’s register for an hour past the door.

* * *

In the afternoon I crossed back to the inscription-room threshold and read the spiral. Cold-violet, steady, the two reserved characters waiting along the inner ring. The stone carried the working-light deep.

Sabreen stood along the threshold’s southern face.

She had not entered the spiral-circle today, and had not entered it through any day of the inscription cycle. She read it from the threshold, careful, a queen who had chosen her position to the room and held it.

I crossed and stood at her right.

The cool-pulse carried its cross-reference at register-one. It had kept there since the night in the camp on the Whispergrass hills twelve weeks back, when her tail wrapped my wrist for the first time and her own line set down the carrier-line in the careful note that would hold the pulse at register-one until tomorrow’s harmonization stepped it to register-two.

She read me reading her.

“The carrier-line has held twelve weeks.”

“It has.”

“Tomorrow steps it. The bond forms when the climax-seal locks. The body carries it after.”

“Yes.”

She stood at the threshold.

“I have read what the morning will do.”

“In your own register.”

“In my own register.”

The tail moved in its careful sweep for two breaths and stilled.

“The veil will rest on the bench-stone. The silk will be in the queen-line position. The body will hold the working-grammar’s open-fourth at the northern cardinal’s reserve. The morning will carry these to the seal-position.”

“Yes.”

Sabreen’s lashes lowered in the queen-line register. I gave the working-hand answer at the same beat.

She did not enter. She had read what the morning would do on her own ground and named what she carried for three breaths, and she let the reading sit at the threshold between us.

I kept the threshold’s southern face for two breaths after she crossed back to the inner balcony. The harmonization-stone kept its violet in the steady note.

* * *

Sunset reached the inner court in the seventh hour.

Tarra had finished the wardline reinforcement in the fifth and brought a single candle to the small wooden table out in the inner court. She lit it now, careful, a working-mistress who would name no part of the work over this table tonight.

The bread came from the Sanctuary’s own oven. The cheese was the white-soft of the cliff-valley herd. A small wooden bowl held dried apricot from Halen’s Veil. A single cup of cold water sat beside each of the four places.

Ymara took the southern arch. Sabreen took the western. I took the central place. Tarra would hold the inscription-room threshold three corridors north and would not sit at the table tonight; she would keep the grammar’s reserve in her own way from the southern stone.

We spoke of small things.

Ymara named the cliff-approach lamps along the southern flank. Brokk had set them in the careful rotation that kept the southern marker on the working-light’s low carry through the night. Sabreen named the autumn reading-pattern in the Sanctuary’s library — the wall-script along the western shelves ran in a slower draw through the cool months than through the summer’s, while the slates along the eastern wall held a warmer hand under the same shift. She had not read the pattern in the Veil’s library; the desert library held one register year-round.

I named the Iron Hold garrison’s rotation. Brokk’s cousin had taken the eastern outer marker watch on the fourth bell and would hold it through the night’s first quarter.

We left the work unnamed.

The candle burned in the steady draw of a Cleanser-grade candle. Sabreen took her leave in the eighth hour, rose in the silk-trained step, swept the tail once through the western arch, lashes lowered toward Ymara and again toward me, and crossed the corridor to her own quarters. The cool-pulse carried her cross-reference at the steady note as she walked.

Ymara held the table for a breath after, rose in the warhold pace, set her left hand on the warhammer’s haft in the rest position, and crossed to the inner balcony.

* * *

Late in the evening I walked the inscription-room threshold once.

The harmonization-stone kept its violet on the rim-character, slow and steady. The one hundred and thirty-eight characters held the light deep. The two reserved characters waited along the inner ring for the queens’ hands. The cardinal stones kept the working-light on the low draw.

Tarra stood by the southern stone, careful, a working-mistress closing a twelve-week prep cycle. I inclined my head once. She inclined hers once. I walked back to the balcony.

Ymara stood along the eastern face of the railing and read the horizon through a gaze stayed still. The wind off the east cliff carried into her braid. The warhammer rested on the leather harness at her left hip.

I set my right hand on the railing beside her left. We did not speak.

The candle in the inner court burned steady through the eighth hour’s last quarter. Tarra would carry it back to the inscription room on the night-bell. The wardline ran in a gold-blue line along the eastern horizon’s quarter. The southern flank lamps kept their low carry through the warriors’ rotation. The Iron Hold garrison on the eastern outer marker kept the watch.

The bond-channel held warm at register-two. The cool-pulse held the cross-reference. The two queens of the Sanctuary stood each in her own position on the night before the morning’s working.

The night-bell carried from the corridor’s far end at the eighth hour’s close.

Ymara tipped her chin toward the eastern horizon and crossed the corridor to her quarters, unhurried, a queen on the night before the seal.

I walked the inner corridor to the inscription-room threshold one last time.

Tarra stood by the southern stone. The spiral carried its cold-violet, the two characters waited in the center, the cardinal stones kept the low draw. The candle on the table out in the inner court had burned through to its last quarter.

The bell rang from the corridor’s far end.

I stood at the threshold for a breath and turned toward the cot.


Chapter 41: The Harmonization Begins

The third bell of the watch carried from the far end of the corridor. I rose and crossed to the threshold of the working-room.

Pre-dawn light ran cold-blue through the floor inlay. The cot in the alcove had given me back two hours past the night-bell, and the pool sat at one hundred and sixty-eight of one hundred and seventy-five. The harmonization would not lift to the ceiling before it began. My body had set itself and held what it could not afford to give. The work is the work. The pool is one-sixty-eight. The seal will draw from the upper register and from every register below it. I read the count and crossed.

Inside, the harmonization-stone held a deep cold-violet. The one hundred and thirty-eight characters carried the light in the slow note of a substrate ready for the seal-prep. The four cardinal stones, polished black, thirty-two inches tall, smooth-topped, kept their low draw. Wall-bracket lamps held warm-amber. The oculus high in the dome’s apex framed the night sky in the western quarter, the moon full, and the only sound was the light running along the polished spiral.

Tarra waited by the outer-room threshold and kept silent. I inclined my head once; she inclined hers. The wooden case lay under her left hand, the seal-character template above and the signature-mark template below, ready.

The two reserved cuts waited along the inner ring of the spiral. The stylus lay on the small western shelf.

I crossed to the central position.

I rested my right hand on the southern face of the polished stone for three breaths and read the line. The spiral carried the harmonization-grammar deep; the two reserved characters kept the count.

The bond-channel at my right wrist warmed at register-two. Ymara is awake. Third corridor; ritual-cloth in hand; braid against her iron-grey collar. The cool-pulse beneath my sternum carried Sabreen’s cross-reference. She has reached the western corridor. Silk across her shoulders, desert-wrap holding her queen-line measure, the Veil’s stone riding her silk-pocket.

I ran the count and waited.

* * *

Ymara crossed beneath the eastern arch in the even pace of a queen who had set her register on the cliff-approach the morning before.

She had brought the braid down against the iron-grey leather of the ritual-cloth, knee-length, dark grey wool, draped the way her mother’s hand had set it for the bond-night. The leather over her left shoulder held the queen-line measure. She crossed barefoot, the Vohren-iron warhammer riding its harness at her left side.

She paused beneath the arch.

Then she set the warhammer down outside the eastern arch, unbuckled the harness, and rested the haft against the lower edge of the cliff-stone. The Korr-script along the iron head caught the warm-amber lamp and read steady.

She did not pick it up again.

She crossed inward in the even pace of a queen who had set the warhold’s hand down by her own count and would not lift it inside the working-circle.

I read her through the bond-channel. The warm draw held at register-two in the slow note. Her gaze stayed on the central position; she read me from the south-facing register of the working-hand, and she did not speak.

She crossed to the western cardinal in the four-pace circuit, set her right hand against the polished black face, held it three breaths, and read the stone in her own register.

Then she lifted the hand and held the cardinal’s position.

* * *

Sabreen crossed beneath the western arch in the silk-trained step of a queen who had folded her court-register down to the queen-line measure.

She wore the deep-violet silk wrap across her shoulders and carried the veil in her left hand. She paused a breath beneath the arch, then set the veil down on the western threshold.

The silk pooled against the cliff-stone, that veil had crossed the desert-court, the merchants’ court, and the long ride from the Whispergrass, and she set it down now for the seal-hour.

She did not lift it again.

Her tail moved in its slow gentle sweep. The desert-court tattoo on her right shoulder-blade caught the warm-amber lamp. Her hair fell loose. She crossed barefoot.

The Veil’s first-stone, the bloodline-tie carrier her desert-court had pressed into her hand on the dawn she departed twelve weeks back, rode in the inner pocket of the silk-wrap. She read me from the western face of the central position; I read her through the cool-pulse. The carrier-line beneath her sternum held its cross-reference in a slow even note.

She kept silent.

She crossed to the eastern cardinal in the four-pace circuit, set her right hand against the polished black face, drew the stone from her silk-pocket with her left hand, and placed it on the cardinal’s smooth top.

She kept the position.

* * *

Three stood around the working-circle.

I read the geometry from center. Ymara held the western cardinal in the warhold register; Sabreen held the eastern in the queen-line register. My right hand rested on the harmonization-stone, and the spiral carried its cold-violet. The two reserved characters along the inner ring kept the count.

I named the work.

“The harmonization-grammar will carry the line through the spiral, the queen-cardinals, and the central stone,” I said. “The bond-channel steps from register-two to register-three. The carrier-line steps from register-one to register-two when the seal-moment locks, and becomes the bond-line under the working-grammar’s reading. The palm-hum activates from the harmonization-stone, inter-channel register, both queen-hands.”

Ymara answered from the western cardinal. “I read it.”

Sabreen answered from the eastern. “On my own register.”

“I cut the seal-character at the spiral’s center for three breaths,” I said. “The one hundred and thirty-eight characters will brighten. The cardinal stones step from low draw up to full. I will name what carries as it runs. The signature-mark waits for the seal-moment. I will not work past either of your voices. Name the moment, and I name the count.”

The braid against the iron-grey collar stayed still above the western cardinal.

The tail held its slow sweep above the eastern.

Ymara, in the warhold register: “The geometry holds.”

Sabreen, in the queen-line register: “The work is precise.”

I read center. Vitality beneath my sternum sat high. One-sixty-eight in the pool. The seal-character sits at center. The spiral holds cold-violet, the cardinal stones rest at low draw, and the two queens stand at their cardinals four paces out. The substrate is ready.

I lifted the stylus from the western shelf with the care of a working-hand who had cut one hundred and thirty-eight characters across twelve weeks and would cut the one hundred and thirty-ninth.

The tremor came up in the right hand the way it did now whenever the work asked for a clean line — a fine thing, riding the cold-violet scar across my palm, the Lifebinder’s leftover from the eastern-hold reach. I set the heel of the hand to the stone and let the wrist carry the weight off the fingers, the trick I had taught myself in the weeks since the flash. The character cut true. It cost me a half-breath of attention it would not have cost me before. Across the room Tarra read the small adjustment without looking up from her own work; she had stopped naming it after the first week. The hand did the work. It only did it the long way now.

I crossed back to center, set the stylus to the spiral’s heart at its upper reserved position, and read the geometry. The seal-character template from the working-grammar’s reserve waited along the carved line through the stone’s center.

I cut.

The stylus took the polished black-stone with the slow care of a Cleanser-grade hand on a deep-register draw. The first stroke along the western face of the reserved geometry took three breaths. The stone gave under the careful release of a substrate that had read the inscribing hand through every one of the one hundred and thirty-eight cuts before, and read the same hand now on the one hundred and thirty-ninth. The second stroke along the eastern face took two. The chip lifted from the inner ring on one. The third stroke read violet beneath my hand as the carved geometry took the seal.

The spiral read the cut on a count of three. The seal-character set itself into the carved geometry, in the slow note of a character that had waited twelve weeks and would now carry the seal-moment.

The spiral brightened.

The one hundred and thirty-eight characters ran the violet outward from center in the bright register, in the even draw of a line beginning to carry. The bright violet read deep through the polished black-stone. The carved geometry carried the working-grammar’s first register in a careful measure.

The cardinal stones stepped.

Ymara’s western cardinal read deep gold across its polished black face. Sabreen’s eastern read deep violet across its own. The two cardinals beneath the queens’ hands held the light at full draw.

I read the line and named the count.

“Western cardinal.”

Ymara set her right hand on the warhold-realm-tie stone above the western cardinal’s smooth top.

The bond-channel stepped from register-two to register-two-and-a-half in the careful draw. The warhold’s heart-stone-tie carried down her arm into the cardinal at an even measure. The cardinal brightened deep gold on the bright note. The realm-tie read in the steady carry.

She kept silent. Her gaze stayed on center in the careful read of a queen who had set the warhold’s hand on her own register at the cliff-approach and brought the realm-tie to the cardinal for the seal-hour.

“Eastern cardinal.”

Sabreen set her right hand on the bloodline-tie stone above the eastern cardinal’s smooth top.

The cool-pulse carried the bloodline-tie down her arm into the cardinal in a silk-trained release. The cardinal brightened deep violet on the bright register. The Veil’s bloodline-tie read in the steady carry.

She kept silent. Her tail held its slow gentle sweep in the queen-line measure.

I read both cardinals from center. The western held deep gold, the eastern deep violet, and the spiral carried its violet on the bright note. The one hundred and thirty-eight characters ran the harmonization-grammar across the rings in the even cycle of a line beginning to carry. The two queens stood at their cardinals in the four-pace measure. The geometry held.

Vitality beneath my sternum read one hundred and sixty-two of one hundred and seventy-five. The seal-character had drawn six on the cut, and the cardinal activation took a small reserve after. The pool held.

I rested my right hand on the polished top of the harmonization-stone. The spiral read under my palm in the high fidelity of a hand holding the seal-position; the line carried the working-grammar’s first register in the deep measure of a substrate that had waited through twelve weeks of inscription and would soon carry the seal.

The two realm-ties carried the line down through the cardinals and into the spiral, and the harmonization-grammar read the two carries and began its first-register cycle.

The substrate had come alive.

* * *

I held center three breaths, then crossed to the western cardinal in a careful step.

The spiral brightened at my back. The cardinal beneath Ymara’s right hand held deep gold under the realm-tie’s full carry. She stayed still.

I stopped at her left and held. The bond-channel warmed in the slow draw of a register-two carrier. The warhold-realm-tie reads deep gold at her chest. Her heart-stone, third rib-line, carries the sixteen-year load. The queen-line geometry begins here at the western threshold and folds inward through the seal.

Ymara released the cardinal and lifted her palm from the stone. The deep gold held in its own carry. The realm-tie stayed at the cardinal’s reading without her hand on the stone. The working-stone had taken the carry.

She turned to me in the even pace of a queen reaching her first threshold.

I did not speak. The locked discipline of the seal-hour had no language for this beat. The grammar named the channel stepping toward register-three, and named the load redistributing into the queen-line; it had no name for what crossed the wrist when the new bond, nine days of cliff-edge separation, and the cardinal burning gold all met in one breath.

Ymara set her left hand on my right wrist, along the bond-channel.

“My smith.”

A short clean address in the warhold cadence, given in the even pace of a queen on her own ground.

“My queen.”

I had not said the second word to her before this beat.

She read it through the bond-channel.

The iron-grey ritual-cloth came down from her right hand in the careful draw of a garment her mother’s hand had set for the bond-night and would not set again. She let it slip to the polished granite and kept the western cardinal’s outer face.

Bare beneath the warm-amber lamp.

The warhold’s hand held its even draw at her right side. The braid had been set on the cliff-approach the morning before. She stood her full height under the perimeter lamp and made no show of it. Her gaze stayed on center in the steady read of a queen who had set the warhold’s hand on the cardinal’s stone and would carry the seal by her own count.

I read the gold at her chest one last time, and then she set her hand flat against mine, over my sternum, and I quit the light and read the hand instead. Wide, warm, a haft’s callus worn into the palm. The hand that had broken Wane-touched men open at the gate, resting on my chest as though she were taking my pulse, and then closing in the front of my jacket and stripping it off me.

She lowered me to the polished granite outside the western cardinal the way she did everything, without hurry, without asking, deciding where the seal would be carried and putting me there. The stone took the cold off my back. She did not. She came down over me, all the warhold height and weight of her braced on her arms, the braid swinging loose off her shoulder, and where she was there was no cold left in the room.

I set my hands on her. A healer’s hands for one breath, finding the bond-line at her sternum, and then no reading at all, only the breadth and heat of her under my palms, the long warrior’s muscle of her back, her hips, the ritual-cloth gone to the floor and nothing between us now but the work and the want.

She took me into her on her own count, slow and certain, a queen settling onto the thing she had chosen, and the breath went out of me past her ear. The bond stepped, not on the seal, on the first beat of her weight taking me in, and I started to name it. The carrier-thread— Her braid fell forward across my throat. I lost the count and did not go looking for it.

She found her pace, deep and even and unhurried, the granite hard under my shoulders and the gold burning at the cardinal a pace off and Ymara over me with her head bowed and her grip closing on the bond-channel at my wrist, riding her own rhythm toward the thing the working needed and she wanted in the same breath. I had read this woman through the gate, through nine days of distance, through a bond thinned to a thread. I was not going to read her through this. She had decided to live in her body for this hour. I lived in mine.

I felt the old wrist-ache catch in her hand where it pinned mine to the stone. I felt the breath drag rough into her lower ribs and break on the down-beat. I had counted such things across a workbench once, at a clean clinical distance; now they were hers, against me, around me — and I could not have counted them if the Conclave’s whole strength had ridden on it, because I was inside them, inside her, and she was tightening on me and bowing her forehead down to mine.

“My smith.” Lower than the verdict-voice, lower than I had ever heard her go. Then the only thing she asked for in the whole long working: “Stay.”

“I am here.”

It was all I said. She took the two of us over the edge on her count — her body clenching around me, the sound breaking out of her that was not the queen’s and was not for any ear but mine — and the seal came up through both of us on the bond’s high, the way a door drops into its frame under the carpenter’s hand. Not in the cold-violet. In the hard catch of her breath against my jaw, and the long shudder that ran the length of her spine and crossed into me.

The bond crossed its first threshold.

She gasped — not from the climax, just after it, at her own right wrist, where the warmth woke deeper than it had ever read. The marker her mother’s hand had set at the first bond, waking up a register under the seal. The sound a person makes when a thing comes alive in a place she did not know it could.

She did not speak. The bond carried what speech would have.

* * *

When I came back to the count, the spiral was reading the western threshold’s measure deep and even.

The channel reads register-three under a steady carry. The realm-tie sits in the queen-line’s first fold and reads through center. The four cardinals hold the bright register. The heart-stone in the third rib-line carries half the warhold’s load and half the queen-line’s now. The grammar read the first-half completion deep.

Ymara held her own pace beside me, her gaze on center in the slow measure, the warhold’s hand at rest at her right side. The braid rested against the polished granite.

The first threshold had crossed.


Chapter 42: The Three at the Stone

I held my place at the western cardinal.

Ymara rose without hurry. She gathered the iron-grey ritual-cloth back into her hand but did not put it on, laid it across the cardinal’s smooth top, and pressed her palm flat to the stone. The deep gold of her realm-tie settled into the western threshold under her hand, half her father’s weight given over to the working now, the rest still to come. She kept silent. The Vohren-iron rested along the eastern threshold; her braid lay against the iron-grey leather; the warhold’s hand stayed easy at her side. Half the working stood done.

I rose in the careful register of a man who had just spent most of a pool. The cut had cost me, I could feel the floor of it close under my feet, but the body held. I crossed the four paces back to center and set my right palm to the harmonization-stone. The spiral read warm under it, the first fold carried clean across the rings. One bond sealed. One to go.

I knelt at center a moment with my hand on the stone and let myself feel the size of what I was doing.

I had bonded Ymara on a dead shrine’s floor thirty-eight days ago because she was dying under my hands and I was the only working in the world that could hold her, and I had not stopped in that hour to ask her the whole question. I had carried that since. I had carried it the way I carried the night I reached past Cleanser and altered Tessa’s vitality-line without naming the cost, the way I had carried every working I ever made on a body that could not weigh what I was doing to it. Two years branded for one of those. A dead scar at my ribs for it. The Conclave had set the iron there, but the wound underneath had always been my own.

This was not that. This I had named out loud, every cost of it, days ago in the inner court and again an hour past at the threshold of this room, to both of them, in plain words with nothing folded away. Permanent. Past undoing. A second bond-line cut into the same sternum as the first; two queens at one working-line; a thing no realm had carried in two hundred years and no one alive fully understood. I had laid all of it on the table and told them to tell me to stop and I would stop and the working would die unfinished and I would carry that too. Neither of them had told me to stop. Both had crossed the threshold of their own choosing and stood at the stone of their own will, eyes open, wanting it.

So I would build it in the open or not build it at all. I had named every cost of it to both of them twice over already, and I would name it once more in the next breath before I set the stylus to the stone — and at the smallest hesitation from either of them, the slightest catch in a pulse I could read at this range, I would set the stylus down and let the whole working die unfinished and carry that too. It was the one promise I had made myself two years ago on the road and never once broken. Not here. Not with these two. Not at the working that would bind the three of us for the rest of our lives.

I lifted my hand from the stone and looked across the circle, and I was ready.

Sabreen had read all of it from the eastern cardinal through her own felt-register and named none of it. Her tail swept slow. She kept the eastern threshold until the spiral called her to center, and then she crossed the four paces and came to the harmonization-stone’s southern side, opposite me, her cool-pulse low and even against mine.

She lifted her hands to the silk wrap at her shoulder. For one breath she stayed there, and I understood the breath: she had worn cloth and veil between herself and every eye in three realms for nine years, the silk a working-instrument and the veil another, both of them armor she had never once set down in front of another living soul. She set them down now. She let the wrap go, and it slid the length of her and pooled on the polished granite and settled outside the circle, the gold thread catching the lamp on its way down.

Bare under the warm-amber lamp. She did not cover herself and she did not hurry and she did not look away from me while she let me look. There was a cost in it she did not hide, the cost of being seen by a man who read bodies for a living, and she paid it open-eyed, because the seeing was the point and she had decided the seeing was safe. It was the bravest thing I had watched anyone do in the realm, and she did it without a word, in the slow even register of a queen who had chosen her own ground.

“Ka-vren.” She named it low, on her own ground, the Veil-court honorific, the first time she had ever given the word to anyone. Not performance. Not court. The veil lay on the south cardinal; the silk lay on the floor; there was nothing of the Veiled Queen left in the room but the woman who had been underneath her the whole time.

The realm had never built me a word to hand her back that carried the same weight, so I gave her the only thing I owned that did. I stopped reading. Not the line, not the geometry, not the working climbing the rings behind my head; all of it, the whole trained apparatus I ran a room through, I set down, and I put every part of my attention on her the way she had spent nine years being looked at by everyone and read by no one who wanted only her. She felt me do it. The cool-pulse caught at her sternum, her breath went uneven, and her eyes, that dark unguarded violet, held mine and did not let go.

Across the circle Ymara held the western cardinal, her gaze off-center, the warhammer-hand at rest at her side, the bonded queen anchoring the geometry while the second seal was made. She did not watch, and she did not look away. She lifted her left hand from her side and laid it flat on the polished granite along the inlay, on the line that ran between her cardinal and the center, where her own queen-line could reach.

The queens did not touch. Their two lines touched instead, along the inlay through the working-light, Ymara’s deep gold running out to meet Sabreen’s, the inter-channel inscribing across both their palms with no hand laid on either woman. The room held all three of us on one line.

Sabreen came to me slow, in her own time, the way she did everything she had decided on. There was no hurry anywhere in her. She had spent nine years as the most-watched woman in three realms, beautiful on purpose, a beauty she had ground into a working-instrument and deployed to read every room she walked into, and in all that time she had let no one past it. Not once. Now she set it down. She came down over me bare in the warm-amber lamp, the desert-court tattoo catching the light across her shoulder-blade, her hair loose where the court-pins had been, her tail drawing slow figures on the granite behind her, and she set her hand flat on my chest over the bond-line she had let me cut an hour before, and took me into her on a long slow roll of her hips with a breath let out through her teeth.

“Hadrik’s three eyes.” Under her breath, not a swear now so much as a thing shaken loose, the first crack in nine years of court-iron. Her own register, climbing.

She watched my face the whole way down. That was the part that undid me. Not the heat of her, though there was that, slick and tight and unhurried around me; it was the watching. She read me the way she had read a thousand rooms, every flicker, every tell, except this time she was inside the thing she was reading, and she had stopped guarding the door she usually kept shut, and what came back off her in the bond-light was not court-strategy and not the succubus-register she had worn like armor since she was a girl. It was want. Her own, unperformed, turned on me, and under it something close to fear at how much of herself she was letting be seen.

I set my hands on her hips and let her keep the pace. She wanted it slow and she took it slow, rising and settling, rising and settling, the granite warm under my back where the cold had been, the harmonization-stone bright and cold-violet a hand’s breadth past my head. I started to read the line out of old habit, the cool-pulse, the shared register, the palm-hum at the inlay, and let it go and stayed with her instead, with her lower lip caught and her head tipped and her control fraying one thread at a time. She had built a whole life out of never once being the one undone. I watched her decide to be undone anyway.

Across the circle Ymara kept the western cardinal, her own bond still warm in my wrist, her palm flat to the inlay where her queen-line ran out to meet Sabreen’s in the working-light. She did not look away and she did not crowd in. There was no jealousy in the room and no hierarchy in it, only the steadying fact of her there, the first queen anchoring the second, the bond running clean through all three of us like a current finding its ground. I felt Ymara at my wrist and Sabreen around me and the line between the two women humming along the inlay, and for one long beat the three of us were a single working and a single thing wanting, and it was the most whole I had felt since the night a Conclave laid an iron to my ribs and named me alone.

Then Sabreen’s breath broke. The slow control she had ridden the whole way up cracked at last, and the sound she made was low and surprised and entirely her own, not a court sound, not a sound she had ever once let a room hear. She bowed forward over me, her hair falling around both our faces, her forehead near to mine, and rode the edge in tight shallow strokes, holding there, the pleasure plain and unhidden on her face for the first time in nine years.

She did not name the pressure aloud. She gave it to me through the cool-pulse instead, against my own, a steady rising note climbing toward the place the working needed her, and I read that, and her face, and nothing else in the whole bright room.

* * *

She crested and held — pulled herself back from the edge with a control that cost her, breathing slow, keeping us both at the high plateau the working needed and would not cross until the cut was made. She had waited nine years. She could wait three more breaths.

The bond’s first layer had set under us — I felt it in the new line at her sternum, in the second presence already forming on the channel, half-made and climbing. Across the circle Ymara held the western cardinal, silent, her gaze on center, her own line running out through the inlay to meet Sabreen’s, the two queen-lines touching in the working-light where the women themselves did not. The whole geometry rested easy on her while the second seal made itself.

I reached for the stylus where it lay by my knee and lifted it into my right hand. The signature-mark template lay open on the granite where I had set it in the prep-hour; the hundred-and-fortieth character — the one locking-cut that signed the whole harmonization — waited within reach at the center. One character. Three breaths. And the bond would close.


Chapter 43: Second Bond Sealed

Sabreen rode back up to the edge, the desert-court tattoo catching the lamp, her hair loose, her tail drawing slow figures on the granite, the violet-dark eyes never once leaving my face.

She took me on her own count, slow and deep and certain, a queen on her own ground and nowhere else, and for the first time in the whole long working I stopped reading her. No register. No carrier line. No measure climbing toward anything. There was the weight of her over me and her breath gone ragged where the court-silk had hung an hour before and her hair fallen loose across my chest with every slow beat she set.

Three breaths. Two. One.

My hand cut the last character on her count, not mine. The tremor came up under the scar the way it always came at the edge of a clean line, and I rode it down the way I had learned to and let the cut land true. The stylus went home into the black-stone the way she moved over me, the same beat, the same close, and I let it finish the last of its own work. There was only Sabreen and the stone and the three breaths spending themselves in my chest, the cut and the closing one motion, the working and the wanting the same thing at last.

The seal landed, and the room changed.

I felt it first in Sabreen, still over me, her breath gone, the cool-pulse at her sternum waking under my hand where there had been nothing an hour before, a marker coming alive in her body for the first time in her life. She made a small sound against my jaw, surprise and something past surprise, and I knew the bond had taken because I could feel her on the channel now the way I felt Ymara: a second warmth, a second presence, her.

Across the circle Ymara’s breath let go all at once. The sixteen-year weight at her chest, her father’s death, the Wane-load she had carried since the morning she took the hammer, went out of her and into the stone under her hand, and I watched her shoulders drop a full inch in the lamp-light, the first time I had ever seen her carry nothing.

And under all of it the working came up to full. The wardline out at the cliff-approach locked permanent, no longer just holding the Wane back but shoving it away. The floor and the cardinals ran bright enough that Tarra, three corridors off at the threshold, stepped back from the light. And something in my own line stretched and held open wider than it had ever held, room in me now I would not understand the size of until later, when I drew on it and it did not run out where it used to.

The work was live. The work was sealed.

And it nearly took me with it. The pool emptied on the cut, drawn out through the grammar, offloaded through the cardinals into the queens’ stones, and my vision pulled down to a narrow tunnel with Sabreen’s face at the end of it. The room went thin. I kept the central position on will and not much else, the stylus still in my hand, and waited to find out whether I was going to stay upright.

I did not collapse. I had cut the hundred-and-fortieth character on the climb to a queen’s climax with most of a pool already gone, an Empowerer-grade working held to its close by a hand that should not have had the reach for it, and the body stayed upright. Barely. But it stayed.

The stylus came down against the polished granite in a careful release at my right.

Sabreen held center, breathing slow. She set her left hand against her own sternum for a breath, over the place the new marker had woken — the careful read of a queen meeting a bond-line on her own ground for the first time.

“I have read every room I ever walked into,” she said. “Nine years. Before it knew what it wanted, before it knew I was in it.” The veil lay folded on the south cardinal where she had set it down at the start. Her tail moved slow against the granite. “I never once let a room read me back.” A breath. “This one I let in.”

Silk over the words even here, three things folded inside them: the court-read she had worn nine years set down with the veil; the bond now running the other way, her own body open on the line where only her reading had ever gone; and the last, the one she named softest and meant most, that she had chosen it. Nine years of weight inside her own court, and this was the first hour she had set it down without the long polite court-formal built around the setting.

I read it under the light, slow and deep.

Ymara by the western cardinal carried the realm-tie along the queen-line’s full draw, even. Her left palm against the granite along the inlay held the palm-hum quiet. Her right hand on the western cardinal’s smooth top held the redistribution in a careful release.

She set her right hand on her own sternum for a breath, slow and even. The braid against the iron-grey collar stayed still. The Vohren-iron warhammer along the eastern threshold had not been lifted in eighteen hours.

“Sixteen years,” she said.

Her hand went to her hip for the warhammer’s haft and found the empty harness, the Vohren-iron set at the threshold for the working, and rested there anyway, on the old leather that had carried her father’s weapon and, since the morning he died, her father’s weight. “I have held my father’s death in my chest sixteen years. It is off the chest.”

Short and clean, the warhold register on her own ground. She did not name it grief. She named the load, and where it had sat, and that it was gone, in the body, the way she named everything.

I read it through the bond-channel at her right wrist, register-three, deep and steady.

I stayed at the central position, careful, and let the room come back to me slow.

It was done. The thing the literature had three unclear pages on, the thing no realm had carried in two hundred years, was live under my hand and breathing. I could feel both of them on me now, Ymara at my right wrist, warm and deep and certain, and Sabreen at my sternum, the new marker still finding its note, surprised to be there at all. Two bonds in one body. Two queens at one working-line. A thing that had no business existing under Conclave law, made in a cliff-side room by a branded fugitive and two women the realm had spent seven years keeping at each other’s throats.

The dome-vent caught the morning’s first thin light. It came down slow along the cliff-stone’s curve, through the script across the three grammar-rings, and found the spiral at center, and read it.

The dawn read the spiral. The spiral read the dawn.

For a while none of us moved. Sabreen sat back on her heels at center, her hand still pressed to the place the new marker had woken, the court-iron all the way down and a small private wonder in its place where the watchfulness usually lived. Ymara kept the western cardinal, her shoulders carrying nothing for the first time in sixteen years, the warhammer at the threshold and her hand resting easy on the empty harness. And I lay between them at the stone with the dawn coming up the cliff, more bound than I had ever been to anything in my life, and less alone than I had been since the night a man laid an iron to my ribs and told me what I was.

I had come into this realm a heretic with a road at my feet and a Conclave at my back, eighty words of grief rationed out against the dark, nothing in the world that was mine. I had two queens now, and a Sanctuary that held the three of us, and a working alive in my chest that the institution which branded me had no name for and no answer to.

It was, I thought, a very good morning to be a heretic.


Chapter 44: The Conclave's Larger Force

— Tarra, outer-room threshold —

The mistress had held the wooden case under her left hand for four hours and seven minutes by the count of the floor inlay’s pulse-mark. She had set the case down on the threshold-stool when the stylus came down against the polished granite. She had set the log beside her right hand on the same stool, the last grammar transcription complete, the final character cut, the substrate live and sealed.

She had read the harmonization-grammar at the third-year practical under a younger Vassal-class mistress whose name now lived in the inner archive. She had read it at the fifth-year examination under the mistress who later became the Veiled Queen’s house-mistress. She had read it across four decades of stone-library entries. She had never, in those four decades, watched it run live.

She had watched it now.

The locking-cut had taken the central position for three breaths exactly. The substrate had read the cut on the count of three and stepped through the seven mechanics, climbing slow and even through what the grammar named the sealing-cycle’s reading-through, the phrase her own mistress had used in the third year, the phrase Tarra had read in archives and never, in forty years, heard read live.

She had read it live.

The healer’s hand at center had cut the hundred and fortieth character on the seal’s climax, an Empowerer-class working under the queen-host as the line climbed toward pressure, and had not collapsed. The vitality-line had drawn down to ten of one hundred and seventy-five on the offload; the offload had run across the cardinals into the queens’ stones; the body had held. The ceiling had stepped as the line amplified, from one hundred and seventy-five to two hundred and fifty. The carrier line at the queen-host’s sternum had stepped from register-one to register-two on the bond-line’s inscription. The warhold-realm-tie at the warhold-queen’s chest had redistributed through the queen-line’s full draw, the sixteen-year Wane-load gone in a careful release. The wardline by the cliff-approach had stepped from the temporary register to the permanent register on the substrate’s inscription.

The palm-hum had activated in both queens’ palms under the light.

Seven mechanics. Seal-moment exact. Live and sealed.

She read the log beside her right hand on the threshold-stool, the careful pace of a mistress at the close of a twelve-week prep cycle. She would carry it to the stone-library before the day’s third bell. She would set it on the inner shelf among the four-decade archive entries that recorded the grammar running through, and she would note the date and the healer and the two queens and the substrate’s reading on the spine in her own hand.

She would not yet write the kindest working on any page of it.

The phrase was not hers to write. It belonged to the healer at center who had cut the hundred and fortieth character and had not collapsed. He would write it when he was ready, or not at all, and the log would carry the seal-moment through without the phrase until then.

She kept the threshold.

She let her gaze fall once toward center. The healer met it without looking up from the spiral.

She turned and crossed the corridor in the careful step of a mistress at the close of a working that had taken twelve weeks and would read in the archive for as long as the Sanctuary stood.

The dawn read the corridor, slow.

She read the dawn on her own register.

Working-log. Sanctuary inner room. Seal-night transcription, working-mistress’s hand.

Substrate live and sealed. Hundred-forty-character spiral complete. Signature-mark cut clean, three breaths exact.

Queen-host: cool-pulse register-two, bond-line inscribed and locked at her sternum.

Western queen: bond-channel register-three at her wrist. Warhold-realm-tie redistributed through the full queen-line draw. Sixteen-year Wane-load released.

Inter-channel: palm-hum active in both queens’ right palms.

Working-hand: ten of two-fifty by the seal-moment; forty-five of two-fifty by the dawn count.

Substrate steady.

I had read Tarra’s page on the threshold while the dawn after the seal was still settling. The morning that followed read differently.

Tarra’s runner came on the second water-bell. The boy’s breath had gone short, his right rib bearing two miles uphill at hard pace; I read him from center before he found the word. No Wane. Just a runner.

“Column,” he said. “East. Four miles. The cliff-approach outer ring.”

“Count.”

“Eighty inquisitors marching their pace. Three at the head with carry-stones. An army-class ward-bearer ring inside the column’s center, polished iron showing in the read.”

“South marker.”

“Two miles. A Wane-form lit on the outer marker. Tarra read it first.”

I set my right palm on the harmonization-stone. The palm-hum came up across both palms in its steady note. The bond-channel read Ymara crossing the outer courtyard with the warhammer riding her shoulder-harness; the cool-pulse read Sabreen near the corridor’s end, drawing slow and steady.

Vitality read eighty of two-fifty, still recovering from the dawn count. The pool would not climb to the new ceiling for hours yet, and I would not get those hours.

I pressed the palm-hum’s note into the stone. The queens read it on their own count.

* * *

They reached the central position inside three breaths. Ymara had already pushed her leather sleeve to the elbow; her Vohren-iron warhammer rode the harness. Sabreen held the small working-stone slip in her left hand, deep-violet wrap still folded the way the dawn had set it, hair down from the night before.

“Column on the cliff-approach,” I said. “Eighty. Three Empowerers leading. An army-class ward riding the center. A Wane-form lit on the eastern outer marker, two miles south.”

Ymara’s gaze went still. She brought her left palm to her own sternum for a breath, then set it on the polished granite. The palm-hum read me through her right palm, slow and even.

“The harmonization-stone holds the pool,” I said.

Sabreen set the working-stone slip on the granite by her left. Her right palm came up. Her cool-pulse read register-two, the draw steady. “Through the central stone.”

“I pool vitality to both of you through the spiral’s queen-line. Cost rides my pool, the draw runs through the amplified register, both of you take from the cardinals.”

“Range,” Sabreen said.

“Five miles on the palm-hum. Both of you read my pool-state. I read both of you through bond-channel and cool-pulse.”

“Deployment,” Ymara said.

“You take the cliff-approach gate-line. Brokk and the twelve hold the shield-rank. Tarra holds the southern stone, wardline at register-three.”

“Sabreen.”

“Eastern outer marker. The Wane-form. Eight Veil mages on the buttress.”

Sabreen swept her tail slowly across the polished granite. “Not on the line. On the working-line.”

“Your bloodline-tie runs through the small stone. The cross-reference rides the cool-pulse. You read the Wane-form’s pattern by felt, you pull at it, I pool to you.”

She read the plan through the cool-pulse, the note steady. “Hale.”

“Yes.”

Ymara closed her right palm on the warhammer’s haft. “Brokk holds the gate. I move now.”

“Now.”

She went, the warhammer riding its slow seat in the harness. Sabreen followed three breaths after, her violet wrap passing the corridor’s lamp-amber.

I kept the central position and read both queens going under the palm-hum’s steady note.

* * *

Vitality at eighty.

Ymara reached the cliff-approach gate-line a hundred and forty breaths out. The Iron Hold twelve kept the shield-rank between the gate-stones. Brokk took the right flank by the iron pivot-doors. Tarra held the southern stone, her working-grammar at register-three, bearing the wardline through a steady deep draw.

Sabreen reached the eastern outer marker by the hundred-sixtieth breath. She set the small stone under her right palm. The eight Veil mages took the buttress around her. Two miles further south, the Wane-form held its ground, twelve feet of corruption-mass with the brand-iron source-signature lodged in its chest, deep violet-black against the cold earth.

I read both through the palm-hum.

The Empowerer-working came up first from the column’s head. The three Ascendance-trained carry-stones lit gold. The army-class ward-sphere, a dark sphere riding the center, suppressed the cold-blue light around its bearer-ring. The three carry-stones pulsed against the wardline.

The wardline held at register-three.

It absorbed.

Tarra read the absorption-cost from the southern stone and stepped the wardline’s surface down from register-three to register-two for three breaths while she bore the load. Then she brought it back.

Pool to Ymara. Now.

I drew on the spiral’s outer rim. The draw pulled deep and slow through my sternum. Eighty. Seventy. Sixty-five. The harmonization-stone took what I gave it and fed the cardinals.

The bond-channel read Ymara by the western cardinal’s far end as the pool reached her body. The warhold-realm-tie across her chest, redistributed through the queen-line’s full draw, caught the Empowerer’s grammar and held it. An Empowerer-tier working held by a queen at her own pace; the way her father’s line had held, on her own ground now.

The three carry-stones read the wardline’s answer. Their gold stepped down.

They withdrew.

The eighty came on at marching pace.

* * *

Sabreen set the working-stone slip on the small stone’s top.

The Wane-form read by felt as one continuous working, cold earth through twelve feet of mass through the brand-iron in the chest. One working, not a body. The Wane made flesh in the field. She read it slowly, the way she had read working-stones in the library by new-moon light for six years.

She pulled.

The form’s grammar registered her bloodline-tie’s cross-reference. The deep violet-black across the chest steadied, then stuttered.

Pool to Sabreen.

I drew on the spiral’s outer rim. Sixty-five. Fifty-five. Forty-five. The harmonization-stone fed the eastern cardinal, and the cardinal fed her.

Her cool-pulse read the pool at register-two. Her bloodline-tie’s central draw stepped to a register her body had not held before, succubus-blood high on the amplified felt-line, the marker’s small stone bearing her full bloodline-tie.

She pulled again.

It scrambled.

The chest stuttered. The brand-iron source-signature could not align against her bloodline-tie. The corruption-mass lost its cycle on the cold earth.

* * *

At the cliff-approach the wardline held.

Tarra stepped the southern stone back to register-three after the second absorption and kept it there in the unhurried pace of a working-mistress who had borne the wardline twelve weeks. The Empowerer-working leading the column had stepped down. The eighty came on, the bearer-ring inside the center, the army-class ward-sphere casting a dark suppression-zone along the wardline’s outer edge.

They reached the gate-line by the two-hundredth breath.

A voice came across the outer ring before the iron reached the stone.

“Brother Hale.”

I knew it from the toll-post a season back, the man whose papers I had snatched off the hardpack when his hand missed the cuff and I broke past the banner-pole. He had been the tired one of the two behind that table, and he had not yet learned to want the iron under his belt the way the older one wanted it.

He had learned it now.

“Inquisitor Maren,” I said back across the wardline. The bond-channel carried Ymara’s read in the same beat — she had clocked the voice as the column’s commander before I named him.

“The High Mercy asks once,” Maren said. His voice carried the way a man’s carries when he has rehearsed the sentence through a three-week march. “Brother Hale. Step out from the wardline. Walk to the eastern road. The column withdraws the moment your foot leaves the gate.”

“You have read the substrate,” I said. “You have read what it carries.”

“The High Mercy has read the substrate. The High Mercy asks once.”

“My answer is the wardline. Take it back across the eastern road or take it through the gate. There is no third hand.”

He waited ten breaths. The eighty waited behind him. Then the iron came.

The first inquisitor came over the wardline’s outer edge by the iron pivot-door’s seam.

Ymara took his right arm above the elbow with the warhammer’s careful arc. The arm went. The iron rang. His working-iron blade clattered against the gate-stones, and he fell across the outer edge.

Brokk took the second on the spear-line. The third came through the seam.

The Iron Hold twelve kept the shield-rank, deep and steady.

The fourth came. The fifth. The Empowerer-working leading the column tried the wardline once more; the wardline absorbed again. Tarra kept the southern stone.

The eastern guard’s junior on the third shield took an inquisitor’s working-iron spear in the second rib.

He went down.

A name I would learn at dusk. Not now.

Ymara took the inquisitor with the warhammer’s slow deep arc; the iron rang against the second rib. Brokk shifted right to close the shield-line.

The Empowerer-working withdrew.

The bearer-ring read the wardline’s verdict through the army-class ward-sphere. The dark sphere stepped forward with the column.

The column committed to the breach attempt by the three-hundredth breath.

* * *

Sabreen pulled on the Wane-form’s grammar once more.

The corruption-mass read her bloodline-tie’s interference from the cold earth and could not hold its pattern. The brand-iron source-signature stuttered. The cycle scrambled by the two-hundredth breath.

I drew on the spiral. Forty-five. Thirty-five. Thirty.

Her cool-pulse carried the pool to the small stone. Her bloodline-tie’s central draw read at full amplified register.

The Wane-form’s grammar read down in the careful pace of a working that had held four centuries before it lost its pattern to a queen who had read her library by new-moon light for six years.

The corruption-mass collapsed.

No body left on the substrate.

One of the Veil mages on the buttress took the backlash by felt. She went down to the cold earth. Alive. Burned along the felt-line. The seven beside her held the careful pace.

The eastern outer marker read silent.

* * *

By the cliff-approach the column’s breach attempt met the shield-rank’s deep hold and could not keep its cycle against the wardline. Tarra’s grammar held the southern stone. Ymara held the right flank with the warhammer at her own ground.

Maren’s voice came across the outer ring once more.

“Column. Withdraw.”

The order carried the same rehearsed weight, only now it was the second sentence, the one he had rehearsed against the chance the first one failed. He did not turn to look back on the wardline as the column re-formed behind him. He did not need to.

The column withdrew by the four-hundredth breath, away across the eastern road. The bearer-ring bore the army-class ward-sphere away with it.

The dawn’s edge had been hours ago. The midday water-bell had rung. The afternoon was settling toward dusk.

The wardline stood wane-actively-repulsive on the permanent count.

I stayed at the central position over the harmonization-stone, the palm-hum carrying its steady note.

Vitality at twenty-five of two-fifty, still recovering. The pool is low. The body holds. The work held.

* * *

Dusk came to the inner court.

The lamps’ warm-yellow caught the grey of the cliff stone. The eastern wall took the day’s last light through the corridor’s far end, slow and even, and laid it thin across the high arch of the outer courtyard.

Ymara stood by the western pillar. Her Vohren-iron warhammer rested against the stone at her left. Blood had soaked her sleeve’s leather over the right elbow — the even bearing of a queen who had spent her hard hour on the gate-line. The braid lay against her iron-grey collar.

Sabreen stood by the eastern pillar. The deep violet wrap took the corridor’s lamp-amber in her careful rest. Her hair held the silk-trained release from the dawn, now a full count past. The working-stone slip rode in her left hand — a queen come back from her own ground.

I kept the central position, recovering. The bond-channel read register-three. The cool-pulse ran register-two. The palm-hum ran in both my palms, the note steady.

The cliff-approach wardline read cold-blue, wane-actively-repulsive, permanent.

The eastern outer marker read silent.

The column read four hours out, on the eastern road.

The dusk light came down across the inner court, slow and even.


Chapter 45: Volk Returns

Tomrik’s name came in the late hour after midnight. Brokk read the eastern guard’s rotation aloud in the inner court and stopped on the third line.

“Tomrik Anvil-Younger. Twenty-two. Third-squad shield-bearer of the eastern guard, Brokk Iron-Hand-Younger’s cousin once removed. His reach had not yet caught his height. The working-iron spear took him under the second rib.”

Brokk kept his eyes from the slip. His slow gravelly voice held. “He used to re-set his boot-laces against the inner foot-rest before he stood for the third bell. Every guard who has trained at this warhold’s eastern gate keeps some small habit. His was the laces. He took it from his father at twelve, before his father died on the eastern wall.”

Ymara stood by the western pillar. She did not move. The Vohren-iron rested at her hip, her braid set against the iron-grey leather collar, her gaze on the lamp-flame. She let the name sit a count of five breaths. Her right hand rose once toward the warhammer’s haft and kept there without grip, the small body-tell of a queen weighing a name she would write at dawn in her own hand.

“His mother is here in the warhold,” she said. “Vorrane’s-cousin’s-line. I will write her at dawn.”

“At dawn,” Brokk said.

I read the room through the diagnostic. Pool at ninety of two-fifty. Brokk’s right shoulder holds the night-watch’s strain, no fresh wound. Ymara reads post-engagement, pulse steady. Sabreen on the inner balcony, reading the eastern road. The name I had set aside after the engagement, A name I would learn later. Not now., landed now. The unnamed grief I had held through eighteen hours of pool came up on the small detail Brokk had named: the boot-laces. Ten years of a habit in a boy who had taken his father’s at twelve. Lamp-oil burned cold-amber. Cliff-air moved down the far end of the corridor.

Tomrik’s name was the count. It was not the engagement.

* * *

Tarra’s apprentice came before the dawn bell, bare feet on cold stone.

“Eastern outer marker,” she said. “A column shows in the light. Tarra reads it now.”

I set my palm to the harmonization-stone before she finished. Spiral cycles even in cold-violet. Pool at ninety. Cool-pulse holds register-two, Sabreen near the south threshold. Bond-channel register-three, Ymara already on the stair.

“Numbers.”

“Thirty in the column. Two at the head. The lead carries a brand-iron staff that reads gold. The right-hand at the front—” The apprentice paused. The pause was Tarra’s, given by training. “Volk.”

I read the name in the body before I read it in the head. The left wrist’s old click came up under my own rotation against the harmonization-stone’s rim. The brand-mark scar at my left ribs gave nothing back; the brand was dead two years now.

“Volk.” Ymara’s voice carried from the stair’s far end.

“At the right of the lead,” the apprentice said. “The lead is the Empowerer with the staff.”

Ymara came in. The Vohren-iron sat already in the harness, her leather sleeve pushed past the elbow, her gaze on the harmonization-stone clean.

“The lead’s name.”

“Tarra reads the staff’s working-grammar against the cross-reference. The staff holds a counter-bond line. The lead is a Conclave counter-bond hand.”

“Brother Hadrick.” I said it level. The Cleansers’ Academy’s Ascendance-track had held the Hadrick line for sixteen generations. I had read his name on the roster three weeks before the brand. Counter-bond at distance. He reads a bond-channel through the light, anchors a line to a brand-iron source, disrupts at sustained range. The lever Crane had been holding back. The institutional response to what we had sealed two days ago.

Sabreen came in three breaths after Ymara. Deep violet wrap, a working-stone slip in her left hand, the small Veil-court stone in her right palm already alive with the cool-pulse’s even note.

“Deployment,” Ymara said.

“You hold the cliff-approach gate-line. Brokk and the twelve take the shield-rank.” I read Sabreen along the queen-line. “You take the eastern outer marker with the seven.”

“The lead?” Sabreen’s voice.

“The lead works against the bond-channel at distance. He will move on the cliff-approach. Ymara holds the gate. Tarra reinforces from the southern stone. I pool to both of you through the harmonization-stone.”

“From the eastern outer marker I sit on the wrong side of the engagement.”

“You sit on his line. When his counter-bond carries at sustained register, you read him through the pool’s cross-reference. He works east-facing. He will not read his southern flank.”

She set the Veil-court stone to the harmonization-stone’s rim. The cool-pulse at her sternum read the spiral in the substrate. Her tail swept once, slow and careful.

“At the second hour,” she said.

“At the second hour.”

Ymara set the warhammer’s haft to her right palm.

“Now.”

* * *

The column came on at a count of one-forty breaths.

The bond-channel in my wrist read Ymara among the gate-stones, the twelve in the shield-rank, Brokk on the right flank. The cool-pulse at my sternum read Sabreen out on the eastern outer marker, the seven Veil mages along the buttress, the stone in her right palm. The palm-hum in both my palms held the inter-channel even across the substrate.

Pool at eighty-five. Recovery from yesterday runs full.

Brother Hadrick stopped the column fifty yards short of the wardline.

He stopped, set the brand-iron staff into the cold ground. He did not call. He did not announce. He stood on the outer edge in the dawn-grey wool of the Ascendance-track and read the light like a man trained to the diagnostic in the same hall I had been.

I read him reading me through the wrist’s bond-channel.

The staff’s head ran three feet of polished black-iron worked in the Conclave’s standard grammar: source-anchor on the cross-piece, working-line along the haft’s grip. He set that line to his left palm and read.

Then the bond-channel in my wrist slipped.

Not broke. Slipped. The note went thin, like a hand caught under another hand and dragged along its seam, except this was Ymara a thousand yards out, and the bond had not been threatened since the dawn at the dead shrine when it first formed.

Bond-channel slipping from register-three toward register-two.

I drew along the spiral’s outer rim. The harmonization-stone’s substrate read the slip and held the queen-line across the cardinals. Hadrick’s pool runs one-per-minute. He cannot hold this past forty.

I pressed the palm-hum into the substrate.

Ymara among the gate-stones felt the slip in her wrist and stayed still.

“Hold,” she said to the shield-rank.

The wardline absorbed the carry at register-three. Tarra from the southern stone read the disruption and stepped the register down to two. The eleven held. Brokk set his spear into the iron pivot-doors’ seam.

The column came on.

Volk, on the right of the lead, came on with them.

He walked the even pace of a man who had walked a breach before. His left arm carried the working-blade. A Conclave Inquisitor-Captain’s high collar closed at his throat. The face iron-set, a man told by his preceptor at dawn what he was going to do.

He reached the gate-line with the breach at a count of two hundred and forty breaths.

* * *

Sabreen, out on the eastern outer marker, read the staff’s working-line through the cool-pulse at her sternum.

I felt her read come back through the substrate at an even note. The bloodline-tie in her central carry read Hadrick’s counter-bond’s anchor-grammar in the brand-iron source. The succubus-blood read the line along the staff’s grip through the felt-resonance.

She read it twice. She read it a third time.

Then the cool-pulse stepped.

“East-facing,” she said. The cool-pulse ran the verdict to me through the palm-hum. “I move south.”

The seven held the eastern marker as she went west on the Sanctuary-rotation mount. Bloodline-tie in her central carry. The Veil-court stone in her right palm. Cool-pulse at register-two along the read.

I drew along the rim. Pool at seventy-five. Sixty-five by the next breath.

* * *

Volk reached the wardline’s outer edge at a count of three hundred breaths.

He came over the iron pivot-doors’ seam with the careful arc of a man who had borne the working-blade fourteen years. The blade rang on the gate-stones. The Iron Hold twelve kept the shield-rank.

Ymara took the front of the column.

She moved now to the warhammer’s full swing. The Vohren-iron came up on her own ground, the iron rang against two inquisitors in the breach, the wardline absorbed the carry, the shield-rank held off Brokk’s right flank.

Then Volk stood among the gate-stones in front of her.

He kept silent. Conclave Inquisitor-Captains do not speak on the gate-line; they do the work they were brought to do.

The blade came in at her left side.

Ymara took it on the warhammer’s haft, pivoted the haft down across her own body. The blade rang. The blade held. The twelve held.

She caught the haft mid-point with her left hand and pulled.

Volk’s left arm came forward to drive the blade. The shoulder set hard into the joint.

Ymara took the warhammer to the full two-handed grip and brought it down on the shoulder-joint with the clean arc of a working-hand on her own ground.

The arm broke at the joint.

The blade fell. Volk did not flinch. He stood among the gate-stones in his iron-set register, one arm broken at the joint, the high collar still closed at his throat, the face untouched. The working-iron in his sleeve carried no working now.

He caught her eye once. His pale eyes went to the warhammer’s haft, not to the verdict. He had carried the Council’s orders to the Vellum Stone and back, and now to her gate, the Conclave’s hand twice closed on her healer and her ground. He read her now and saw the verdict already set in her.

Ymara brought the warhammer up.

Through the bond-channel in my wrist I sensed the warhold register hold one breath across a count of three. Not for the verdict. For the cost of it. The Conclave’s reach had run at her healer’s ribs and her realm’s line for a season; the closing of it ran dark across her body’s register. She did not show it on the surface. The bond-channel carried it.

“Twice at my healer,” she said.

The Vohren-iron took his head through the side of the neck with a queen’s hand on the Conclave’s reckoning.

The head fell among the gate-stones to the cold ring of iron on bone.

She stayed still on the next breath. The warhammer rested in her grip. The braid against her iron-grey collar held. She stood among the gate-stones a count of one before she set the haft to her right shoulder again. Then she turned to the column.

The column read it.

* * *

Sabreen came over the cliff-approach’s southern flank in the second hour, at a count of three hundred and forty breaths.

She rode in at her own pace on the rotation mount. Her deep violet wrap streamed in the wind. Bloodline-tie in her central carry. The Veil-court stone in her right palm ran the queen-line’s full amplified register. Cool-pulse at register-two, even.

Hadrick, behind the brand-iron staff on the eastern face, did not read his southern flank.

His counter-bond’s line on Ymara’s wrist held. His pool ran the staff’s grip on his own ground. Gate-facing. Gate-trained. He will not read his southern flank.

Sabreen pulled through the cross-reference, drawing on the harmonization-stone’s pool.

I drew along the rim. Pool at sixty. Fifty by the next breath. Forty-five.

The bloodline-tie ran the queen-line’s shared register. The succubus-blood read Hadrick’s counter-bond in the substrate through the felt-resonance, the carry of a queen who had read working-stones in the library for six years, and a courier’s wrist at three, and a poisoner’s grip at twenty.

She pulled.

He felt it. Sixteen generations of the Ascendance counter-bond woke in him on the same breath, and he turned to meet her — the staff’s light flaring white, his line driving back up the cross-reference toward Ymara’s wrist to hold the anchor it had held all morning, a specialist who had unmade bonded pairs on a dozen fields fighting for the one thread that kept his column standing. For three breaths it ran even, his grammar against hers, and I read the harmonization pool fall past forty, past thirty, the cost running out of the stone faster than I had planned for. He was good. He was exactly as good as the Conclave had built him to be.

Pool at twenty-five. Sabreen, the cost—

She did not pull harder. She pulled deeper — not against his anchor but under it, into the felt-resonance where a man’s working-line meets his own body, the read no Conclave bench had taught him to defend, because the Conclave did not make readers like her. His counter-bond inverted in the substrate. The grammar he had aimed at her turned and ran back down his own line.

The bond-channel in my wrist came back to register-three.

Hadrick dropped to his knees. The brand-iron staff fell to the cold ground, its light gone flat. He went down with the even draw of a man whose pool had emptied through his own line, and the look he turned up at the gate was not a beaten man’s. It was a craftsman’s, reading the one working he had not known could be done to him. He did not get up.

The column read his collapse. They read Volk’s head among the gate-stones. The Empowerer-working was gone. The Inquisitor-Captain was gone.

There was no bearer-ring in the center; this was a counter-bond column, not an army-class. The column had stood on Hadrick. Hadrick had kept the working. The working was gone.

The breach scattered.

Twelve dead among the gate-stones. Twelve surrendered. Four ran east.

Brokk took the surrendered. The shield-rank closed the iron pivot-doors. Tarra’s crew secured Hadrick where he had fallen and brought him in.

* * *

I stayed at the central position on the palm-hum’s even note.

Pool at thirty-five of two-fifty, recovering. The body holds. The work held.

The bond-channel read Ymara on the gate-line by the post-engagement count. The cool-pulse read Sabreen dismounting on the southern flank. The palm-hum in both palms ran even across the substrate.

The midday water-bell had not yet rung.

* * *

Tarra’s crew set Hadrick in the side-chamber off the corridor’s mid-point, the small room where Tarra kept the unread working-stones. Eight feet long, four wide, eight high. A cot stood against the far wall, a stoppered glass of water on the floor, a working-stone slip set in his right hand. The iron bracket above the door held a lamp.

Sabreen took the workroom by the corridor’s near end. She set the small Veil-court stone to the table’s far end. The brass mortar sat by her left hand. She read the staff’s counter-bond signature through the cross-reference on her own ground for two hours.

Hadrick woke on the second water-bell of the afternoon.

I came into the side-chamber. Sabreen stood by the cot’s foot.

Hadrick sat up on the cot’s near edge with the trained pace of a man who had been drilled in the Conclave’s interrogation-prepare in his second year. Dark-grey wool. Hands open on his own knees. The captive register held by institutional discipline.

He read the chamber. He watched me. He read Sabreen.

“Healer. Veiled Queen.”

Sabreen read him along the queen-line. She did not deploy the succubus-read in the court register; she set the cool-pulse at her sternum to the read, and she answered him in the silk-edged court-formal manner.

“Brother Hadrick of the Ascendance-track. Sixteen generations of your line have carried the counter-bond working. The institution that trained you also trained the healer at your right. You will read me, and you will name what you know. The realm has not yet been told what the Conclave’s count is. You will tell us first.”

Hadrick read her. He read the cot, the stoppered glass, the lamp. He read with the care of a man whose pool sat at zero and whose institutional discipline was the only thread left on his ground.

Then he named what he had been brought to name when he was not in the field.

“Three months on the calendar.” His voice was steady. “The Conclave moves by the same hand as the Wane. The Mercy Council’s spring schedule. The southwestern realms first — Hjornsk-Drohn’s eastern neighbors along Iron Hold’s western border, on the new moon. Then the northern fjords on the second new moon. Then the eastern coast on the third. Coordinated.”

Sabreen’s cool-pulse held even. “Coordinated through the grammar.”

“Through the brand-iron’s Wane-channel. The Conclave moves the column at the same hand that moves the Wane’s line. Mercy Missions arrive in the realm a count of one day after the Wane-form shows in the light. The realm receives the Conclave at the cost of the Wane. It has held for nine years.”

I read him through the diagnostic. Pulse at one-eighteen. Breath shallow, second rib, institutional carry. No deception in the read.

“Crane,” I said.

Hadrick read me.

“Whitemarrow’s inner archive. Six years on the calendar. The brand-iron’s Wane-channel was always the long-term plan. The Cleansers’ Academy’s training-standard was always the cover.”

The chamber held.

My right hand came up unbidden to my left ribs. The brand-scar gave back the cold of a thing that had held a working it had not been mine to name.

Six years. Crane’s first inner-archive reading of the brand-iron’s Wane-channel ran six years back. The plan had stood on his calendar four years before he branded me. The Tessa-night working was three weeks before the brand. The brand at my left ribs was two years past. The doctrine that had named me heretic at dawn in the Academy’s public square had branded me with it. I had been a fugitive on the road for two years.

Crane had been the preceptor. Crane had stood at the standing-desk. Crane had been the man whose approval I had worked the hardest for.

The hand on my ribs stayed.

Sabreen read me through the cool-pulse and left unnamed what she found. She let the count sit in the chamber a breath.

“The northern fjords,” she said to Hadrick.

“The Drowned Throne’s eastern reach. At the second new moon.”

She did not name the queen of the Drowned Throne. Hadrick said nothing of her either. The name sat between them across the unspoken count of one breath.

* * *

The dusk light came through the corridor’s eastern window.

I kept the central position over the harmonization-stone. Pool at fifty of two-fifty, recovering. The bond-channel in my right wrist ran register-three even. The cool-pulse at my sternum ran register-two even. The palm-hum in both palms read clean.

Ymara stood on the cliff-approach line by the post-engagement count. Blood marked the leather sleeve at her right elbow, the Vohren-iron rested in the leather harness, and her gaze drew slow along the eastern road into the dusk’s grey.

Sabreen worked the room by the corridor’s near end. Her silk-edged court-formal manner still sat on the surface, the stone slip lay at the table’s far end, the brass mortar sat by her left hand, and the cool-pulse at her sternum read Hadrick’s signature again.

Hadrick sat on the cot’s near edge in the side-chamber. Hands open on his own knees. The institutional discipline held the captive register.

The work held. The Conclave and the Wane moved by the same hand.

Three months on the calendar.

Six years in Crane’s archive.

The chamber in the side-passage held.


Chapter 46: The Northern Fjords Named

Morning light came through the inner working-room’s eastern window on the slow angle of the third day past harmonization.

I read the spiral first. Floor inlay rests cold-blue. Cardinal stones lie quiet on the low draw. The harmonization-stone holds the center, cold-violet rim cycling even. Pool reads one-ten of two-fifty, climbing. The palm-hum ran a steady note in both palms, down through the substrate. The dome-vent above drew the night’s last residue up and out and pulled a thin pre-dawn cold down through the room. I had taken my jacket off on the third bell of the watch and not put it back on.

Tarra’s apprentice had set a low stone table on the southwestern arc of the floor inlay an hour before dawn, carved from the cliff floor so the central spiral stood clear behind us. A wooden case on the table’s eastern end held Sabreen’s library-slips from the Veil, the slips she had kept in her court-stone wrap for two months, the slips she had not opened until she had Brother Hadrick in the cell. The Conclave counter-bond hand. No kin to Hadrek Iron-Foot of the Anvil.

I had read three slips already. The Veil’s stone-library hand kept the careful pre-Conclave grammar; the Vellith-line carrier-script ran the margins. A Vellith-line mistress had written those notes fifty years ago, and her daughter forty-two years ago, and her daughter’s daughter, Sabreen’s grandmother, in the last quarter of her own life.

Sabreen came in by the eastern arch with the morning’s reading already in her hand. Deep violet wrap, a stone-slip on her left palm, brass mortar set aside. Her tail swept careful on her own measure. Her cool-pulse ran register-two even across the sternum. She had spent three hours in the cell since the morning broke.

“He read the working-grammar for the third hour,” she said. “The cool-pulse cross-referenced his bloodline-tie against the queen-line. He named what he carries.”

Ymara came in behind her by the western arch. Vohren-iron set in the leather harness, braid clean against the iron-grey collar, blood gone from yesterday’s sleeve, her gaze on the harmonization-stone where it held center. She set the warhammer by the eastern threshold and crossed the floor inlay in the warhold’s even step.

“To the table,” she said.

Tarra brought the working-light lamp from the corridor and set it on the table’s western end. She brought the cliff’s spring water in a brass pitcher, four stone cups, the round of yesterday’s bread, white cheese, a small bowl of the Veil’s dried apricot for Sabreen. Then she took the mistress’s post by the room’s outer threshold and held silence.

The three of us sat.

* * *

Sabreen laid the slips out in the slow, deliberate pace of court intelligence presented. She set them in three groups by her own hand, left, center, right, and named what each one held.

“The calendar.” She touched the left group with one finger, the way she touched everything whose weight she had already measured. “Three months. Three new moons. The Conclave does not march on the realms — it lets the Wane do the marching and arrives a day behind it, wearing mercy.” Her tail went still against the bench. “First moon, the Wane takes Hjornsk-Drohn’s eastern neighbors, along your western border. Second, the northern fjords. Third, the eastern coast. A Mercy Mission reaches each one the morning after the corruption blooms, and each realm throws open its gate to the hand that poisoned the well and calls it rescue.” A breath, even and unhurried. “Nine years your Brother Hadrick has carried this line. He named it twice for me this morning without once understanding that the naming was the end of it.”

Ymara set her right hand flat on the western edge of the slips and left it there. She did not read them long.

“Twenty-six days to the first moon, then.” Short, the warhold register on her own ground. “The first blow falls on my border. The southwest line is Halden’s in the rotation — my second-elder’s-cousin’s-line. He has held worse than a Mercy Mission on that ground.” Her hand did not move. “I send him iron and a working-mistress’s hand before the moon. He holds.”

“He will,” Sabreen said, and folded the next part down quiet. “And the Conclave will throw a garrison’s force at a garrison commander and never read that it strikes a line the Veil stands behind now. Let it learn that the hard way.”

“The northern fjords.” Sabreen’s hand moved to the center group, smaller, five slips, two open, three folded. “This I have held by my own hand since the column-walk through the Whispergrass.”

I read the slips on the diagnostic. Pre-Conclave grammar runs the marginal notes. A Vellith-line mistress’s hand sits in the right margin of the lowest slip. The script is not the realm’s stone-library hand. These come from the Veil’s reserve-library, the slips she carries in her wrap.

“The realm of the northern fjords,” she said. “Three central holdings along the long coast and the inland lake-system. The central holding’s realm-tie bears the Drowned Throne. The realm-seat sits in the central fjord-realm called Hjornsk-Vell on the northern coast. The other two, Hjornsk-Skarr to the west and Hjornsk-Drohn inland to the east — are ruled in the dead sister-queens’ names from that central seat.”

“Dead sister-queens.” Ymara’s voice dropped to the verdict register.

“Yrsa of Hjornsk-Skarr. Doneth of Hjornsk-Drohn. Vell of Hjornsk-Vell.” Sabreen named each one in the careful pace of a mistress writing a name into stone for the first time. “All three drowned together, fifty years past. The slip in my grandmother’s hand names that drowning. The Vellith-line of the northern fjords is half my mother’s mother’s line, three generations back. My grandmother kept the slip because the surviving queen of those three holdings read on a register the bloodline-council could not. Reads, now. Has read it the fifty years since.”

She turned the third slip face-up.

A name sat in the right margin, written by a hand that had read the working-light through fifty years’ patience.

“Aeyne.” Sabreen named it in the silk-edged court-formal voice she had brought into the room. “Aeyne belongs to House Vellith. She is the queen of the Drowned Throne. She was the Crown-Heir of Hjornsk-Vell when the drowning came. She has held the central realm-seat and the two dead-sister realms for fifty years.”

I read the slip in the working-light.

The marginal hand was careful, mistress’s-grammar, set down in cold-amber lamp-light somewhere in the Veil-court library fifty years gone. The line bore Aeyne’s name, and then a single notation in the grammar’s reading register: the queen who came back from the working on a register the bloodline-council could not name.

The palm-hum read the substrate through both palms. Sabreen’s cool-pulse ran register-two even across the sternum. The bond-channel at my wrist read Ymara reading Sabreen across the queen-line’s shared register.

Sabreen named the verdict.

“Aeyne is not the Wane’s source.”

I laid my hands flat on the table. The pool read one-fifteen on the recovery-line. Behind us the harmonization-stone kept the spiral at its violet rest-rim. The library passage’s stone door in the south wall stood half-open from Tarra’s morning unsealing, and the stones rested on their shelves down the corridor’s far end under the working-light’s low glow.

“Name what she is.”

Sabreen read the slip’s hand in her own grammar-reading. The succubus-blood ran the felt-resonance underneath the silk register, slow and careful. Her tail had stopped its sweep.

“Aeyne is the realm-tie carrier whose bloodline-tie the Wane infiltrated in the drowning. She is tangled. The slip names what my grandmother could read in a mistress’s grammar. Aeyne came back from the drowning with the Wane inside the line that holds her bond to her realm. She has carried it fifty years. She reads at a grammar the Sanctuary has not. She reads at a register the Conclave does not name.”

The cool-pulse held. The bond-channel held. The palm-hum ran its note in the substrate.

I read the implications.

She is not the source. She is the carrier. The Wane’s pattern is one signature-hand across every infection. The source-trace from the ward-bearer’s brand in the Whispergrass cross-references this slip. The Vellith realm-tie has been infiltrated along the carrier-line for fifty years. She reads the grammar that knows what the Wane is along the carrier-line. She has read it since before I was born.

“She knows what the Wane is,” Sabreen said. “She does not name it. She has not named it before the bloodline-council in fifty years. The slips in my grandmother’s hand are the only record in the Veil’s reserve-library. The Conclave reads her as the Drowned Queen’s eccentric line and never names what she has become since the drowning.”

Ymara set her left hand on the warhammer’s haft at her hip, her gaze on the center slip’s margin where Aeyne’s name sat in that careful patient hand.

“She is the lever.”

“She is the lever,” Sabreen said.

I watched the table.

* * *

Sabreen moved to the right group. The right group was the source-trace.

“Hadrick read it in the third hour. He named the brand-iron’s Wane-pattern, sourced to the institution’s archive. The grammar that anchors the brand to the heretic’s ribs and carries the Wane-channel through the binding layer — the institutional reading traced that pattern to Whitemarrow Citadel’s inner archive.”

The palm-hum stepped one register higher in the substrate.

I had read the brand-scar in the working-light since the separation, and I had read the ward-bearer’s brand in the Whispergrass with its source-trace pointing toward Whitemarrow in pale gold. I had not had the institutional confirmation. I had it now, in Sabreen’s slip and Hadrick’s mouth, cross-referenced.

The brand-iron’s pattern lives in the Conclave’s inner archive. The institution is the source-hand. Whitemarrow sits dead-center of the pattern. The Conclave is not the Wane’s instrument. The Conclave has been the pattern’s hand all along.

The scar at my left ribs gave back nothing. The pattern it bore had been Crane’s hand from before the brand ever bit. It had borne the institution’s pattern. It had borne Whitemarrow.

Ymara read the right group in her own verdict register and left unnamed what she read. She set her left hand on the warhammer’s haft and held.

The room ran the count.

* * *

We named what we would do.

Sabreen would ride for Halen’s Veil at the week’s end — twenty-two days to the bloodline-council quarterly. The Iron Hold warhammer stood on the queen-line’s third measure, what Ymara had agreed in the inner court on the prep-night before harmonization. Atrias’s vote-count could not hold with the realm-tie alliance sealed and Ymara at her shoulder. Atrias would fall when the quarterly came. The bloodline-council would name what the Veil bore into the second new moon.

Ymara would ride with her.

“The quarterly first,” Ymara said. “Then the warhold for the new-moon assault on the western border. Then north.”

“Then north,” Sabreen said.

I would stay inside the Sanctuary for the first sixty days post-seal. The harmonization-stone needed its daily carrying-pulse, the wardline held the Wane-actively-repulsive register, Hadrick stayed in the cell, and Tarra held the mistress’s post.

“Sixty days,” I said. “Then I ride.”

“Then you ride,” Ymara said.

The northern fjords assault on the second new moon fell at fifty-six days. The Sanctuary-bound count released at fifty-seven. The window held.

“We meet in the central fjord-realm,” Sabreen said. “At Hjornsk-Vell. At the Drowned Throne. We name the queen of House Vellith on her own realm-seat, in the working-light. We ask what she bears. We ask what she has been waiting to name.”

Ymara set the warhammer’s haft on her own ground.

“And the warhold,” she said. “The heart-stone-tie has read along the queen-line on the long cycle for three days. The sixteen-year load is going. The warhold heals.”

She did not name it in the triple. She named it once. The bond-channel at my wrist read the heat of the warhold running along the queen-line. Her gaze stayed on the harmonization-stone.

Sabreen named her own line in the cool-pulse register. “The bloodline-tie’s central carry has redistributed into the queen-host’s line. The Veil-court stones now hold the queen-line’s shared register across the eastern reach. The court reads at a register Atrias has never held.”

I read both queens in the working-light and acknowledged it. The two lines stood over the table on their own ground. To triple the heat would have broken the wall.

The morning light came farther into the room down the eastern window’s slow angle.

* * *

Tarra came to the threshold on the second water-bell.

“The cell,” she said.

Sabreen rose. The cool-pulse ran register-two even across the sternum, the court-formal surface intact. She would read Hadrick again in the careful pace on the seventh hour, and the ninth, and the fourth water-bell of the afternoon. The institution stood on his ground; it would name what it had set in the calendar. He would name it in the careful grammar-reading. He would hold the institutional captive register in the cell until the road north.

Ymara rose. She would read the wardline along the cliff-approach on the midday count and write to the warhold in cold-blue ink for Halden’s southwest-line rotation.

I held the table.

The slips lay in three groups on the cliff stone. The calendar. The realm. The source-hand.

The pool read one-twenty across the sternum on the recovery pace. The palm-hum ran the substrate’s note in both palms. The bond-channel at my right wrist read register-three. The cool-pulse ran register-two. The harmonization-stone held its rim on the even cycle from center.

Behind me the stone-library’s door stood half-open in the south wall. The stones rested on their shelves down the corridor’s far end under the low cold-blue glow — the pre-Conclave Ascendance-school hand in the marginal notes, the hand of the very pattern Whitemarrow’s inner archive had held for four centuries.

The eastern window ran the slow morning angle. Beyond the cliff the eastern road lay dawn-grey. The wardline along the cliff-approach held the Wane-actively-repulsive register, and the eastern outer marker stayed silent.

Three of us sat around the table.

A name on a slip. Aeyne, of House Vellith, of the Drowned Throne, queen of Hjornsk-Vell — half the Wane’s grammar inside her bond along the carrier-line for fifty years.

A trace to a source-hand. Whitemarrow’s inner archive, the pattern’s center.

The path forward read in the working-light.

The road north opened toward the second new moon.


Chapter 47: Crane Reads the Sanctuary

The stone library on the south wall held the mid-morning hour quiet.

I walked the shelves slowly, careful, a healing-hand four days past harmonization. Pool sat at one-thirty of two-fifty. The pre-Conclave Ascendance-school stones along the corridor’s western shelves held a low cold-blue rest-glow. Pre-Conclave grammar marked every face of every stone, the marginal notes pressed into the limestone by a hundred mistresses of the craft across four centuries.

The queens were preparing. Sabreen had taken the second-from-east quarters, her violet wrap folded and her riding-leathers laid out on the bed. Ymara worked the inner court, going through the column-roll with Brokk for the dawn departure. They would ride for Halen’s Veil at the week’s end, twenty-one days to the bloodline-council quarterly, then back for the new-moon assault on the western border, then north.

I was already counting the days I would hold alone. Sixty days post-seal here. The harmonization-stone’s daily carry. The wardline guarding the cliff-approach. Hadrick in his cell. The stone library every morning, reading toward the Aeyne mystery at a slow pace I had not had time for since Crane’s brand-iron first set its hand to my ribs.

I rested my hand on the third shelf and read the light. A Vellith-line marginal note marked one stone older than the Conclave’s founding. The hand was patient. The hand was not afraid.

Pool steady. Brand-mark scar quiet, left ribs. Behind me the harmonization-stone holds its cold-violet rim. Wardline holding.

The morning held.

* * *

Whitemarrow Citadel held the mid-morning quiet of its inner archive.

Aldous Crane stood at his standing-desk in his personal working-room. Its white-grey limestone walls read cold even in the late summer hour. Three lead-paned windows along the east wall let the morning’s light in at a slow angle. His preceptor’s leather-bound book lay closed by his right hand; the dawn reading had run fourteen minutes, longer than his usual twelve. The Conclave’s reports of the past four days waited at his desk’s center. The pale grey eyes stayed still.

The Conclave working-mirror stood against the southern wall on its bronze stand, a polished black-stone instrument the breadth of a man’s shoulders, set in pre-Conclave Ascendance-grammar from the inner archive’s earliest period. It read working-events at distance through institutional grammar-resonance. The reach was limited, the resolution was limited, yet the read came clean enough to name what a carrier-line ran. Three of the seven Mercies could draw such a read at full register. Crane was the first.

He had not slept. He had opened the reach on the dawn-second and stood before the mirror two hours, reading what the Sanctuary at Hollow’s Span had become since the third night.

He had read the wardline first. It repelled actively across the substrate. He had studied this register in the inner archive’s pre-Conclave Ascendance-school records, a wardline not merely impervious to Wane-channel but reading the Wane’s own pattern back into itself and rejecting it along the carrier-line. He had never seen one active in the realm. The records placed the last instance at a depth the institutional reading would not name.

He read the harmonization-stone next. One hundred and forty characters cut into the spiral. Complete. Sealed. Live. The stone was not the work of any healing-hand at present capacity in the realm. The grammar of its spiral matched the Vellith-line mistress’s hand from one of the inner archive’s bloodline-sealed reproductions. Brother Hale had inscribed it himself. The doctrine register closed with a note: this is the carrier-line capacity, confirmed.

He read the queens’ bond-states. The Iron Queen sat at bond-channel register-three, the wrist; the institutional reading named it an Empowerer-tier locked bond. The Veiled Queen held a cool-pulse register-two at her sternum, a register he had never met in a Conclave-archive record. Brother Hale had achieved a second bond the institutional grammar had no name for. The palm-hum inter-channel ran active in both queens, right palms. Each queen read the other’s bond-state through the new mechanic. The Sanctuary held three bonds on one register.

He read Brother Hale in the central position. The pool sat at one-thirty and climbing. He held the harmonization-stone’s daily carry. He read toward the Vellith-line marginal notes in the south-wall library. The wardline held at his back. The man held three things on his ground at once, and held them precisely.

He read Brother Hadrick last. The Conclave’s best counter-bond Empowerer of thirty years sat in a cell off the inner corridor. Alive. Bound under the Veiled Queen’s reading. The mirror’s reach ran read-only at this distance; Crane could not retrieve him. He could read only what Brother Hadrick had named in the third hour of the past two mornings. The institutional captive register held.

The harmonization-stone’s secondary mechanic, the pool feeding both queens through the substrate, Crane had read on the running register. Brother Hale had pooled vitality across both fronts at once on the first day. The wardline had absorbed the Ascendance Empowerers’ working and stepped its register down. The Wane-form had collapsed in four minutes. Captain Volk had died among the gate-stones under the Iron Queen’s Vohren-iron warhammer. Eighty inquisitors had withdrawn east. Brother Hadrick had named the three-month assault plan from his cell under the institutional captive register.

Crane closed his eyes for two heartbeats.

He registered the cost.

Then he opened his eyes.

He crossed from the mirror to the standing-desk. He drew a fresh parchment from the eastern drawer. He took up his Cardinal-Mercy stylus in the loose grip he had used for forty years. He pressed his preceptor’s signet against his thumb in the old adjustment-tell. He began to write.

The letter set a withdrawal on the institutional pace. Mercy Missions east of the Whispergrass plains, withdrawn by field-rank for thirty days. Doctrine 41-c instructive-containment, raised to its ceiling. The Council of Seven Mercies would convene on the second new moon to confirm doctrine 67-a’s full provisions. The next assault would arrive in six months at full-strength register: the institutional scale the Conclave had been building in the inner archive for six years. The three-month coordinated calendar Brother Hadrick had named was the lighter touch. The Conclave would step from coordinated to mobilized on the six-month mark.

He named the doctrine clauses in a precise hand. 41-c near the close. 67-a beneath it, at the foot.

Then he wrote, in his own hand, what the doctrine register did not require.

Brother Hale —

I have read your wardline through the mirror these past two hours. I have read what you laid into the harmonization-stone. I have read what the queens of your bond hold. The realm has not carried a working at this register in four centuries. I am the hand that signed the brand into your ribs. I am writing this letter myself.

When I taught you diagnostic theory in your fourth year at the Cleansers’ Academy, you asked me, in the stone library, whether the brand-line was a violence or a containment. I told you it was both. I told you the Conclave’s mercy lay in holding the realm together where the founders had failed. I taught you to read a body before you read a face. I taught you to count breaths over the second rib before you named a working. The Conclave’s brand-iron has carried Wane-channel in its binding layer against your ribs for two years. I have known what it carried for six years. I have signed the warrants for it in the Cleansers’ Hall’s public court for six years. I am writing now what I cannot leave unspoken.

The brand on your ribs is a violence. The mercy of it was that I signed it myself rather than leave it to a man who did not love you. The Conclave will require what doctrine 67-a permits when the six-month mark comes. I would prefer for you the door I would have chosen at your age.

Tessa Marren walks the northern cloister. The Conclave will not move on her now; her name has been struck from the field-list under my signature. The Conclave’s brand need not be the last working your body carries. Come home. The bond binding you to the Iron Queen and the Veiled Queen will not be severed; the brand-line will be lifted by institutional measure, and the grammar of your bond with the queens will enter the Council’s record as alliance, not heresy. The door stands open on the new moon’s count of three. The road north of Whitemarrow waits under the same wax I sealed this with. Come walk it.

Aldous Crane, Mercy High Mercy of the Cleansers’ Hall Whitemarrow Citadel

He read the letter through for a minute. He sealed it with the Conclave’s signet-wax. He pressed the High Mercy’s seal into the wax with the careful formality he had kept for thirty years. He rang the small bell on his desk’s eastern edge.

A clerk came to the door on the second bell. Crane gave him the sealed letter and the dispatch protocol in precise institutional naming. Conclave’s fastest courier east. Flag-of-parley. The Sanctuary at Hollow’s Span, halt at its outer marker. No escort beyond the truce-flag.

The clerk took the letter. The clerk left the room.

Crane stood at his standing-desk a minute, the standing posture held.

He closed his eyes for two heartbeats.

Roan had been his fourth-year student. The brand-iron’s pattern had lain in the Crane-line’s hand through the inner archive for sixteen generations. He had burned that brand into heretics’ ribs for six years knowing what it held. Roan would not be the last student. The Conclave’s institutional doctrine would go on.

The pale grey eyes opened.

Against the southern wall the mirror held its rim in the rest-glow.

The morning light reached farther into the room as the east window’s angle slowed.

* * *

Three days later the cliff-approach watch read a single rider on the eastern road under truce-flag.

Day seven post-harmonization. Pool sat at one-seventy-five of two-fifty on the day’s recovery. Sabreen and Ymara stood in the dawn-before-departure, riding-leathers laid out in their quarters, the column-pace set for first light, eighteen days to the bloodline-council quarterly, the palm-hum running their bond-states through the substrate on the queen-line’s shared register. I had read them at dawn through the harmonization-stone’s substrate. The Iron Queen read register-three, wrist. The Veiled Queen ran register-two, sternum. Both holding.

Tarra came in along the inner corridor with the letter in her hand.

“Conclave courier,” she said. “Outer marker, under truce-flag. I read the seal off its grammar. High Mercy’s signet-wax. The courier did not cross the wardline. He set the letter on the outer stone and rode east.”

She laid the letter on the reading-table by the south wall. The Conclave’s signet-wax was the formal hand. The seal read in the working-light on the close institutional register. The high red of the High Mercy’s seal held the careful precision Crane had set into the brand-iron warrant two years ago.

I read the seal on the diagnostic. Conclave’s signet-wax, formal. High Mercy’s hand on the seal. Single-stylus impression along the upper edge, the marginal-note tell Crane draws on his own letters when he writes for himself and not for the Council.

This is from him.

The brand-mark scar at my left ribs gave back nothing. The scar had been dead since the brand-stitch separation on the road two years past. It had borne Crane’s hand and the brand-iron’s pattern while it lived, and lain dead the two years since the burn. Now it sat cold as limestone in the room’s mid-morning rest. It held no live working. It held only what an old burn on a man’s ribs holds once the man who set the brand has named what it once carried.

I broke the seal.

I read the letter slowly, carefully, the way a man reads his preceptor’s hand for the first time in two years.

The institutional withdrawal up front. The six-month full-strength response behind it. Crane had named the longer reach that the calendar from Hadrick’s mouth had given only as the lighter touch.

The Conclave had not retreated. The Conclave had named the longer reach.

Then the second half of the letter, in Crane’s own hand.

The Cleansers’ Academy fourth-year. The diagnostic theory lecture. The brand-line question. The brand-iron’s Wane-channel held in its binding layer for six years. The signing in the brand-court at dawn. The door Crane would have chosen at my age. The mercy of the man who signed the brand himself rather than leave it to one who did not love me.

The preceptor’s voice surfaced behind my attention in the careful, even way I had held for ten years before the brand. His hand rested on the standing-desk. The pale grey eyes stayed still. The voice that had named the second rib at every diagnostic I read on his table. The voice that had taught me to count breaths before I named a working.

The voice that had signed my brand in the public court.

I read the letter to the foot.

I read it again.

The brand-mark scar at my left ribs stayed cold. The pool at my sternum held one-seventy-five, steady. The palm-hum behind me ran the harmonization-stone’s note through the substrate from the central position. The bond-channel at my wrist read the Iron Queen, register-three, in her quarters off the corridor’s third turn. The cool-pulse at my sternum read the Veiled Queen, register-two, on the inner court’s southern bench in the rest before the dawn-after departure. Both queens on their own ground in the Sanctuary’s late hour.

I picked the letter up.

I walked back into the working-room. The harmonization-stone held its rim, centered. The four cardinal stones sat in cold-blue rest. I did not go to the harmonization-stone. I went to the south wall.

An older working-stone stood there — the Ascendance-school stone the Sanctuary’s founder had set into the cliff face in the room’s earliest period. Its top ran flat. Pre-Conclave grammar marked the base. A small purifying script lay along its upper edge — the Mender-grade purge Crane had taught me in fourth year, the working that converts institutional grammar residue along the slow even Cleansers’ purge.

I laid the letter on the stone’s flat surface.

I drew the pre-work breath.

I read the stone in the working-light. The base ran its violet rest. The pre-Conclave grammar of the script was patient. I set my stylus to the upper edge, to the small purifying script. I drew the light along the careful Cleansers’ purge. The light rose from the stylus’s tip in the cold purifying-blue Crane had named in the fourth-year practical.

I touched the light to the letter’s edge.

The institutional wax cracked under the small flame’s draw.

The letter took the light slowly, carefully, the rate of a Mender-grade purge. The High Mercy’s seal-wax burned first. The parchment caught next along its upper edge and read down the page at the pace Crane had taught me. The Cleansers’ Hall’s script went down the page in the light’s cold purifying-blue. The doctrinal-precise hand of the institutional withdrawal went first, the upper third. The preceptor’s voice in the personal half went next, the middle third. The Aldous Crane signature went last, the lower third. The light burned the words slowly, carefully, the way a man reads his preceptor’s hand for the last time.

The stone’s substrate drew the residue down into the cold.

The working-stone stood on the south wall. The brand-mark scar at my left ribs showed the dead pink of an old burn. The preceptor-line waited behind my attention. The institutional doctrine lived in the source-hand at Whitemarrow. The Cleansers’ Academy purge ran in my own hand.

The letter burned to ash.

I watched it. Crane had taught me this working on a fourth-year bench, a grey October dawn in my eighteenth year. The lecture-room had smelled of beeswax and wet wool. He had set the script on the slate, named the count on an even beat, and folded his hands along his desk’s edge in the way he did when he wanted me to read at my own pace. He had named it the Cleansers’ kindest working — the one that does not destroy, only converts. He had used the word kindest. I had read the count off the slate, learned it by hand, carried it ten years past the brand and the road, and in ten years I had never once used it.

I was using it now.

The ash stayed on the stone’s flat surface, a small cold residue of purifying-blue.

I read the ash in the light. The Conclave’s grammar, converted across the substrate. Institutional residue gone cold. The hand that signed my brand, burned by my own hand on the unhurried Cleansers’ purge — the kindest working in the doctrine.

The stone held the cold.

The Sanctuary held.


Chapter 48: The Sanctuary at Dusk

Day seven post-harmonization. Late afternoon, the cliff-edge gone gold.

Working-log. Sanctuary inner room. Day seven post-harmonization, dusk hour. Line state.

Pool one-seventy-five of two-fifty, steady. Cool-pulse, Sabreen, register-two, sternum-seated. Locked. Bond-channel, Ymara, register-three, wrist-seated. Locked. Palm-hum runs inter-channel, active at both queens’ right palms. Wardline holds the cliff-approach Wane-actively-repulsive, permanent along the carrier-line. Harmonization-stone substrate lives and seals; the daily carry runs steady.

Working-log. House state.

Hadrick sits the cell, alive on the institutional captive register; his first reading-week closes tomorrow under Tarra’s hand. The Sanctuary stands at Day 7 of Tomrik Anvil-Younger’s mourning-rite. Tessa rests in the Astrid-cloister to the north, stabilizing.

Working-log. Field state.

The Conclave’s 30-day field-rank withdrawal east of the Whispergrass plains runs active at Day 5 of 30. A six-month full-mobilization response was named by Crane’s hand. The queens ride at dawn-after for Halen’s Veil; eighteen-day passage to the bloodline-council quarterly; Atrias-Vellith was named to the warhammer. Aeyne of House Vellith, who holds the Drowned Throne, was named to the table; we take the second new moon’s road to her seat. Whitemarrow Citadel’s inner archive was named the institutional source-hand. The Sanctuary held.

— R. Hale, working-hand of record.

I came up out of the stone library slow and careful, a man at the old measure’s full pool for the first time in three months. One-seventy-five of two-fifty held steady under the sternum. The bond-channel read the Iron Queen at register-three from her quarters off the corridor’s third turn; the cool-pulse read the Veiled Queen at register-two from the inner court, both queens at one rest-pace before the dawn-after departure. Palm-hum drew the harmonization-stone’s note up through the substrate, soft, the way a struck bell holds the last quarter of itself after the air has stopped moving.

The queens were home. They would ride at dawn-after.

* * *

Tarra stood at the southern stone of the cliff-approach when the courier reached the outer marker.

She had held that southern stone for the better part of seven days, working the inner reinforcement into the Wane-actively-repulsive register Roan had inscribed when he sealed the wardline. The wardline had held since the moment of the seal. The inner reinforcement was not for the present month. It was for the six-month-mark. The Sanctuary had named the longer reach across the working-room table three days back, and she was making the wardline ready for it.

She closed the working when the dusk-bell rang. The southern stone read clean cold-blue in the working-light. The cliff-approach behind her kept the wardline on its outward-pulse, Wane-actively-repulsive, a heat-shimmer above hot stone, the working that shoved the Wane back rather than only blocking it. Seven days of carrying it had taught her the thing needed no carrying after the first hour. The wardline carried itself now. She had only been making the substrate able to take the second wave when it came.

A figure waited by the outer marker on the eastern road. A single rider under no flag. She drew the grammar’s read out across the marker through the wardline’s lattice.

A traveler. A Veil-merchant carrier; she knew the courier-band on his saddle, dyed the Veil’s merchant-house red. The man had wintered in the northern fjords; she read the residue on his cloak by its cold register, northern-monastery wash-line. He set a single sealed slip against the outer stone, turned his horse, and rode east, careful, a courier who knew he had touched the wardline of a place he did not wish to disturb.

Tarra read the seal. Astrid-cloister wax. Pale grey-green, pressed with a sigil she had seen once before, a marginal note in the stone library. The northern monasteries’ grammar ran through the seal-script in a hand she had not read in nineteen years.

She walked the wardline back to the Sanctuary through the dusk light, the slip in her right hand.

* * *

She found me in the stone library. The afternoon hour had given over to the lamp-light hour. The reading-desk lamp held warm-yellow against the south wall.

“From the north,” she said. “Astrid-cloister seal. A Veil-merchant carrier left it on the outer stone.”

She set the slip on the desk’s edge.

I read the seal at the diagnostic. Pale grey-green wax. Three star-shapes in the press, working-script set in the cloister’s hand. Single-stylus impression along the upper edge. I read the residue in the read-light. It held the northern monastery’s cold in the wax, a wash of script I had read once, a marginal note in this library. The hand was institutional. The hand was not Conclave.

Tarra did not speak again. She rested one hand on the doorframe where the inner corridor made its western turn, and waited.

I broke the seal.

The letter was short. The hand was Tessa’s. I knew it before I read it.

The brand-mark scar under the left ribs gave back nothing. The scar had stayed the dead pink of an old burn since the brand-stitch on the road two years past. The wound it had carried, not the physical one, the other one, the one that had asked to be set down for two years and had not until she rode north, had released three weeks back, the day she went, on the cliff-approach at midday after the inner garden, the moment Black Anvil’s safe-conduct seal crossed the wardline. The scar was the scar. The carrying had been the wound. It read dead pink in the lamp-light now.

I read the letter at my own pace.

She was at the cloister. She had been there three weeks. The Empowerer-tier-mark at her sternum had begun to stabilize under the school’s reading-pace; they had no working-hand at her register there before; she was peer-reader to them, not subject; the institutional study ran by her own consent across the table they had set for her. The mark at her sternum she had now seen in the read-light at her own reading. The school had taught her to read that light, the small slow lesson, the one Crane had never written into a doctrine because the doctrine did not permit the people he branded to read what he had carried into them. She named the Iron Queen to close, gratitude for the seal. She named me at no register beyond the one she had named in the inner garden. She named one thing for me to carry: she was well; the working in the north was the working she had been carrying-for at her own register; the letters would continue. In the last line before the close she named the smallholder’s boy in the treatment-room the morning she rode out — the Cleanser purge she had stabilized in his lower bronchial branch — and wrote that the school had asked her to teach the same Cleanser-Mender stabilizing line in the third-year practical in the spring. She had said yes.

That was the letter.

I read it again, slow and careful, a man reading a letter he had been preparing to receive for three weeks.

The brand-mark scar under the left ribs held cold. The pool held at one-seventy-five steady. The cool-pulse read the Veiled Queen at register-two along the southern road. The bond-channel read the Iron Queen at register-three down the same. Palm-hum drew the harmonization-stone’s note up through the substrate.

She was alive. She rode her own road.

I shelved the letter in the south face of the stone library by the filing-pace I had kept nine years in the Cleansers’ Hall: under the cloister-mark, third shelf, southern face. That shelf held the marginal-note slips of the Vellith-line research now; the letter would file beside the Vellith-line slips, fifty years patient.

Tarra read the read off me in her own grammar from the doorframe. She kept silent. She nodded once in the Korr-tell ogre-kin acknowledgment, turned down the corridor, and went back to the cliff-approach to close the seventh day at the south stone.

I stood by the desk a minute.

The dusk-bell rang out over the cliff-edge in a small clear count of three.

I left the inner room by the south door. The cliff-edge of the inner garden held the first cold of evening. I walked the corridor west.

Ymara waited on the inner balcony.

She stood against the stone railing on the southern face, the cliff-valley dropping below her, the eastern horizon beyond the wardline. Her braid lay down over the iron-grey collar in the rest-pace she carried when a watch-day ended. The Vohren-iron warhammer rested against her right shoulder, head up by her cheek, the leather harness unfastened; she gripped the haft in an open hand. Not the harness rest. The shoulder rest. The rest of a queen reading her own horizon for what would come at it next.

Her eyes kept the eastern light in the still tactical register. She held still down the corridor. She knew me by the bond-channel.

“The line holds,” she said — the warhold register, low, the way she pitched it when it was only the two of us. “Empty road tonight. Tomorrow the column rides south for the Veil at second bell, and I ride it as far as the warhold.” She did not turn from the eastern dark. “Then back. There is always a then-back now. Three months ago there was not.” Her hand found my wrist on the rail, over the bond-channel, and stayed there. She did not name the rest. The bond carried it.

“Tomrik’s at the Korr-rite tomorrow?” I said.

“Second bell of dawn, here at the Sanctuary,” she said. “Brokk stands it. I will pass the warhold on the road south.” She left unnamed the cost she carried. She had set it down once over Volk’s head among the gate-stones. The setting-down had finished there. The mourning belonged to Tomrik’s name now.

I held the corridor. Then I went on.

* * *

Sabreen waited in the inner court.

She had taken the eastern chair along the long stone table, the slip from the morning’s courier set by her right hand. The slip held the Conclave’s response to the trade-treaty draft she had lodged with the Whitemarrow trade-courts before she ever rode east: the institutional answer out of the trade-courts at Whitemarrow, separate from Crane’s own letter and pitched at a different register entirely. The trade-courts at Whitemarrow had read the treaty in the institutional grammar she had set: a Veil-court instrument anchoring the Sanctuary’s alliance in the realm’s commerce-law, not in the doctrine-law. The Conclave’s response had arrived that morning. She had read it twice through the day’s reading-pace.

She sat folded into the silk register of the chair. Her hair had come late-hour loose, the deep blue-violet undertone visible in the lamp-light against the court-pin she had set aside. The deep violet wrap over her shoulder held the rest-pace of a queen at her own hour. Her tail moved at its own pace along the floor, neither court-coiled nor exploration-flicked; it lay along the long stone by the bench’s foot the way a tail lies when a queen has nothing left to perform for anyone.

Her eyes lifted to the corridor. The dark violet, hazel-flecked, held the lamp-light in the court-strategy read. Then she set the slip down on the table.

“The trade-courts will move at the second moon,” she said. “The Veil’s silk routes will run through the Sanctuary’s mark by the third. The doctrine-court has no counter to the commerce-instrument. They will write the counter for six years, and we will have run the route to the northern monasteries before they finish.”

She named it in the silk-edged compression of three implications inside one sentence.

I nodded. I did not stop.

She read me by the working-pulse and let me pass.

* * *

The Ascendance working-room threshold lay where the inner corridor met its western end.

I came to it through the dusk light off the small western vent above the door. The stone door rested invisible to the corridor, the way a grammar rests when it has not yet been read past. The Ascendance-grammar on the threshold was the hand of a pre-Conclave mistress of the work whose name the inner archive had not kept. It had ran the same way since the third week of my arrival.

Tarra had stopped asking me where I went in the late hours. The southern lamp’s iron-bracket held the warmth of my shoulder. Joren had set down a wool cloak in the corridor’s inner alcove three days ago for the cold hours, and I had used it. The third-layer’s script had become the habit of my own evening.

The door carried three layers. The outer I had read past in the first week. The second in the second month. The third I had not.

It lay in the cold-violet I had seen in the seal — the same hand, the deeper grammar.

Palm-hum carried the harmonization-stone’s note up my right palm. The note ran on the same line the door’s third layer carried. The script read back through the palm-hum the way one line of the work knows its own.

I set my right hand flat to the threshold-stone. The scar caught the cold-violet of the door’s third layer, my own line answering the old mistress’s hand, the tremor sitting quiet under it the way it sat at rest. It would wake when I asked the hand for a clean line. It had not stopped me from a working yet; it only reminded me, every fine cut, what the reach to save Tessa had cost, and that I had paid it, and would pay it again if the asking came.

I drew the pre-work breath. The script held. The script did not open. The script did not refuse. It lay across the door on the line a working-hand standing here had not yet read past.

I carried the read.

Through the southern window at the corridor’s far end, the first lamp of night lit.

The warm-yellow came up against the cold-blue lattice of the wardline on the cliff-approach, against the rim of the harmonization-stone behind me, against the eastern horizon Ymara held from the balcony, against the lamp-light in the inner court where Sabreen sat over the trade-treaty draft, against the script on the door under my hand.

The wardline held the Wane back along the cliff-approach.

The Conclave waited on the eastern road at the six-month full-mobilization.

The two queens stood at my back, at their own work, at their own pace.

The Sanctuary held.

Whitemarrow had named me in its working-mirror. Crane had named me by his own hand. Hadrick had named me from the cell. Aeyne of the Drowned Throne would name me on the second new moon’s road. The realm’s institutional grammar had a hand in it now that it had no name for. It would have one before the year was out.

I read the script on the door slow and careful, the next attempt.

The first lamp of night kept over the cliff-edge.

The Sanctuary at dusk.
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