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CHAPTER 1: Eastern Road

The thaw had started two days behind us in Halan’s Crossing. It was still working its way up the eastern road toward the compound, which meant we were riding through the part of late winter where the surface looked solid and was not. Every fourth footfall my mare’s left fore broke through a crust of frozen mud a quarter of an inch thick into the half-melted ground underneath, and every fourth footfall after that the right fore did the same, and the pattern was regular enough that after the first hour I had stopped noticing it consciously and had started counting it instead, which was a different problem.

Sample of four beats, load split across two channels, the strength of the ground to bear it dropping below stated capacity at the point of contact. I let the thought finish without correcting it. That is what I am thinking about instead of what I am thinking about.

The audit had been running since first light. Long stretches of road did that to me now. Lyra rode at my flank a length back and half a length to the right, where she had ridden every long stretch of road since the second week of the autumn campaign east, and we had not exchanged more than nine sentences since the inn at Garred’s Lean had fallen out of sight behind us at midmorning. The silence was not avoidance. The silence was the conversation. Eight months had been said in Halan’s Crossing four days back by a healer with hands too gentle for the weight of the sentence, and Lyra had heard the sentence from the next room without needing to be told, and we had agreed without agreeing to ride the news back to the compound ourselves rather than send word ahead, and the agreement had been made in exactly the kind of clipped working quiet that this road was now extending to fill out.

My right hand was on the reins.

The two fingers, the index and the middle, had tremored since the First Voice’s working passed through me in the lab two weeks before the autumn campaign closed, fine and even and roughly four cycles a second when I let them go slack against the leather. Not enough to drop a rein. Enough to feel. I had stopped trying to suppress it after the first day on the road. Suppression cost concentration I needed elsewhere, and concentration was a finite quantity these last four days, and the audit had already filed the tremor under persistent and moved on.

The strange thing about the tremor was that it had not started during the working. It had started two minutes after the working ended, in the half minute when I’d been sitting on the lab floor and the First Voice had been somewhere outside the building and Sable had been putting her hand on my shoulder and asking, in the tone she used when she didn’t want a question to be a question, whether I could stand. I had stood. The tremor had come in as I’d straightened, and it had not gone since. I had a working theory about why it had timed itself that way. The working theory was not currently bearing any load.

Calibration tolerance, the audit offered. Persistent residual. Acceptable for tasks that are not inscription. Re-test before next working.

I let that sit too.

Underneath my breastbone, in the place the Bond carried Sable’s signal in from the compound, the flutter was running. It was not the schematic fault I had named it for in the last weeks before we’d ridden out — that descriptor had named itself when I’d taken her hand in the cottage and the working had failed to integrate cleanly. Today it was something else. Today it was the skip of half a second in her wrist where the Bond carried her pulse, a tiny lag between the beat I expected and the beat that arrived, regular enough that I could feel the lag inside the beat and not just the beat. I had been tracking it since we’d left the inn. It had not changed shape in three hours.

That was the audit’s read.

The other read, the one underneath, was that the flutter still meant she was still alive in the compound thirty miles ahead of us, and the lag was the corruption’s way of taking its toll on the bond between us, and the steadiness of the lag was something I should not be measuring with engineering vocabulary, because measuring it that way was the only thing keeping me from riding the rest of the way at a full gallop.

I kept the mare at a walk.

“Branch,” Lyra said, behind me, the first word in an hour.

A low oak limb that had come down in some recent wind was hanging across the road level with a rider’s shoulder. I ducked under it without slowing the mare. Lyra ducked under it behind me. The exchange took maybe two seconds and required no further conversation. That was the working partnership we had: she saw what I would walk into and named it in one word, I corrected, we moved on. There was no negotiation in it. There hadn’t been for a year.

The road curved.

Bearing reads three quarters west by a touch south, the audit said. Compound at twenty-eight miles. Bond holds at distance, nominal.

I let it have that one. I let it have all of them. The audit was doing work that needed doing — keeping me alongside Lyra at a walk for the last twenty-eight miles instead of going on ahead — and it didn’t need my supervision to do it. I had spent two years learning to trust an engineering mind to handle background load while the front of my mind dealt with whatever the day’s actual problem was. Today the day’s actual problem was the eight months and the tremor in the two fingers and the small wrong frequency under the song from the compound, and the audit was holding the ride together while I steadied the rest.

That is the function the audit serves. That is the function I am using it for.

I noticed I had noticed.

The audit marked the noticing and filed it without comment and went back to counting hoofbeats. There was a recursion problem inherent in observing the observer, which I was choosing not to dignify by following any further down. I had built the audit specifically so it would not require my conscious oversight, and the worst thing I could do for it now was supervise it.

We rode another half a mile in silence.

A magpie called from the pines off the south side of the road, and the mare’s ear flicked toward the sound, and Lyra’s hand moved on the bow at her saddle in the small gesture that meant registered, not a threat. The hand returned. The mare’s ear came back forward. The audit logged the sequence and filed it under nothing. The wind shifted a quarter of a point northward. I felt Lyra adjust her seat by a fraction behind me to account for it. The adjustment was the kind of thing she would have done four years ago without thinking and the kind of thing I would not have noticed at all four years ago, and the fact that I noticed it now was the four years.

* * *

ETHAN COLE - Level 75 Forge Sovereign (Legendary)
STR 101 DEX 98 CON 107
INT 151 WIS 132 CHA 78 LCK 68
HP 2400/2400 MP 2350/2350
Active Skills:
Runesmithing (Sovereign) Lv 1
Sovereign Inscription Lv 1
World Rune Lv 3
Seal Network Lv 3
Compound Awareness (passive)
Title: Sovereign of the Forge


* * *

Compound Awareness was the strangest of the installations the Sovereign class had given me. It came on without my asking when we passed inside a radius of fourteen miles around the cornerstone working, and it had come on roughly an hour ago, and it was running quietly underneath everything else now like a second pair of ears tuned to a frequency the first pair couldn’t reach. The Seal Network ran at level three across the inner perimeter. The southern wall’s repair stones were warm under Harken’s hand. Tobias was in the workshop with Ember at his ankle. The cottage hearth had been banked recently. Nobody had broken the perimeter in the four days we’d been gone. Nothing had come at the seals from the outside. The compound was, by all the readings the working would give me from this far off, in the steady state I had inscribed it to hold.

The flutter in the Bond was the only frequency in the whole sample that ran off true.

The mare’s left fore broke through another crust of mud and came up wet. Lyra’s mare, behind me, broke through the same crust at the same angle three seconds later. The road was getting wetter the closer we came to the compound’s drainage. Snowmelt running downhill toward the eastern fields. We would hit serious mud inside the next mile.

“Look,” Lyra said.

I followed her line of sight. A pair of crows had risen off a deadfall fifty yards to the south of the road, beating north toward the higher ridge. They did not fly that way on a clear afternoon. They flew toward the compound on a clear afternoon. The northern wind was up.

“Storm coming in tonight,” I said.

“Hour after sundown.”

“We’ll be in before that.”

“Yes.”

She left good unsaid. She didn’t need to. We rode through the next minute without speaking, and the wind began to come up behind us in a way I could feel against the back of my coat, and the flutter in the Bond under my breastbone shifted.

It shifted small.

The skip in her wrist lengthened — not doubled, not even noticeably increased, but lengthened by a fraction the audit could read and the audit could not have read an hour ago. The lag had gained weight. The beat underneath the lag was still steady. The lag itself was carrying more of the work now than it had been at midmorning.

Reading: the corruption’s load is shifting from inside the beat to inside the gap between beats. Working hypothesis: the load is redistributing as the bond distance closes.

The audit caught the shift. The audit filed it. The audit did not pass it back to me with any urgency, because passing it back with urgency would not have helped, and I had trained the audit by now to know what helped.

I kept it off the line to Lyra.

I did not name it because there was nothing she could do with the naming that she was not already doing by riding behind me at my chosen pace and by saying look when she needed to say it and by saying yes when she didn’t. I did not name it because Sable was thirty miles ahead in the cottage and the lag was hers to carry until I was there and naming it to Lyra would not put me there one minute sooner. I did not name it because the audit was the right tool for it right now and the audit was steady.

The audit, having been given the new reading, ran a small unprompted comparison against the last three days of recorded samples and reported back a single line. The drift inside the gap is not linear. Its rate of change against time is accelerating.

I kept the line in my mind without looking at it directly. The line did not need to be looked at directly. The line was the eight months in a different vocabulary, and the vocabulary did not change the eight months. What the vocabulary did was let me ride the next mile without breaking the mare into a canter, which was its only job and the job for which I was paying it.

I felt my jaw set.

The road climbed.

The last rise before the compound was a long shallow grade that the road took at an angle for the better part of a mile, and the eastern face of it had begun to clear of snow in the late sun while the western face was still white. We had been climbing it for the last ten minutes without my noticing the climb. The mare’s breath was coming heavier. Lyra’s mare was matching. The wind at our backs was carrying the smell of woodsmoke up from the cottage chimneys, which meant we had crossed the radius of fourteen miles into the Domain’s full reach a long time back and I had stopped noticing the smell as new.

The crest of the rise came up.

I drew the mare to a halt at the top because I always drew the mare to a halt at the top. Lyra drew up beside me without comment. The eastern road dropped away in front of us in a long slow descent toward the valley floor, and the valley floor stretched flat for the better part of three miles before the land rose again toward the workshop hill, and on the workshop hill, sharp against the white winter sky and the dark winter pine, the banner I had raised as founder after the autumn siege was flying from the south tower of the inner compound wall.

The wall itself stood gray and clean in the afternoon light. The southern face showed the lighter stone where Harken and Tobias had been working the repair through the closing winter — a band of new ashlar two courses high and forty yards long running west from the south tower toward the main gate. The Seal Network’s working sat invisible across all of it and ran quiet under my reading. The smoke from the cottage chimney rose in a single thin line that the wind from behind us bent eastward. The compound, from this distance, looked like a place that had been waiting.

I sat the mare a moment longer at the top of the rise.

Lyra did not speak. The audit did not speak. The flutter under my breastbone kept its new longer lag without changing shape further. The tremor in the two fingers of my right hand was running at its usual four cycles a second against the leather of the rein.

The walls stood gray on the workshop hill in the afternoon light, and the banner I had raised flew above the south tower in the wind.


CHAPTER 2: The Telling

The ride down off the rise took the better part of forty minutes. The western face of the grade was the wettest stretch we had hit all day, and the mare disliked the give of it, and I did not push her. Lyra kept her length back and her half-length right. The woodsmoke from the cottage chimney came in cleaner as we descended, joined halfway down by the higher drier scent of the workshop forge. Tobias had banked it but not let it out. The smell sat in my chest in a way that had everything to do with the four days behind us.

Compound at three miles, two-tenths, closing.

I let the audit have its reading. It was not in the way of anything.

The inner gate came up where the descent bottomed out. Two of the Seal Network’s standing stones flanked the road along the outer perimeter sixty yards out, and as we passed between them the working clicked into my reading the way a key seats into a tumbler at the right depth. Compound Awareness, which had been running at the resolution distance allowed since the fourteen-mile mark, resolved up into full bandwidth. Every running ward along the inner wall came online for me in the same quarter-second. The wards were sealed. The lattice was steady. Underneath it all the third heartbeat that wasn’t anyone’s ran a little harder now that I was inside the radius.

The gate disciples stood at parade rest to either side of the open inner gate. Two of Tobias’s younger apprentices and one of Harken’s hired guards. They straightened as we cleared the standing stones. The boy to the left, about sixteen and named Pell, looked at me, and his face did something small and quick before he got it under control, and his eyes went to Lyra’s and Lyra met them and gave a short nod, and the boy nodded back, and that was the entire exchange.

They had read it in my face before I had spoken.

Compound knows, the audit said. Reading on appearance.

I did not stop at the gate. The mare carried us through into the inner courtyard at her own pace. Inside, the household was about the work of a late-winter afternoon. Two of Tobias’s apprentices were carting fresh charcoal from the south shed toward the workshop’s loading porch. Harken had climbed the south wall ten paces west of the bell tower and stood with his hand flat against the new ashlar, the same warm reading I had felt from fourteen miles out, closer now. He turned at the hoofbeats and brought his hand off the stone and lifted it in the small half-salute he used when he did not want to make ceremony of anything. I lifted mine back. Tobias stood by the open shutter of the workshop window, a carbon stick in his hand and a schematic half drawn across the bench before him. He came up when he saw two horses instead of none, went still a moment, and nodded once. I nodded back. Neither of us spoke.

The cottage sat along the north side of the inner courtyard, set back into a small garden Lyra had planted three years ago and Sable had let go a little wild in the autumn just past. The cottage door was open. Sable stood in the doorframe.

She was in humanoid form.

She had pulled on the long charcoal coat she wore in winter and her boots were not on, which meant she had come from inside without stopping for them, which meant she had been waiting since the Bond-flutter gave me the compound and the compound gave her me. Her hair was loose. Her hand pressed flat against the doorframe at shoulder height the way it did when she was keeping herself still on purpose. Her eyes met mine across the courtyard.

She did not move toward me.

She let me come to her.

I swung off the mare. Lyra had both reins already and was walking the horses toward the stable. I crossed the courtyard. The third heartbeat under my breastbone changed cadence as I closed the distance. It had been running under the song, three paces of it overlaid across the rhythm. As I came within ten feet of her it dropped into my throat where the Bond carried her breath and not her pulse, and the wrongness sat in the hollow above my collarbone in a place I had never had a sensation before.

Ember sat upright by Sable’s bare feet, her single white tail curled around her front paws. The kit’s nose came up as I approached, and her eye flicked to catch mine, the gold and amber fleck of her mother’s coloring carried through to her, and her ear twitched in the small way it twitched when the Bond was reading wrong through her without language she had words for. She stayed pressed against Sable’s foot.

I stopped a pace from the door.

“You are home,” Sable said.

Her voice was quieter than the road had been. The thinned archaic flourish she had been spending sparingly for two months now had been spent further on this sentence. Three words instead of fifteen, my smith left off the end of it where it should have been. Her eyes did not leave mine.

“I am home,” I said.

“My smith,” she said then, with a breath between the words.

She put her hand to the front of my coat where the breastbone was and where the Bond ran. Her palm was cool. Her fingers were steady. She asked nothing. She knew what I carried. She had no need of it spoken out here by the doorframe of the cottage. She closed her eyes for the length of a breath and opened them, and the gold and amber fleck of them caught the late light, and she stepped back from the doorframe to let me in.

“Call the household,” she said. “To the long hall. Now.”

The long hall ran the length of the cottage’s southern wing, the long oak table down the center and the door at the eastern end where Lyra and I came in. Vessa was already there. She had a stack of folded parchment by her elbow and a half-drafted protocol document spread before her under the high window’s light. The protocols were for the Crown summit at Halan’s Crossing three weeks out. She kept her seat. She set the quill down in its holder with the deliberation she used when she was making a point about not rushing, and her face did not move.

“Sovereign,” she said.

“Vessa.”

“Eastern road in five days. Acceptable time. The summit protocols will hold.”

“They will need to hold longer.”

She read that and did not respond. She lifted her chin a quarter-inch toward the workroom doorway that opened at the western end of the hall.

Thessaly came in from that doorway almost as the chin lifted, which meant Vessa had timed it. Thessaly had ink across the cuff of her left sleeve and a sketch half drawn in ink on the back of her right hand. Her amber eyes went from Vessa to me to Sable to Lyra to the empty seat at the foot of the table that had been Kira’s for three months and was still Kira’s, because nobody there moved chairs for absence. Her scales, along the line of her jaw and the back of her neck where they showed at the collar, were the late-winter bronze they ran when she was concentrating. She slid into the seat at Vessa’s right.

Lyra closed the hall door behind her, leaned her bow against the frame, and did not sit. She stayed by the door. That was where she stood when something was being told.

Sable took the head of the table. I took the chair to her left.

Vessa’s eyes flicked once, very briefly, to Kira’s empty chair at the foot.

“South wall,” Vessa said. “She is still in Stillness territory. Three months as of two days back.”

“Yes.”

“This will not wait for her.”

“No.”

I waited a breath and then I told them.

I told them in the plainest sentences I had. The healer at Halan’s Crossing had read the Bond and read Sable through it from a distance, and had named the term after hours of working through her own books. The curve was non-linear. It gave us eight months at the outside. Maren of the First Voice, Maren in private and First Voice in public, had extracted something from an Aspirant of dragonkin blood eighty-one winters ago in a working buried in Council record because it should not have been done. That extraction was the seed of what had passed through me in the lab two months back, and what now sat in Sable. The First Voice had not planted it in her in the lab. The lab had moved a thing already present from its holding place into her. The thing was finishing what it had been built to finish, and what it had been built to finish was the carrier.

I let it sit.

Thessaly’s scales went gold for one long second along the line of her jaw and then settled back to bronze. Her eyes never left the grain of the table before her. She kept a hand flat against the table, palm down, and the bioluminescent line under the skin of her wrist pulsed once and dimmed.

“What realm of dragonkin?” she said. Her voice was very even.

“Storm-line,” I said. “Healer was specific. Storm-line dragonkin out of the southern range, three generations before the line went out.”

Thessaly’s eyes closed for one second and opened again. She said nothing else. She had no need to yet. The realization had landed. She would have it ordered by tomorrow and she would come to me with it then, and I had agreed inside my own head four days ago to be ready when she did. I did not look at her any longer than I had looked at the others.

“The only known framework that might preserve her without severing the Bond is sealed behind her mother’s door in Ironhold,” I said. “Speaker Hardin knows we are coming. An envoy will arrive inside the next ten days. We will hear them when they come. I am not yet proposing the journey.”

Vessa absorbed all of it with her face flat. Her hand went to the parchment before her, and her thumb laid flat across the half-drafted protocol the way it did when she was setting a piece of work down inside her own head and picking up another, and her chin came up.

“Geometry,” she said. “Preserve without severing. What is the working doing in mechanical terms.”

“Conversion, not removal. The healer would not be more specific until the door is read. The door is the framework. The framework was built by someone, with Sable’s mother, who knew what the extraction was. The framework was built to hold or to redirect, not to cut out. That is the geometry.”

“Acceptable,” Vessa said.

She picked the quill back up.

I had been writing the sentence in my head for four days and it had landed the way I had thought it would. Flat. Without the relief that telling carried in other rooms. Thessaly’s scales had dimmed. Vessa had taken it the way she took an order she could not yet act on. Lyra by the door had not moved and had not spoken. She had heard the term in the next room four days ago from the healer’s slow inhale, and she had carried it down the road behind me. She was looking at Sable.

Sable spoke last.

She had not moved from her seat at the head. Her hand had rested before her against the table the entire time I had been speaking. She lifted it now and laid it flat over my hand where it sat on the wood between us, and her eyes held the grain of the table and not any of us, and she gave us one sentence.

“I knew,” she said. “The morning before the lab, when the southern range fell quiet, I knew.”

Nobody answered her.

We sat with it for the time a household needs to sit with a thing it cannot yet act on. Outside, the sound of one of Tobias’s apprentices wheeling the second cart of charcoal toward the workshop loading porch went past the high window and away again, because the household’s work did not stop for a telling and Tobias would not have wanted it to.

Vessa lifted her quill and went back to the protocols. She did it without ceremony. The work would hold longer, and the way she would be ready was by drafting the next page at the pace she had drafted them this morning. I read the choice of that in the set of her shoulder and did not interrupt it.

Thessaly pulled a small leather notebook from under her left forearm, opened it to a fresh page, and began to write in the close fast hand she used for her first-draft research notes. She never said what she was writing. I did not ask.

Lyra came off the doorframe. She picked her bow up. She looked at me once, and the look stayed for a beat longer than the working signals between us usually ran, and then she nodded and went out through the eastern door. I heard her boots cross the courtyard at the working pace she used when she needed height. The inner watchtower’s wooden stair took her footsteps, and after that there was no further sound from her. The watchtower was where she processed.

Ember came in.

She slipped under the eastern door without a sound and crossed the floor on her small white feet and curled in against the toe of Sable’s boot beneath the table. Her single tail wrapped over her nose. Sable’s free hand came down to rest against her head, and Ember closed her eyes.

The hall went quiet.

After a while Vessa finished the page she was on. She started no other. She set the quill down and stood, gathered the protocols, tucked them under her arm. She put her free hand, for a half-second, to Sable’s shoulder as she passed. She said nothing. Sable did not look up. Vessa went out through the eastern door at her working pace.

Thessaly stayed longer with her notebook. Then she closed it without finishing whatever line she had been on, walked the length of the table to the head, and stopped by Sable’s chair. She put her hand to Sable’s shoulder where Vessa’s had been and let it rest for three slow breaths. She said nothing. Sable’s hand came up off Ember’s head and laid for a brief moment over Thessaly’s, and then Thessaly went out the same door Vessa had used.

The hall closed around us.

Sable’s hand still covered mine where it sat against the table. Her fingers were cool. The Bond-flutter had not changed shape since I had crossed the doorframe of the cottage, but the third heartbeat that wasn’t anyone’s had moved, when she laid her palm against the back of my hand, out of the hollow above my collarbone and down into the place beneath my sternum where I had been carrying her at distance for two months. Against her palm it was softer. Against her palm it had a kind of acknowledgment in it, as if the Bond between us had been waiting to be told what we both already knew and had now been told.

The audit was running.

It was running the way it had run along the road. Vessa: drafting cadence, pauses of two seconds when her thumb returned to the parchment. Thessaly: holding bronze, breakthrough delayed approximately fourteen hours per her usual cycle. Lyra: gone to watchtower height, processing in the vertical. Sable: speaking last and shortest, palm cool against the back of my hand. Ember: watching the foot, one tail, settled. I noticed the audit was naming her contact pressure, and I noticed I had not stopped it, and I noticed it was doing emotional work in the language it had been built for.

I did not stop it.

There was nothing else in my chest load-bearing enough to take the work from it. The audit was the carrier I was using because the thing it was carrying could not be set down yet, and the audit was steady.

Sable did not speak again. I did not either. I sat with her at the head of the long oak table for a long stretch I did not put a number to, and I thought about what she had said about knowing, about the morning before the lab when the southern range fell quiet and the storm-line went out of her at the back of her own throat and she had not told me, and I kept the silence with her. The silence was the only thing in either of us honest enough to be the shape of the news we had just put down on the table. The news did not keep the silence. Eight months. The count had started the morning the range fell quiet, and it had run under every word at the table since, and it was running now.


CHAPTER 3: Thessaly's Confrontation

The workshop was the place I went when the only thing in the building I could think clearly about had edges I could measure. I had walked out of the long hall with the news still on the table behind me, crossed the courtyard at a pace that pretended I was going somewhere on purpose, and come through the south door because the audit needed something to count that was not a person.

Tobias was not in. He had walked his half-drawn schematic down to Harken by the south wall the way he did when an idea wanted air. The forge was banked low.

I went to the bench along the eastern wall.

The fitting was already set out on the wool pad. Tobias had asked for it the night before I left, a small wedge pinion for the south wall repair, third in a run of twenty-two binding the warm new ashlar to the cold stones along the joint line. The other twenty-one he could inscribe himself. The third sat over the keystone that bore the load, and a regular inscription would carry but would not seat. I had said when I’m back. I was back.

Material: schist, banded gray. Throughput at keystone: seven hundred and forty units of qi per cycle, sustained. The audit ran its baseline read without my asking. It was the tool I had walked out of the long hall to use.

I drew the burin from the rack.

The Sovereign Inscription seated in me the way it had seated since the autumn. The grammar of the rune pulled itself open behind my attention and offered the eight cardinal forms in the order they wanted to be laid. I set the burin against the dressed face. The first form went in clean. The schist took the line to the depth I asked. The audit logged the read against the baseline, seven hundred and forty per cycle, and I let myself exhale the half breath I had been keeping without naming.

The second form. The third.

The flutter of the Bond under my sternum had thinned to the small wrong note under the song the moment I had crossed into the workshop. That was the way the corruption channel let the work channel through. It happened now in workshop hours. The flutter went low while my hand was on the burin.

I set the fourth form.

The door opened behind me.

I did not turn. The gait was Thessaly’s, quicker than Vessa’s, heavier in the heel than Lyra’s, with the half skip in the second step that the bioluminescent flare put in her left ankle when she was reading something at full intensity. I kept the burin and finished the form. I lifted it clear. I set it on the wool pad.

The latch clicked again behind me.

She had closed the door.

That was the marker. Thessaly never closed a workshop door. She measured time in hours of research and resented every second a door took out of the count. A closed door meant she had brought a thing with her that wanted the door closed. I turned.

She had come to a stop by the long west table, two scrolls of dragonkin research under her left arm and her notebook in her left hand. She laid the notebook flat. The ink on her cuff from the long hall was still there, the same blue black in the same spot. The scales along the line of her jaw were the bronze with a gold undertone that the long hall had left her in. The undertone had not settled out. The amber of her eyes met mine across the workshop floor.

She held the silence first.

She unrolled the first scroll with the deliberate motion she used to keep the parchment from creasing, anchored the corners with four basalt weights from the rack, and stood with her hands flat over it. The bioluminescent lines along the inside of her forearms came up to a quarter pulse and stayed.

“I knew you were working on something for her,” Thessaly said.

Her voice was not raised. The rapid-fire cadence was there in the rhythm and not in the volume. She was reciting. She had carried the sentence down from the long hall, and she had ordered it on the way.

“Four months. She stopped asking me about my research on the storm-line in early winter and she had been asking weekly for two years. She asked Lyra for the back-archive seal on the eastern shelf three times in October and not once before. She rearranged her own working notes with the spines facing in, which she does only when she is keeping a sequence she does not want any of us to read backwards. I knew. I did not know what. I waited. That was my error. I am naming it so I am not lying about my own part.”

She lifted her eyes to mine. The scales along her jaw banked a half shade toward gold.

“Ethan. The First Voice told you at the lab a season back. Maren. You walked out of that lab knowing what had been put in Sable, what realm of dragonkin she had taken it from eighty-one winters ago, and that the storm-line was the line that died. You came back. You let Sable speak last in this room when I had not yet been told. You rode east. You sat with the healer in Halan’s Crossing. You rode west. You spoke to all of us in the long hall one hour ago. Across that season, across those four days, in that one hour, the room you put me in was the room everyone else was already standing in.”

She paused. The pulse along her forearms moved to half frequency.

“I am the only dragonkin scholar within a four-month ride of this compound and you did not put me in the room when the door first came up. I am the only person in this household who could read what your First Voice was doing eighty-one winters ago. I am the only one of us whose blood is what she was extracting from. You knew that. I knew you knew that. And I sat in the workroom this morning with ink on my cuff drafting protocols for a working I had not been told the basis of because the basis of it was being held in the hand of the four people who were already in the room.”

I started to say something.

She held up her hand. Just enough to set the next sentence between us before I could put one in front of it.

“I am not here for the apology. The apology will not change the order of who knew what. I want the system we use in this household to change. Today. I want to be told the next thing the moment you know it. Every dispatch off the eastern road passes across my hand before any other. I sit in every council where the working that is on Sable is read, drafted, or discussed. Every fragment of the framework you find in Ironhold comes back to this workshop or to my workroom in the same pouch it traveled in. Not because I am owed it. Because I am useful to it. The working is going to fail without me. And you know that too.”

The bioluminescent lines came up to a three-quarter pulse.

“That is the demand.”

She put her hand flat over the scroll again and waited.

The audit, in the half second before I spoke, offered me the seven defenses it had ready. Ordered, sequenced, timed in the proportion that would let me out of this room with the least friction. I had built the audit to offer me exactly this.

I shut it the way I shut a forge damper. Not by turning my attention to it. By turning my attention to the only thing in the room that bore weight, which was Thessaly, and letting the audit’s offering close itself behind the work my front of mind was now doing.

“Yes,” I said.

She held my eyes.

“You are right. Every count. The omission was mine. The system that produced the omission was mine. The lab afternoon should have come back to you the same day. Halan’s Crossing should have come back to you the same hour. The long hall today should have started with you in the chair you take when you are reading primary source and not in the chair you take when you are minute-taker. You will see every dispatch from this day forward before any of the rest of us. You will sit in every council on the working from this hour forward. The Mother-Working framework, in every piece that comes off Ironhold, passes through your hand first. I am naming it now because the system changes the moment I name it. It is named.”

She read my face for a long breath.

Her scales settled back to the bronze with a gold undertone she had carried in.

She let the thanks go unsaid. She had carried the demand into the workshop in one piece and I had carried the granting back to her in one piece, and the work in the room had turned to the work in the room.

She bent over the scroll.

“Then I am inside the room as of this minute, and I have brought the room a thing it does not yet know.”

I crossed the floor to her side.

The scroll was a map. She had drawn it across the last three weeks in the close fast inkwork I had watched her do over breakfast and not asked about. It showed the southern dragonkin enclaves as they had stood eighty-three winters ago. Eleven marked. Ten had a small dot beside the name. One had a double circle, and the second circle was darker.

“Vael-Threnn,” Thessaly said. “Storm-line enclave. Southwestern shoulder of the range. Population at eighty-three winters’ remove between four and five hundred. Sixty-two confirmed door-workers in the registry I have triangulated. Three named on the Council’s external-registry of cross-clan scholars. One in correspondence with a Sable’s-mother-aged ice-line scholar two months before that correspondence stops.”

She set her finger on the dark double circle.

“Eighty-one winters ago. Single week. The whole enclave went dark. The Council registry has it as plague. The trading houses have it as a fall of internal succession. The neighboring enclaves have it as a refusal of contact. Three versions of an empty space, and the empty space is the same size, and the size of it is the size of the door-worker population in the southern range that decade. The First Voice did not target dragonkin, Ethan. She targeted door-workers. She made sure no one else could ever read what your Sable’s mother put behind that door.”

I read the map.

“Who’s the scholar in the correspondence?”

“Halren of Vael-Threnn. I have one letter from him. It is in the second scroll. He is writing to Sable’s mother about the geometry of a working they are co-drafting. He describes it in his hand as a holding. Not a containment, not a seal. A holding. The word for the thing being held translates roughly as what they would do if no one was there to take the doing. He breaks off the letter mid-sentence and the correspondence does not resume.”

“He’s the one she built the door with.”

“The one she built the door with.”

I set my hand flat beside hers over the scroll.

The Sovereign Inscription resonance I had laid into the schist a minute before Thessaly came through the door settled. The third form’s calibration finished. The reading of seven hundred forty completed against the requirement at keystone tier. A rune of delayed realization below the foot of the fourth form lit at completion the way it lit when the calibration crossed a threshold into the next tier, and the working sang one short clean note from the back of the workshop. The flare of qi hit the floorboards in a half-second shimmer.

Skill: Sovereign Inscription. Cycle complete in compound-repair geometry. Promotion: Lv 2.

I felt it settle low and unflashy and final.

“What did you just hit?” Thessaly said. Her amber eyes had caught the flare. The pulse along her forearms came up half a step.

“Sovereign Inscription. Level two. Compound-repair geometry triggered it.”

She looked over the work I had set, then at me. The bioluminescent line eased back to a quarter pulse. She made the small note in the corner of her mouth she made when a piece of context she had been waiting on slid into place.

“Useful.”

She turned back to the map.

* * *
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* * *

We stood over the map another few minutes. I asked her about the way she had triangulated the registry. She walked me through it. I asked her about the trading-house versions of the dark week. She walked me through those. The rapid-fire cadence came back into her voice the way it did when she was inside her own work, the scales banking back to bronze, the bioluminescent lines settling to a steady quarter glow. No softening came into her toward me. The room had become the room she had been demanding to be in.

She rolled the first scroll. She rolled the second. She tucked both back under her left arm and lifted the notebook.

“I will draft the first inside-room report by end of evening. Brief. Two pages. I will hand it to you across the long hall table at supper. From there it goes into the working file you are going to keep on a shelf I can reach without asking.”

“Second shelf above the workbench.”

“Useful.”

She crossed to the south door.

She paused with her hand on the latch and turned half a turn back to me. The amber of her eyes stayed in the late light of the afternoon. The scales along her jaw were settled. The bioluminescent line inside her left wrist gave one quarter pulse and dimmed.

“The next time the system you are running puts me outside a room I should be inside,” she said, “I will not come to your workshop to talk about it. I will go to Sable. I am telling you that now because I want you to know what the next correction looks like before you need it. I do not think you will need it. I am telling you anyway.”

“Understood.”

She opened the door. She went through. She pulled it closed behind her with the same flat deliberate pace she had used coming in. The latch clicked. Her boots crossed the southern hallway with the half skip her left ankle put in the gait when the lines were running low. The footfall faded into the courtyard.

I stayed by the west table.

The basalt weights were back in the rack. The wool pad carried the burin. The schist fitting sat with the four Sovereign forms inscribed clean across the dressed face. The forge was banked to the same low. The workshop was unchanged.

The audit, with nothing left in the conversation channel to measure, tried for a moment to measure the workshop. It read where the burin lay. It read the angle of the carbon stick on the bench. It logged each and put each down and did not find anywhere in the room it could go further. Nothing in the workshop had moved while Thessaly had been speaking.

I had been the thing that moved.

I stood at the table a while longer. The flutter of the Bond under my sternum was at its workshop pitch, low and small and steady. The tremor in my two fingers was running at four cycles per second against my right palm where I had laid it flat against the wood. I thought about the count of who had been inside the rooms I had been keeping for the last two months and the count of who had been outside them, and the way the count had been wrong in exactly the proportion Thessaly had named, and the audit behind my attention put down its final read of the afternoon without my asking it to: the working would not hold unless the count of who was inside was the count of who was needed inside, and the count I had been keeping was short by one.


CHAPTER 4: The Compound Adjusts

I was up before the first bell.

The cottage was cool. Sable had already gone from the bed in the way she moved when she was keeping the room quiet for me, the linen folded back at the angle she always set, the cup of water she had put out the night before still half full on the windowsill. The early light through the east window was the gray blue of an hour before the sun would clear the ridge. I dressed without lighting the lamp and went out into the yard.

The compound was already at work.

I could read it before I saw any of it. Compound Awareness opened the way it had opened since the autumn, not as a map but as a count of pressures distributed across the stones I had laid the Seal Network through. Tobias’s apprentices were in the workshop, four of them along the long bench, the fifth by the forge bringing the bank up. Harken’s hire crew had the south wall, six of them on the upper course and two below along the bedding line. The kitchen had three. The gate had Pell. The eastern watchtower held a disciple I read as Vinn by the weight he kept on his left heel. Inside the courtyard Vessa was already in the long hall, the drafting hush settled into the stones beneath her chair the same way it had settled yesterday.

The audit, in the back of my attention, made the soft observation that the household pace was back. Not back as a recovery. Back as a count. The morning was running at the rate it ran on any other morning, and the difference between this morning and the others was that everyone awake was awake earlier than they had to be, and the count of who was up came to nearly everyone.

The forge coal warming smelled the way it always smelled. The east gate creaked once and settled.

I went toward the cottage I had come out of.

Sable stood in the doorway with Ember on her hip.

She was in humanoid form, one visible tail tucked low against her skirt the way she carried it when she was holding the kit, the other eight folded close along her spine under the linen, the formal posture humanoid carriers held when they did not want the gate to read their count. Her hair was loose. Her gold and amber eyes found mine across ten feet of courtyard before she said anything. She was reading me the way she always read me in first light, and what she found she let go unnamed. She lifted her free hand, palm up, and I crossed to her.

“You are up early, my smith,” Sable said.

“So are you.”

“Ember has been awake since dawn. She has been checking the household.”

Ember was watching me over Sable’s shoulder. She had her small hand wrapped in the collar of Sable’s shift and her cheek pressed to the place where Sable’s neck met her shoulder, and her eyes were the same gold and amber that Sable’s were. She said nothing. She had no language for this yet. She read my face for the length of a breath, and then she unwound her hand from Sable’s collar and reached, and set her small palm flat against the inside of my wrist where my pulse ran.

The flutter in the Bond was not where it had been the last three days.

It had moved.

I had been carrying it under my sternum in the workshop and in my throat in the long hall. This morning it sat lower. It had settled into the breath I was taking, into the count of my breaths beneath the breath, a half count off the rhythm that ran the way an out of tune second voice runs when a chorister keeps their own line clean and does not reach to fix it. It rode my breathing now. The flutter had moved with the sleep, the way some of the working in me had been settling at night since the autumn, and it had come to rest in the count of my breath.

Ember felt it against my wrist. She pressed her palm flat. She kept it there.

Sable watched her ward read me. Her eyes never left my face.

“She has been doing that to all of us,” Sable said.

“For how long?”

“Since you came up the eastern road. She does not know what she is doing. She knows it is something. She will tell you when she finds the word for it.”

Ember took her hand off my wrist. She put her cheek back against Sable’s neck. The flutter in my breath held where it was.

Sable left unsaid what she had read coming out of the cottage. She raised her hand and set two fingers against my jaw, holding them there, and the cool of her skin met the place below my ear where the flutter had been the day before, and then she drew her fingers away. She did not speak. The silence answered for her.

“Vessa is in the long hall,” I said.

“She has been since the fifth bell of the night watch.”

I went to the long hall.

The long table was half buried.

Vessa had her dispatches laid out in three stacks. Crown courier paper on the left. Speaker’s paper on the right. The summit protocol drafts down the center, four sheets of them, the writing in her own hand at the close even rate she kept when she was working a thing she had ordered the night before. She kept her eyes down when I came in. She lifted her left hand a quarter of an inch off the page and let it hover, which was how she asked me to wait a moment, and I waited the moment, and she finished the sentence and laid the pen flat across the inkwell.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat.

She turned the center stack toward me.

“Halan’s Crossing,” Vessa said. “Three weeks. King Aldric’s standing instruction to Theron is to receive at the western pavilion at first bell of the third day after our arrival. Theron will be there as King’s representative under the standing protocol. Speaker Hardin will not attend. He sends his envoy. The instrument being signed is a sovereign accord. Not a treaty. Not a vassal oath. I have written the draft to that standard.”

“What clauses are locked?”

“Three. Non-vassalage. Mutual defense at sovereign discretion. Recognition of Sable at sovereign-peer status under Crown precedent.” She laid her finger across the third clause. “That is the one I drafted twice. The Crown has not recognized a non-human sovereign-peer in four hundred years. The precedent I am using is the Speaker’s-hand recognition at Ashenmoor in the eighth century. It is thin. It is legal. Theron will read it the morning he sees it and understand what we are doing with it. King Aldric will sign it or he will not, and the rest of the accord stands either way.”

“He’ll sign it.”

“Probable,” Vessa said. The drafting hand paused. The pause ran two seconds where yesterday’s pauses would have run a half second. “The instrument is built so that he can sign the precedent clause as a separate seal. If he wants to take it back later he will have to take back only that clause. I have made the rest of the accord watertight against that motion.”

I read the precedent clause.

“It’s clean,” I said.

“Acceptable.” She lifted the page back onto the stack. “The summit window opens three weeks out. The Ironhold journey, if we leave a week after the embassy arrives, returns inside the summit window.”

She kept her eyes down as she said it.

She proposed nothing. She was a soldier with two operational windows on one table, and she had set the timing of the one against the timing of the other so the room could see them. I read what she had laid out. I said nothing about it. The audit filed the window and set the file aside, ready for the day the decision would have to be made.

“Anything else from Theron overnight?”

“Brief. Signed at the second hour. He acknowledges receipt of my draft. He will return marked notes within ten days. He sends his regards to the household.”

“Send mine back.”

“Acknowledged.”

I left her with the table.

The watchtower on the inner wall was the one Lyra had gone to.

I climbed the ladder. She sat by the eastern rail with three dispatches in her left hand and one open across her knee. She kept her eyes down as I came over the lip of the platform. The bow leaned against the wall behind her. A tin of the cold tea Tobias brewed for the night watch sat by her elbow, half drunk, lid off.

“Look,” Lyra said, and turned the page on her knee toward me.

It was a road report.

“Refugee column moving north out of the southwestern range,” she said. “Hundred and forty, two days’ march. Stillness pressure pushing them. They will hit the western waystation by the end of the week. Pell needs to be told.”

“I’ll tell him.”

She turned the next page.

“Courier sighted on the southwestern shoulder of the range. One rider. Stillness signature. Riding our way. Two days out at the pace they were moving. The eastern dispatch caught them at dawn yesterday and lost them at noon.”

“Anyone we know?”

“Nobody named. The rider is alone and is not in a hurry. That is what the rider is telling us.”

She set the page down. She turned the next one.

“Eastern frontier. Qi-pressure reading at the third waystone is up. Quarter of the baseline. The reader is one of Kira’s old contacts. The reading is current at three days back. The reader noted Stillness wind in the upper band on the day she took the reading. Kira will want this. I will hold it for her.”

“Have you slept?”

“No.”

She did not turn toward me when she said it.

“I will not until I have read the next dispatch run,” she said. “The next run is mid-afternoon. I will sleep after.”

I did not press.

I went back down the ladder.

The south wall was the next place I went.

Ironhide was working with Harken’s crew along the upper course, lifting and seating the larger ashlar blocks the way it had lifted and seated them since the autumn. The siege construct’s bulk made the lift trivial; the bedding was where the craft lived. I watched Ironhide set a block, settle it, ease its weight off, and step back. The block sat. Ironhide stilled. The qi signature it ran through the seating was the resonance it used to read the bedding stone for fit. The signature came up clean, then it changed.

It changed by a quarter step.

Ironhide turned its great head toward me. The runes along its brow gave one slow pulse. The Bond between us through the Master Construct skill was a working channel, not language, but the channel carried tone. The tone came as a single shaped query. Off by a quarter of an inch. Same place every third row.

I went up to the block.

I set my palm flat against the bedding stone beneath it. The Sovereign Inscription opened in me at the workshop pitch. The bedding under the block ran off by a quarter of an inch on the southwest corner, the way Ironhide had shaped the query. I inscribed a small correction. The schist took the line. The bedding seated. Ironhide’s runes pulsed twice, the way they pulsed when its reading and my correction lined up on a tier that satisfied both.

The audit observed, soft, that Ironhide’s processing rate had run faster than before. Before Book Five it would have read the offset and stopped. It would not have shaped the query. The change had come somewhere across the cornerstone month, the way some of the constructs had changed across that month, and the change was new this season.

I left Ironhide on the upper course.

I came back across the inner courtyard at midmorning.

The compound was running in parallel. Tobias’s apprentices kept the bench. Harken’s crew held the wall. Vessa sat in the long hall with the dispatch run from the south coming in. The watchtower had Lyra and the cold tea. The kitchen had three. Pell held the gate. Thessaly’s workroom door was closed, and the light in the gap beneath it was still burning, and it had been burning since first light, which meant she had been at her research since the small hours.

The audit reached for the morning’s accomplishments and tried to put a count on them.

It made a list of who looked tired.

Vessa’s two slow pauses. Lyra’s missing sleep. Sable’s flutter in the breath. Thessaly’s light. Pell’s shoulders. The kitchen apprentice with the bandage on her thumb from a knife slip the third bell of last night.

The audit caught itself. It put the list down. It tried again. It made the same list a second time.

I did not stop it. I noticed it.

The afternoon ran the way the morning had run. I went back to the workshop and read the outgoing dispatches across my hand the way I had told Thessaly I would read hers. The third stack came in at the second hour past noon. I read it through. The Crown courier paper was thin. The Speaker’s paper was clean. The southern dispatches were quiet.

The south watchtower bell rang at the fourth hour.

The pattern meant a rider approaching.

I came out of the workshop into the inner courtyard. Pell already held the gate. Tobias stood by the workshop window with the schematic still in his hand. Vessa was crossing the courtyard from the long hall, her cloak settling on her shoulders, her face flat as a soldier’s. Compound Awareness opened the way it opened when a Seal Network node was struck, and the rider had reached the four mile mark on the eastern road, coming at a steady pace, alone, in formal cloth.

The cloth was Furnace formal. Ironhold.

The rider crested the last rise on the eastern road, a single horse at an easy trot, the Furnace cloth the dark grey and iron of Speaker Hardin’s house, the rider’s left hand resting flat across the cantle in the open palm sign that meant bearing word, not steel.


CHAPTER 5: Ironhold Embassy

I walked down to the inner courtyard, matching my pace to what the rider was doing on the road.

The rider was not hurrying. The Furnace cloth he wore was the dark grey and iron of Speaker Hardin’s house, and the way his left hand rested open against the cantle to declare himself meant he was inside the eight-furlong courtesy line that Ironhold envoys held before the gate read them. Pell already stood by the post with the gate staff in his right hand, the haft canted to receive a courier, the small bronze ferrule turned outward. Tobias stood by the workshop window with the schematic still folded against his chest. Vessa held a half-step behind my right shoulder, flat as a soldier.

The rider came up holding the same pace he had crossed the last rise on. He did not change it for the gate. He stopped his horse fifteen feet short of the line and dismounted to the side where the half axe rode his hip. The dwarf clans drilled it that way: dismount so the weapon shows to the household before the body does. The half axe was an old one. Its haft was bone-cored and bound in iron wire around the grip; the head was Ironhold work, and across its blade a cheek-mark of a small triangle and line named him Courier-Direct of Speaker Hardin’s hand. The mark was the mark; no other rode a dwarf’s hip in the formal cloth of the clans, and no other did a Sovereign household need to read.

He came up to the gate-line and stopped on it. He bowed there, hands open at his sides, beard plaited tight under his chin, twelve days of eastern road dusting the lower hem of his Furnace cloth and never higher than the shoulders. Compound Awareness opened clean against the reading I had laid through the gate-stones the year before and found the signature of Speaker Hardin’s house woven through the warp of the cloth. The signature was the working I had felt across Speaker Hardin’s letters since the autumn. It was the same hand. The rider carried the Speaker’s hand in person.

He drew a scroll from inside the cloth.

He carried it across both palms.

The seal was the Ironhold Speaker’s. The wax was the grey iron the Speaker used, harder than common wax and run with veins of darker grey through the cooling, and the mark pressed into it was the cairn and axe: a stacked four-stone cairn under a half axe laid lengthwise across the top course, the haft pointed toward the bearer to mark the carrying. The mark was the Speaker’s working. It was the one the Speaker pressed only into wax he had warmed with his own breath.

I returned the bow at the depth one sovereign gives a peer. The audit, in the back of my attention, ran the protocol against what I had read in the Crown briefs across the winter and laid the count clean.

“Courier-Direct Rhenn Half-Axe,” I said. “You are received.”

“Sovereign of the Forge,” Rhenn said. The cadence ran formal as the dwarf clans kept it, the sentences long, the rhythm slow and respectful and built to give the receiver time to read the speaker as the speaker read the receiver. “I bring word from Speaker Hardin of Ironhold, and I bring it with his hand, and I stand at your gate as a guest under the courtesy your household has extended to mine across the last four seasons.”

“My household receives Speaker Hardin’s hand and welcomes his courier.”

He inclined his head. He did not move past the line. He waited for the household to come meet him, which was what a Courier-Direct waited for when the seal he carried was a Speaker’s and not a clan court’s.

Sable stood in the cottage door.

The gate signal had brought her out. She was humanoid, one visible tail tucked low and out of sight, the other eight folded close along the spine in formal posture, her hair pulled back at the nape with the small bronze pin she wore when the household held formal. Ember rode her hip. The kit had her cheek against the place where Sable’s neck met her shoulder and her hand gripping the collar of Sable’s shift the way she had gripped it that morning, and her gold and amber eyes stayed on Rhenn without any of the alarm a kit reading a stranger would carry. She read the courier as Sable read him. The two of them were quiet.

Thessaly waited in the arch of the long hall.

The bell had brought her up from the workroom. Her scales held the bronze with the gold undertone that the late winter light caught by midday, banked low, the glowing lines down her forearm holding a quarter of their pulse. She tucked her notebook against her hip in the closed posture. Her amber eyes were steady. She kept silent.

I gave Rhenn the sign that brought a guest into the hall.

He came through the gate at the same slow pace he had ridden the last mile. Pell took the horse. Sable’s eyes, flecked gold and amber, met mine across the courtyard for the moment it took her to read what I had read in the cloth, and then she handed Ember off to the kitchen girl waiting at the cottage threshold and walked across the courtyard to take her place at Rhenn’s right hand for the walk in.

The long hall took five of us to the table.

I took the head. Sable on my right. Vessa on my left. Thessaly across from them. Rhenn standing at the foot with the scroll still across both palms. I did not need to climb the inner watchtower to know Lyra was there; Compound Awareness read her by the south window of the upper tower the way a working reads a node, the bow against the wall behind her, the cold tea forgotten near her elbow. She was observing. She had not come down. The household was inside the room that needed to be inside the room.

Rhenn laid the scroll on the table.

He did not break the seal. That was for me.

“Speaker Hardin formally requests,” Rhenn said, “that the Sovereign of the Forge come to Ironhold and read the door in the deepest chamber of the working hall.”

He set a second thing beside the scroll.

It was a tile.

A small piece of grey-veined stone the size of my palm, cut from the threshold of the working chamber, and the signature banked inside it to low fidelity was a fragment of the door’s working bound by a holding rune along the tile’s edge. The rune was Ironhold work, careful, narrow. Rhenn watched my face as I set my hand near the tile and said nothing about what he expected me to find there. He let the working do its own speaking.

Compound Awareness opened against the tile. Sovereign Inscription, holding the workshop pitch, read the working bound in the stone.

The working was a signature I knew.

The line was the one I had laid into the compound cornerstone the day the autumn campaign ended. The same hand. The same proportion through the third turn of the inscription, the same way the line closed on itself by the fourth. Not a copy. The same working. The same craftsman’s tell in every joint a craftsman left one. Whoever had laid the door in the deepest chamber of Ironhold’s working hall had laid it with the same hand I laid the cornerstone with, and the only hand I had laid the cornerstone with was mine.

It was not mine. It was older than mine by eighty-three winters and change.

It was Sable’s mother’s.

I felt Sable feel it across the Bond before I lifted my hand off the tile. There was no flutter. There was a slow quiet recognition that ran from the bone behind the base of my skull down across my tongue and settled in the back of my mouth with the faint copper taste of a working being read by two readers at once. The taste was new. The Bond had not carried this shape before. Sable read the working through me, and she read her mother through the working, and the copper in the back of my mouth was the working naming itself in the channel the Bond opened for it.

I lifted my hand.

I looked at Rhenn.

“It is her mother’s hand,” I said.

“It is,” Rhenn said. “Speaker Hardin would not have asked otherwise.”

He let the room hold for a long moment.

“Speaker Hardin formally requests that the Sovereign of the Forge come to Ironhold within the lawful preparation window of eight weeks from the date of this embassy,” Rhenn said. “Sovereign-tier reading requires the preparation, and the Speaker has set the chamber and the working hall to it for the duration. The journey from Halan’s Crossing is twelve days at the pace a sovereign party can keep without strain, which makes the journey from this compound sixteen. The reading is expected to take three days at the chamber and may take five. The return is the same. Speaker Hardin sends safe-conduct under his seal and the hospitality of his hall for the duration of the working and for as long after as the household wishes to remain at Ironhold. He notes that the door has been waiting since the Mother sealed it eighty-three winters ago. He notes that this is the first season the door has had a possible reader.”

He did not press.

He stood down by the foot of the table with the scroll still laid across the wood and the tile beside it and the safe-conduct unspoken, and he waited.

Vessa spoke without lifting her gaze from the wood.

“The Crown summit opens in three weeks at Halan’s Crossing,” Vessa said. “Departure a week after the embassy puts the household at Halan’s Crossing for the summit. The Ironhold leg follows directly. The accord signs first. The reading follows. The timing aligns.”

The drafting cadence settled back into her hand on the close, the even rate it had held all morning. Acknowledged.

Thessaly looked up from the table to Rhenn.

“What is the chamber’s depth below grade?” she said.

“Three hundred and forty fathom,” Rhenn said. “By the old stone-clan reckoning. The working hall sits at the second of the four reaches. The chamber sits at the lowest.”

Thessaly’s glowing forearm lines pulsed once to half and dropped back to a quarter. She wrote the number into her notebook against her hip without looking at the page.

“And the working hall’s qi-architecture,” Thessaly said. “Is the second reach a worked chamber or a found one?”

“Worked,” Rhenn said. “By the Mother’s hand and her co-author’s. The found cavity sits at the fourth reach below. The second was opened to hold the working hall and the chambers that flank it. The architecture is laid to the working, not the stone.”

Thessaly wrote that down too.

Sable spoke once.

“I would read what my mother left there.”

The thinned archaic flourish ran through the line the way water runs through stone. She kept her eyes off Rhenn when she said it. She looked at the tile. Her hand rested beside the holding rune, not on it, the fingers close enough that I could read the cool of her skin against the wood without the Bond carrying it for me.

I did not commit.

The audit, in the back of my attention, started to lay the cost out across the table the way it laid costs out, and I let it run a quarter of the way and then set it aside. The cost was for the council, not for this room. Rhenn was waiting on a yes or a not yet, and a not yet was the right answer for the embassy hour.

“Courier-Direct,” I said. “Speaker Hardin’s request is heard, and his seal is honored, and the household will give the embassy its answer.”

“The Speaker has allowed a week for the answer.” Rhenn inclined his head a careful inch. “I am to remain at your courtesy for that week or for the morning, as the Sovereign of the Forge chooses. I am also to carry whatever the Sovereign chooses to send back ahead of the household.”

“Stay the night. The answer will be ready in the morning, or the week, as the household decides.”

“Acknowledged, Sovereign of the Forge.”

He bowed there by the foot of the table. He left the scroll. He left the tile. Pell came in under the arch on the signal Vessa gave with her left hand without looking, and Pell took Rhenn out of the hall toward the visitor quarters by the east curtain. The two of them moved at the slow pace the courtesy of the clans kept for guests carrying a Speaker’s hand.

The hall closed around the four of us and the tile.

Lyra came down from the watchtower.

I felt her on the stairs before I saw her under the arch, and then she was under the arch with the bow over her shoulder and the dispatches still in her left hand, and she came to the table without a word and stopped on Vessa’s left. She set the dispatches down on the corner of the wood. She stayed on her feet. She looked at the tile.

We did not speak yet.

The tile sat on the wood between us with the holding rune along its edge keeping the working to low fidelity, and the working in it was a hand laid eighty-three winters back, older than any working around this table, and the working in it was the same line I had laid into the cornerstone the day the autumn campaign ended, and the copper taste behind my teeth was still there.

Sable’s hand had moved from the wood to the tile’s edge. Not to lift it. To rest the back of her knuckle against the holding rune along the stone’s rim, the way she would have rested her knuckle against the warm bowl of a lamp on the cottage table when she read by it at night. Vessa’s hand lay on the corner of the scroll. Lyra had not moved from where she had stopped, on Vessa’s left, the bow over her shoulder, the dispatches under her left hand. Thessaly’s notebook was closed against her hip and the glowing lines along her forearm held a quarter of their pulse.

The stone with its grey veins caught the late afternoon light along the rim where Rhenn had set it down, and the cairn-and-axe seal on the scroll beside it threw a small grey shadow across the wood, and the four of us stood around the table in the long hall, the door of the deepest chamber of Ironhold’s working hall rendered at low fidelity between us.

The rendering was the easy version of it. The door itself stood at the far end of three weeks of road, eighty-three winters sealed and never opened by a hand but the one that had set it, and we would come to it with the eight months already running.


CHAPTER 6: Council Inside the Cottage

The cottage was lit by the hearth and by the small bronze lamp set on the mantel, and the fire ran to the working temper I had laid the hearthstones for a year and a season back. The five of us came in by the rate the long hall had let us out: Sable first, then me with the tile in my right hand, then Vessa with the small slate of the summit protocol draft against her hip, then Thessaly with the notebook open to the dragonkin pages and a finger marking the place she had stopped reading, then Lyra last with the bow still over her shoulder. Lyra did not lean the bow against the wall by the door. She set it there. The difference was the difference between forgetting a weapon and naming the wall as the place the weapon went, and Lyra had named it. She came to the cottage table without taking the quiver off.

I set the tile on the cottage table.

The table was the small one Sable and I ate at, oak with a burn-mark in the south corner from a quench-jar I had set down without thinking an autumn back. The tile sat in the center of the wood along the seam where the second and third planks met. The audit, in the back of my attention, opened a different mood against this wood than it had opened against the long hall. The cottage was not operational space. It ran quieter here the way a forge ran quieter on the banking.

Ember was by Sable’s foot.

The kit had come in behind Sable without being carried, single tail tucked along her hock, and she had curled into the rag-rug against the inside of Sable’s left ankle with her cheek to the boot-leather and her gold-amber eyes half-shut. She was not asleep. She was reading the cottage with her ear the way she kept the household with her ear when the household was working a thing through.

I sat.

Sable sat to my right just as she sat by the long table. Vessa took the chair to my left and laid the small slate flat under her right palm. Thessaly took the chair across and set the notebook open beside the tile with the finger still marking her page. Lyra did not sit. She stood by the end of the table opposite the tile with her left hand on the back of the chair and her right hand against her thigh, the way she stood by the watchtower window when she was listening to a dispatch.

I did not propose.

The audit had been laying out the cost of it in the back of my attention since Rhenn’s bow by the foot of the long table, and it had a clean shape ready, and I set it aside. The cost was a thing I would lay out when the council asked me for it. The council had not asked. The first thing the council needed was not what the cost was. It was where each of them stood on the door at all.

“I am not going to put a proposal on the table first,” I said. “I want to hear each of you. Vessa, start.”

Vessa did not look up from the slate.

“Yes,” Vessa said. “The geometry works. The Crown summit opens in three weeks at Halan’s Crossing. Departure a week after the embassy puts the household on the road at the right rate for the summit and lays the Ironhold leg directly after the accord signs. Six weeks for the round, give or take three days for weather at the eastern passes. The compound can be held by the staff we have if we set the watch correctly. Ironhide anchors the Seal Network at the cornerstone; the network reads clean off his Master Construct channel without me on the inside, and Tobias holds the workshop authority for the duration. Harken holds external defense. Pell promotes to gate-lead and we cycle a second disciple in beside him; I have a candidate. Skitter goes with the party. The construct’s recon range on the road is what we will be light on without.”

She paused.

“The operational risks are the staffing during absence and the watchtower coverage during the long leg,” Vessa said. “The compound has not been without a senior on the watchtower for more than a fortnight since the siege. Six weeks is a fortnight three times. The risk is real.”

She did not name the bigger risk.

She kept her eyes down to avoid naming it. The slate lay flat beneath her palm and the drafting hush sat across her shoulders in the close even rate it had carried since the long hall. The thing she had not named was sitting in the room without her naming it, and the room heard her not name it.

The audit noted the omission and set it aside without quantifying it.

“Thessaly,” I said.

“Yes.” Thessaly’s scales banked from bronze toward gold along the line of her cheek and stayed there. “The door is the only known framework for what we are trying to do. There is no second working. The Mother-Working is the only working we have a thread of, and the thread runs through Halren of Vael-Threnn, and Halren co-authored the Ironhold door with Sable’s mother in the season before the cull. The chamber holds his hand on the inner side as much as it holds hers. I am the only dragonkin scholar within a four-month ride of this compound and the only living reader of stormline pre-cull script that I am aware of in the regional sphere. The chamber sits at three hundred and forty fathom below grade in a worked second-reach hall. The architecture is laid to the working not the stone, which means there will be standing inscriptions in the antechambers we walk through to reach the door itself. I want to be at the reading. I want to be in the antechambers when we cross them. I want to be at the door when you set your hand to it.”

The gold along her cheek flickered as she said the Vael-Threnn name and went back to gold.

“Yes,” Thessaly said.

“Lyra.”

She did not move her hand off the back of the chair.

“Reluctant yes,” Lyra said. “Look. The road carries risk the compound does not. The compound is held by a working you inscribed; the road is not. Six weeks is a long time for the Sovereign to be on a road inside a working someone else laid the safe-conduct on. I do not love it.” She paused half a breath. “I am going with you.”

She looked at me when she said the last sentence, not toward the tile, and her hand against the chair back tightened and relaxed once.

“Sable.”

She did not look at me when she answered.

She looked at the tile.

“I would be in the chamber when the working is read.”

The thinned archaic flourish sat in the line where the word chamber did. She said no more. Her cool hand found mine on the wood as the sentence closed, the back of her knuckle against the heel of my palm, and the copper taste behind my teeth was there in the channel the Bond had carried it through since Rhenn had set the tile on the long hall table. It was fainter than it had been in the long hall. The taste was thinning.

I listened to the four of them after she stopped.

I did not interject.

The audit, in the back of my attention, ran the four positions side by side the way it would have run four load points across a beam, and it caught what it had been measuring for since the embassy crested the last rise. The four of them had given me their consent ahead of my decision. Each from their own stance. Vessa with the geometry and the unnamed risk; Thessaly with the door as the only framework and the inside place she had already earned; Lyra with the reluctant yes and the going anyway; Sable with the single line. They had answered the door without waiting for me to put it in front of them. They had answered because the household had become the thing that answered doors together. The audit had been measuring for the council and not for the choice. The thing it had been measuring for was here.

I let it sit a breath.

“Yes,” I said. “We go.”

Vessa let the slate rest under her palm. Thessaly closed the notebook on her finger. Lyra’s hand left the chair back and went to her quiver strap and back. Sable’s knuckle stayed against the heel of my palm.

“Seven days,” I said. “We depart in seven. That gives Rhenn a day at the gate and the road back ahead of us with the answer. It gives me the time to close the south wall repair and draft the response dispatches to the Crown and the regional sects who need to be on notice that the household will be off-compound for six weeks. It gives the household the time to set the staffing right. Vessa, you have the slate.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Ironhide stays. Anchor the Seal Network at the cornerstone.”

“Acknowledged. Tobias holds workshop authority. Harken holds external defense. Pell to gate-lead with a second disciple cycled beside him; I will set the candidate before the morning. Skitter rides with the party.”

“Ember stays,” Sable said.

The line was hers. She said it without lifting her hand off mine. Ember’s ear against the inside of Sable’s ankle twitched once at the sound of her name and then settled.

“Ember stays at the compound.” Sable’s hand turned against the wood. “The journey is not for the kit. Tobias and Pell will have her between them. The cottage will be opened to her at the close of each day.”

“Acknowledged,” Vessa said.

The implementation talk took a quarter-hour. Twelve days from Halan’s Crossing to Ironhold. Four days early at the summit grounds. Three to five at the chamber. Sixteen for the return. The dispatches Vessa would draft tonight: the formal response to Rhenn for the morning, the Crown notice naming the timing, the regional sect notices on the standing arrangements during absence.

I felt the working settle in the back of my head while she was talking.

It was the embassy protocol working I had laid against the gate stones on Pell’s signal during the courier reading that morning, married into the cornerstone pattern the tile reading had opened across Compound Awareness in the long hall. The two had been running parallel since the embassy hour and they laid down across each other now in the cottage the way two adjacent inscriptions laid down across each other when the second was completed against the first. Sovereign Inscription, settling. The flare of qi ran clean up the back of my neck and broke against the inside of my skull, and the level chimed in the language the system used when it did not want to interrupt a room.

Vessa stopped mid-sentence.

She kept her eyes down. The drafting hand went still for the moment the flare took to broaden, and her right index finger lifted off the slate and came back down.

Thessaly’s amber eyes caught the flare.

Her scales went gold along her cheek and stayed there for the count of two and went back to bronze. She did not speak.

Lyra said, “Look.”

She said it without raising her voice. She was reading the shift in my qi the way she read the road from the watchtower window, and the Look was the Look she used when a thing she was tracking had settled into a new place.

Sable’s cool palm moved from the heel of my hand to my wrist, and the Bond carried the resonance of the settling working through the channel the copper taste had been in, and the taste flickered and quieted behind my teeth.
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I let the screen sit and close on its own.

“Continue,” I said.

Vessa’s finger went back to the slate. She finished the sentence the qi-flare had stopped her on, named the second disciple candidate by name (a southern girl, two years in the post, careful hands), and laid the staffing diagram across the slate’s lower half. Thessaly wrote two lines about the antechamber depth in the second reach without looking up. Lyra did not move.

The council wound down at the next quarter.

Vessa folded the slate against her hip and stood. “I will start the response to Rhenn in the long hall. The morning version will be ready before first bell.” She inclined her head to Sable in the way she had taken to inclining her head to Sable in formal contexts since the autumn. Sable did not return the incline; she met Vessa’s eye and held there for the beat the acknowledgment took. Vessa went out the cottage door.

Lyra picked the bow up from the wall.

“Watchtower,” she said. “I will read the south sweep before sleep.”

She said no more. She went out behind Vessa. The door closed under her hand with the careful pressure that did not jolt the latch.

Thessaly stood last. The notebook closed against her hip in the closed posture, the bronze along her cheek steady. “I will align the dragonkin pages against what Rhenn gave on the chamber depth and the second-reach work. I will have a brief for the morning.”

She paused by the door.

“The Vael-Threnn hand on the inner side of that door,” she said. “I have waited for an excuse to be near it for two years.” She did not look at me when she said it. She went out.

The cottage closed around me and Sable and Ember.

Ember was asleep by Sable’s foot now, the single tail laid along her hock. The fire ran to the working temper along the hearth. The tile sat in the center of the cottage table along the seam where the second and third planks met, the holding rune along its edge still keeping the low fidelity working steady, and the working in it sat in the cottage the way the lamp sat on the mantel.

Sable’s hand was still on my wrist.

She did not move it. She sat to my right with her shoulder against the chair back and the cool of her palm against the inside of my wrist where the Bond had carried her pulse since the eastern road, and the copper taste behind my teeth was thinner than it had been by the long hall table. It was thinner than it had been since Halan’s Crossing. It was fading in the channel the Bond had opened for it, not in a way I would have called gone, but in a way I would have called responsive. The Bond had opened that channel when the decision had been a thing the household had not yet given its name to. The household had given its name to it. The taste was thinning in answer to the giving.

I left it unnamed.

She did not name it either.

I watched the tile against the wood and the cool of her palm at my wrist and the fire along the hearth and the kit by her foot, and the audit, in the back of my attention, sat quiet the way the cottage sat quiet at the close of a long day, and I thought: the room decided this. The room I have been building decided this. The audit was not measuring for the choice. It was measuring for the room that would make the choice without me having to be the one to put the choice in front of it, and the room was here, and I had been working toward this without ever giving the work its name.


CHAPTER 7: Quiet Messenger

The south wall fitting sat on the bench.

I had carried it from Tobias’s rack at first light. The keystone-tier wedge pinion that had thrown Ironhide’s quarter-inch bedding offset rested in the center of the wood with its bedding face up. The fitting was the last piece I had wanted to close before the midmorning answer to Rhenn in the long hall.

The shop was warm. Tobias worked the southern forge, two apprentices crowding the bellows. The morning carried the quiet that comes after a decision the way a forge carries the quiet that comes after a tempering, when the work that had needed naming was named and the work that needed doing was the next thing to set the hands to.

I laid the line of the working.

The bedding face caught it clean. A small even pulse of qi ran along the inner edge of the fitting where the pinion stress would seat, and the correction sank into the stone side of the bedding without rebounding off the iron. Tobias would seat it in the wall before the afternoon bell. The repair stayed on schedule.

The audit ticked the fitting off the list and moved to the next item.

Pell knocked on the workshop door.

I knew it was Pell before I looked. His knock kept the gate disciple’s cadence, three short raps and a pause. I set the stylus down beside the fitting.

“Sovereign,” Pell said from the threshold. “Rider at the outer ridge. One. Not Ironhold. Not Crown.”

I turned.

Pell held his staff at rest along his right shoulder, and his left hand kept the open palm his training held it to when the news was not steel. His face had gone to the careful read it took when he carried a thing he could not name out fully.

“Colors?” I said.

“Stillness,” Pell said. “Plain dark cloth. No house mark. Flag-down protocol. Dismounted at thirty yards, approaching the inner gate on foot at slow ceremony pace. Woman, thin, no visible weapon. Carrying a folded paper at chest height in both hands at delivery posture.”

I stood.

The morning had been the morning until Pell’s three short raps. It was something else now. I went past him at the threshold and out into the courtyard.

“Find Sable,” I said as I went.

“On her way,” Pell said behind me. “She came out of the cottage when the watchtower bell rang the single-rider pattern.”

I crossed the inner courtyard. The midmorning light had the slanted clean angle the first thaw of the year brings, and the south wall scaffolding showed the morning’s set of dressed stone. Pell’s second disciple, the southern girl Vessa had named the night before, kept watch from the gate’s east shoulder with her staff set to receive a courier. She had read the protocol off Pell before he reached the post.

I looked down the outer approach.

The courier had closed to twenty yards, moving at the slow ceremony pace, both hands at chest height with the folded paper between them. She was thin the way Pell had read her: not lean, thin. The dark cloth was plain woven, no piping, no badge, no embroidery along the cuff. She wore no scabbard, no quiver, no pouch for working at her hip. Her gaze went to the lintel, then my shoulders, then my hands, in the order a trained courier reads a receiver. She did not look at my face.

Her signature was muted the way a shielded signature mutes, not the way an untrained one reads at distance. She kept her own pitch down deliberately. She did not want to be read. I read what the muting let me read. No working set against me on any band; no inscription against her clothing or her skin; the intent behind the muting was the intent of a person carrying a paper from one hand to another. There was no harm in her. There was no reach toward alliance either. There was only the paper.

Sable came to the gate.

She settled against my right shoulder inside the gate, and the cool of her hand brushed the inside of my wrist as she came. The taste in my mouth shifted with the brush; the channel the Bond had opened in Halan’s Crossing was still open, but it held the quiet pitch from the close of the cottage council the night before, not the thick copper pitch from the table in the long hall. She was reading the courier ahead of speaking.

The courier stopped at the gate’s outer line, the proper distance held.

She bowed.

She presented the paper at chest height through the bow, and she kept it level. The bow belonged to the stone court, deep as a held breath, the bow a courier gives who carries word and not steel. She straightened.

“By the standing of the First among the Quiet,” she said, “the hand that sends carries no edge. The reader takes the word at the gate, or sends the word away unopened, by the giver’s law.”

Her voice was thin and even. The sentence ran in the formal phrasing of a courier, locked to the cadence of the stone court’s protocols, and Sable would know the shape of it; she named neither First Voice nor Maren anywhere in the line. She kept her eyes off my face while she spoke. She watched my hands.

Sable’s breath went out beside me at the soft rate it carried when she matched what she heard against what she remembered.

“My smith,” Sable said.

She kept her eyes off the courier as she spoke, her gaze holding the woman’s posture level down the gate line.

“The stance she holds at the line is the stance an inscription-court courier of the southern reach used when the message ran from one working hand to another. The bearer is reading you as a working hand, not as a sovereign. She was trained by someone who knew the old form.”

The line was hers. The archaic flourish she gave the courier and her old court carried the soft tone Sable used for things she had not said aloud in a long time. She said no more.

I read the courier again with what Sable had given me. The posture was the one she had named: a hand carrying word to a hand. The audit set the stance beneath the muting and read the two as one signal. The courier was not Council. She was something older that Council had bred its couriers off of, and whoever had sent her had chosen the old form on purpose.

I stepped to the gate line.

The courier did not look up as I came. She extended the paper to me at arm’s length without raising her gaze. I took it from her hands. The paper was thin and the color of cream, folded twice along the long edge in the half fold the stone clans use for personal word. There was no seal. There was no thread. The fold held by the paper’s own crease.

“Bearer,” I said. “Withdraw to the outer post. Pell will see you to the waiting station. No return is required at this delivery.”

“Acknowledged, Sovereign,” she said.

She bowed at the same breath-deep rate, turned at ceremony pace, and walked back toward the ridge. Pell stepped past me to the gate line and went after her, the proper trailing distance kept between them. The southern girl who held the post tracked them along the rampart with her eyes at the careful watchtower rate.

Sable’s hand found the inside of my wrist again.

“Inside,” she said.

We went under the arch of the gate and into the inner courtyard, and I stopped just inside it by the small alcove beside the post where the morning shadow ran long against the stone. The alcove was the place a gate disciple kept the receive-courier writing board against the wall when a courier asked for a response in writing. It was private. The cottage was not. The long hall was not.

I unfolded the paper.

The hand on the page was a hand I had read once before. It was the hand that had signed the grammar of the working as the autumn campaign closed in the lab, the hand the Sovereign Inscription had read off the corner of a binding line as a hand and not as a glyph. The audit ran the letter shapes against the binding shapes and read the match clean. The letters were narrow and even, set against cream paper in dark ink with the slight sheen of a compound worked from an inkstone rather than a vial mix. The paper had a small grain the fold had not crushed; the maker had laid it out of a slow press, the way a working hand makes paper that will carry a working clean.

The line down the center of the page was the only line.

It came in the same narrow even letters, the same dark ink, written across the middle of the sheet without a salutation and without a closing sign:

I will not move while you decide. I am not your enemy.

I read it.

I read it again.

I read it a third time.

The grammar fit the line as it had fit the shape of the letters. It was the same writer.

I handed the paper to Sable.

Sable took it by the long edge and lifted it to the height she had carried the tile to in the long hall, the inside of her wrist set against the lower margin, her gold-amber-flecked eyes moving across the line in two slow passes. Her hand stilled against the paper’s edge as the second pass closed. She kept her eyes off me at first. She set the paper down on the alcove’s writing board and laid her flat palm against it briefly.

“The hand is older than the speech she gives the Council,” Sable said. “The shape of the I is the shape working hands learned in the southern reach before the cull. She is writing as the hand that worked at your binding, not as the voice the Council has heard from her this season. The line is honest in the way only a working hand can be honest.”

She said no more.

I took the paper back from her. The dark ink against the cream, the narrow even letters, the line down the center.

I did not write a response.

The bearer had withdrawn to the outer post. Pell would see her off the southern range road by dusk. The written line was a thing I could let stand without setting a thing of my own against it.

Sable read the not-writing in my hand as I set the paper back down on the writing board.

“It is not a threat,” she said. “It is not a reach.”

I waited.

She held the alcove’s quiet for the breath the read took.

“She is naming her position,” Sable said. “She is not naming herself enemy. She is not naming herself ally. She is naming the shape of where her hand stands while ours decides. It is a measurement she is taking of us, and a measurement she is giving us back. A calibration.”

The word landed the way a tool-name lands when its function catches on a thing I had been reading without it. Calibration. The audit took the word and laid the page beneath it, and the line read true. It was not a request and not a warning. It was a hand laid on a beam in the moment the second hand is about to set the load against it: a reading of where each stands, sent across the gap, before the load goes on. The not-answering was itself a kind of answer, but it was not the only one.

The shape of the answer was inside the burn that came next.

I folded the paper along the original crease.

“Cottage,” I said.

We walked the inner path, Sable to my right, the paper folded into my left hand in the close grip the hand keeps for a thing that matters. Tobias’s bellows ran their steady rate down the southern end of the shop as we passed. Lyra watched from above us in the watchtower, and her left hand lifted in the window in the small acknowledgment sign she used when she had read the gate event from height and did not need a brief.

We came into the cottage.

The fire on the hearth held the morning’s banking, low and steady. Ember lay on the rag rug by the near edge of the hearthstone. She lifted her head as we came in and read Sable’s posture; her single tail tucked along her hock, and she watched.

Sable knelt by the hearth.

She laid the unfolded paper flat on the warm hearthstones inside the andiron, its edge set against the stone where the stone keeps the hour’s heat best. The brown-black line down the center read clean against the cream in the firelight. The hand that had written it lay on the hearthstones the way a working lies on hearthstones in the moment before a smith puts fire to it.

I took the fire iron from the hearth rack.

I touched its tip to the corner of the paper closest to the andiron. The paper caught and the flame ran along the long edge at the rate fire runs along thin paper. The line down the center darkened and curled and went. The cream went brown and then black, and the dark ink could not be told from the burning paper by the point the flame reached it. The whole sheet was a small bright crawl on the hearthstones for the breath the burn took, and then it settled into ash inside the andiron.

I set the fire iron back in its rack.

Ember watched the burn from the rug without sound. Her tail did not move. She read the burning the way she had read the flutter of the Bond in the cottage doorway the morning of the embassy: as a thing the household was working through, that did not need her language.

Sable’s hand came onto my wrist.

A touch beat, not a flutter — her palm against the inside of my wrist where she had set it on the cottage table the night before, the cool of her finger-pads against the heel of my hand. The taste in my mouth held the quietest pitch it had carried since Halan’s Crossing. The Bond did not move under the touch. It was already where the touch was.

I looked at the ash inside the andiron.

The burning had been the answer. It was the answer Sable had named in the alcove without our naming it then: a calibration received, and a calibration returned by the receiving rather than by the writing back. The bearer had carried no return because no return was needed. The fire on the hearth had carried the only return a hand could give to a hand naming the shape of where she stood without naming herself in either of the two frames the world had been giving us to set her in. She had said not your enemy. She had not said your ally. The line between those two readings was where she was naming her hand to be, and the silence between Sable and me as we watched the ash settle was the same silence the burning had been: a thing said by being kept.

I did not know what the calibration meant. I knew it had been received. I knew the not-naming of her as enemy and the not-naming of her as ally was a frame I had not fitted a person into before, and that the working hand on the page had set herself there with the same care a working hand sets a measurement to a tolerance. I sat by the cottage hearth with Sable’s palm against the inside of my wrist and the ash inside the andiron and thought that a person who would name herself by the shape of where she was not, rather than by the shape of where she was, was a person whose measurement of us was a thing I would be carrying for longer than the burn had taken. She had taken our measurement, and we had sent back fire and no name. A hand that careful does not measure once. I banked the question with the ash, and knew it would still be warm in the morning.


CHAPTER 8: Bond Named

The fifth evening of the seven-day window came down on the compound along the slow cool angle the late winter sun kept, and I closed the workshop on the second bell after sundown. The forge had held its banking heat through the afternoon. The iron in the heart of the bed read at the cooling measure the audit kept for an unattended forge that would be cold by the small hours.

I set the inscription stylus along the bench. The slate of the day’s running calculations went against the back wall for Tobias to read in the morning. The compound’s preparation rhythm carried past the edges of my workshop quiet. Vessa’s formal response had gone for Ironhold on the third bell, riding out at midday with Rhenn Half-Axe carrying it. Lyra was up the watchtower drafting the rotation chart. Thessaly was in the workroom packing the dragonkin scrolls into the riding case her ink had stained at the cuff. I read each of them along the long edge of Compound Awareness without setting a measurement against the read.

The audit ran. It had been running for two months on the eight months we had, holding the pitch of work counting it kept by default. Tonight it sat at a different pitch, and I had no name for it. Every line that needed laying had been laid; every dispatch sent. The audit had nothing left to count and ran anyway, the way a thing ran when it had been running long enough to forget how to stop. The flutter the Bond carried held the quiet level it had kept since the council decided.

Tobias had taken Ember to the workshop crew’s evening meal in the lower hall an hour before sundown. He had come to the cottage doorway and asked Sable, in the small bow he had developed across his year keeping the workshop, if the kit could come with the crew, and Sable had set her palm to the crown of Ember’s head and said go with Tobias in the thinned archaic tone she said almost everything in now. He would bring her back in the morning.

I crossed the inner courtyard along the slow pace the close of a day allowed.

The cottage’s single window showed a steady lamp behind the curtain. The light through the cloth was the warm light a working oil lamp threw near the close of an evening, the light a cottage kept when the person inside had been waiting in a particular way. I came up the step and opened the door.

Sable stood by the window.

Her back was to the room, her right hand resting against the curtain’s edge. Her hair was loose. She wore the dark grey cottage robe with the silver thread on the cuff, the one that fell to mid calf and tied with a soft sash. Her seven working tails read against the cloth as a soft set of long shapes the cloth did not hide and did not show either. The two locked tails carried their counter rhythm low along her spine beneath the cloth; the robe did not soften that beat. Her humanoid form held the steady set it had kept through the week.

She didn’t turn when the door closed behind me.

“We have not been alone in the cottage at night since Halan’s Crossing,” she said.

“No,” I said. “We have not.”

I stepped into the room and stopped along the long edge of the rug, two paces from the window. The audit observed how I stood and how far without setting a measurement against it.

“They are giving us the cottage tonight,” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “They have been giving us the cottage tonight for two days. We have been the ones not coming to it.”

The line landed clean. The audit observed it once and didn’t interject. It had no measurement to lay against the line. The line was not a measurement.

She turned.

The lamp caught her face. Her eyes, gold and amber flecked, stayed on mine across the rug, the flecks of gold set into the iris the way ore sat in stone when the stone had taken the ore in over time. She didn’t have ready the line she had been carrying. She had only the standing and the looking.

She crossed the rug. I crossed to meet her. Her palm came to my cheek.

The contact carried a read entirely new. The channel the Bond ran through had carried the taste of copper in the long hall and the third heartbeat along the southern range, and it carried now, through her palm against my cheek, the corruption pitched to a level the channel could feel — a working being read by two readers at once — and it returned that read as a small steady warmth where we touched, the way a forge stone kept the heat of an hour’s work an hour after the fire had banked. I knew through the Bond she felt it on both sides too. The corruption was reading us reading it, and the warmth was the Bond telling us the reading didn’t have to be a hiding from the thing being read. It was the eight months pitched to a temperature my skin could carry.

My hand went to her waist. Her other palm came up to my jaw.

The first kiss was a press, not a take. She set her mouth to mine by the slow rate she set her hand against a hearthstone she trusted not to burn, and I returned the press at the same rate. The kiss deepened the way slow kisses deepened: a small tilt, a hand sliding from jaw to the back of my neck, the soft parting of mouths. The warmth of the Bond stayed under the kiss, the steady warmth it had carried in the touch.

She drew back a finger’s breadth.

“My smith,” she said.

The line was the only line she had given my name smith in tonight. It was for me. It was for the eight months that sat in the room with us as a third presence we were not pretending was elsewhere.

She loosed the sash of her robe.

The robe parted at the waist and slid from her shoulders to the floor. Her skin in the lamplight carried the warmth of a cottage hour, the fine network of her own scars across one shoulder and her ribs reading by the soft light without hiding. Her seven working tails curled along her thighs and the floor behind her, slow, the rate they kept when she was not asking them to do anything. The two locked tails ran their counter rhythm low along her spine without joining the curl, the beat off its phase the only motion outside her control. The breasts small and high, the dark nipples already tight in the lamp’s cool, the soft narrow waist that flared to the hips, the dark fine line of hair where her thighs joined.

I undressed by the rate she had undressed. Shirt over the chair. Trousers over the chair. The audit, somewhere in the room, ran at a smaller volume.

She came against me skin to skin.

The warmth of the Bond doubled where we met full and steadied to the doubled pulse. She set her mouth to my throat. I set mine to the join of her neck and her shoulder. Her hands ran the length of my back. My hands found the warm soft slope where her tails came in along the base of her spine. The seven working tails moved by the slow rate they kept when she was reading something through them; one curled around my ankle, two brushed the back of my thighs without pulling, the others rested on the rug to her own balance. The two locked tails kept their beat off its phase along her spine; she didn’t ask them to join the read, and they didn’t.

She took me to the bed.

I went up against the headboard by her drawing, my back to the dark wood, the pillow tucked into the small of my back. She came up the bed after me and settled astride my thighs in the high seat, her knees set wide along my hips, her hands on my shoulders. Her face was a hand’s breadth from mine, her eyes lit gold and amber by the lamp’s warmth, her mouth slightly parted. It was the seat that asked the two of us to look at each other through what we were about to do.

I read the audit in the back of the room and the audit was not counting the work anymore. The audit held a mood I had no name for, and as I went to set a name against it, the audit went quiet.

It didn’t taper. It didn’t thin. It stopped.

The pitch of counting went and the watching went and the small channel running back that had run ten years went, and the room was the warmth of her palms on my shoulders and her breath against my mouth and the warmth of the Bond wherever her skin met mine. I noticed the silence as the silence happened. I didn’t put the audit back on. I let it be what it was.

Her eyes stayed on mine. The corners of her mouth set to the thinned line that was not a smile but was a knowing. The Bond’s warmth carried the corruption it read at the same steady pressure it had run from the cheek; the corruption was a fact in the room with us and was not retreating for the reading; the warmth was the Bond keeping the fact at a temperature we could carry.

She reached down between us.

Her hand wrapped me, slow, the cool of her palm and the warm of her fingers, and she stroked me to full hardness by her steady rate. The Bond carried the touch as the touch and as her reading of the touch in the same beat. She gripped me near the base and lifted herself slightly on her knees and brought me up against the wet warmth of her pussy. She was already slick. She had been waiting by the window the way a body waited when it knew what the evening was going to ask of it.

She set herself over me and sank.

The first slide was slow. She took me in by inches, breath even, her eyes on mine. The channel of the Bond doubled the stretch: I felt her taking me, and through the Bond I felt her feeling me feel her, the loop closing soft. She sank until her hips met mine, and her forehead came down to mine.

The warmth of the corruption ran through every contact point now. The Bond was reading the eight months at every point and returning the read as the steady warmth a body could carry, and her body and mine carried it at the same beat without either of us setting a hand to make it ease.

She moved.

She rose on her knees an inch and sank again, slow, her hands on my shoulders, her face close to mine. The build was deliberately slow, the rate two people built who knew they had this hour and intended to live inside the whole of it. She rolled her hips on the downward stroke in a small circle that brought her clit against me where our bodies joined, and the rhythm found itself between us: her on the rise and fall, me up to meet her halfway.

The pace built without quickening. The pace built by deepening. Her hands moved from my shoulders to the back of my neck and settled there. My hands found the small of her back. Her breath quickened by small steps against my mouth. Her seven working tails along the rug stilled; they were the channel she read through and that channel was full. The two locked tails kept their counter rhythm against her spine through the build, the beat off its phase present at every contact point along the Bond, neither retreating nor flaring.

She made a small sound against my mouth on the rise of one stroke. It was the sound her throat made when the pleasure stood at the edge of being named. I kissed her into the sound. The next stroke went deeper in answer and the next was deeper still.

She brought one hand off the back of my neck and set it flat over my sternum. Her palm sat on the bone above my heart. The warmth of the Bond under her palm read my pulse and returned it at the steady rate the corruption had been reading all night. The pulse and the warmth and the eight months were facts, all under her palm below my collarbone at once. She kept the palm there as she rode me.

Her breath was uneven now on the rise of each stroke. The flutter of the corruption rose along the edge of the build in a small steady beat under the warmth, not flaring, not retreating, only present.

She came on the high stroke.

Her body went tight around me in the slow long contraction her pleasure took when it was deep, her hand pressing flat over my sternum, her mouth open and silent against mine. The Bond carried it as the climbing wave on her side and as the answering pull on mine, and the flutter of the corruption ran through her body and through the Bond at the same steady beat under the climax without easing for it. I felt the flutter in my chest where her palm sat. The peak didn’t hide it. Her pleasure and her corruption were the same body’s facts at the same beat.

I followed on the next slow stroke, the long warm pull of climax going through me on the doubled current the Bond carried. Her name went out of me along the edge of breath as I came inside her. She stayed with me through it, her palm over my sternum, her forehead against mine.

The room came back to us by slow degrees: the lamp on the side table, the steady low burn in the hearth, our breathing, the warm full where we still met. The audit did not come back. I noticed that it did not come back the way I had noticed its going.

She lifted off me by the slow rate she had taken me in, and she settled along my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand back over my sternum. Her seven working tails came along the bed, two against my legs, one across the small of my back, the others curled by her hip. The two locked tails kept their slow steady counter rhythm all evening, a fact along her spine I could feel through the warmth where my arm met her side. I drew the blanket up over both of us.

We did not speak for a moment.

“My smith,” she said.

“Sable,” I said.

She set her palm a little firmer against my sternum.

“We have four days more,” she said. “I would not spend them at the window.”

The bigger line was the eight months. This was the smaller line, the line a person could set a hand against and hold. It was a thing a body could do.

“We will not,” I said.

I set my hand over her hand on my sternum. The warmth of the Bond kept its shape. The flutter of the corruption held its small steady beat behind the warmth, not larger, not smaller, present.

The notification came along the edge of the easing. It didn’t come as a sound. It came as the slow settling of something into the deep place the system kept its readings when a level seated. The settling was a recognition. Sovereign Inscription read different in the deep place than it had read before tonight. The resonance the Bond had carried through the cottage had done a piece of work the audit had not been measuring for; the body had given the working a reading it had not given before, and the system had accepted it.

Sable’s palm on my sternum kept its placement.

The stat screen rose into the soft warm light by the side table.

ETHAN COLE - Level 78 Forge Sovereign (Legendary)
STR 102 DEX 99 CON 109
INT 156 WIS 137 CHA 78 LCK 68
HP 2460/2460 MP 2458/2458
Free stat points: 0 (allocated: STR +1, CON +1, INT +1, WIS +2)
Active Skills:
Runesmithing (Sovereign) Lv 1
Sovereign Inscription Lv 2
World Rune Lv 3
Seal Network Lv 3
Compound Awareness (passive)
Title: Sovereign of the Forge


I read it once and let it settle. The points had seated where the deepening of Sovereign Inscription had asked them to seat. Wisdom drew the high allocation: the discipline was reading more of the working than it had been reading before. The Inscription level stayed at Lv 2, but the inside of the level held a wider room than it had this morning. The wider room was the resonance the Bond had carried Sable into the cottage on tonight. The screen dissolved into the warm air without my dismissing it.

Sable’s eyes were closed.

Her breath ran the slow soft rate it took as she went toward sleep. Her hair on my shoulder. Her hand over my sternum. The warmth of the Bond held its steady mood. The flutter of the corruption ran its faintest beat under the warmth, present and not retreating.

Tobias would bring Ember back in the morning. The kit would come up the cottage step by her own slow pace; Sable would meet her in the doorway in the cottage robe, and the new day would be the sixth day of the seven, and there would be two days remaining and then we would go east.

Sable settled fully against my shoulder. I looked toward the lamp on the side table. I looked at her hand over my sternum. I thought about the eight months that had been present in every touch tonight and had been carried through the touch as a thing the body could carry while the body was being kept. The audit was quiet. The audit did not come back to count what the body had carried. The not counting was the room. The silence behind my head and by the side table and along the line of her breath on my shoulder was the same silence, and the silence was the time we had just spent inside the time we had, and it was keeping the room with me.


CHAPTER 9: Kira Returns

Dusk came down clean.

The workshop took the slow cool angle the thaw light kept toward the close of a day, and I was working the long bench, sorting the Sovereign Inscription instruments into the riding case that was going to live in the bottom of the journey pack for six weeks. The case was a walnut box with a brass clasp Tobias had fitted at midsummer. The stylus went in first, into the felt slot. The two reading shims went in next. The small brass calipers for the inner-rune work went down the right side. The amber slate for the long runes went down the left. The case took the instruments in a particular order, and I had worked that order out the morning after the cornerstone working, when I had laid the instruments down and thought about how a smith carried his tools when he went east for two months.

I was on the calipers when Compound Awareness rang along the south road.

The reading was a rider holding a slow even pace, four miles out where the line came up through the lower foothills from the southern ranges. The pace belonged to a rider who was not coming in to be seen by the gate. It was the pace of someone reading the road for whatever else might be reading it. I kept the calipers in my hand and let the Awareness widen across the read.

The qi signature came in under the read a half breath later, and the Awareness named it before I could set a name against it. The Awareness knew the signature in a way the audit had never built. The knowing was older than the audit. The signature was Kira.

The signature was different.

I kept the calipers in my hand and read the difference. Three months on Stillness ground had laid a cadence over her qi I did not have the language for. Not corruption, not a covering — the way her own signature read when the ground beneath her had been the silent ground for ninety days. Her cadence ran slower than the Kira signature I had carried through the Bond for two years, and the slowness read like the kind a thing got when it had been listening for a long time without being allowed to make a sound back.

I set the calipers in the case and clasped it.

Vessa had already reached the inner gate.

She had been up on the south wall with Harken when the Awareness rang; I read her cross the courtyard in the long stride she kept for arrivals she had already named. She wore the dark working coat from the end of a day, the sleeves down to her wrists, the formal collar undone over her throat. She didn’t look toward me. Her gaze held the south road.

“Kira,” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

The mare came up the eastern grade in the same pace the rider had ridden the four miles. She was a small dust-colored thing, road-thin, her hooves quiet. Kira sat the saddle the way Kira always sat one: a small lean weight, both hands low on the reins, her right shoulder taking a hair more than the left because her right hip had been wrong since the autumn working and would always run a hair wrong from now on. Her cloak was plain dark cloth in a cut that read neither Stillness nor Defiance. The cloth was the cover she wore when she did not want a road’s eye to settle on her.

She didn’t push the mare to a trot. She walked her the last fifteen yards in.

Her shadow ran long in the dimming light, and it slid along the south road’s stone as if it too were being careful, which was how she had moved as long as I had known her.

She halted by the gate.

She didn’t dismount the way a courier would. She dismounted the way she did when she was coming home, which was the same way she would have dismounted at a stranger’s gate: the long careful swing of her good leg, the touch-down on the off side, the weight of the mare against her shoulder for a moment while she found her own footing. Then she stepped clear.

“Vessa,” she said.

“Kira,” Vessa said.

The two words carried the warmth Vessa allowed Kira and allowed almost none of the rest of the world. Not the household affection she gave Sable through the courtyard’s quiet hours. Not the courier formality she had given Rhenn Half-Axe in the long hall. It was the tone she kept for a soldier who had been to the far end of a long mission and had brought the mission back across her gate on her own pace.

Kira’s eyes went over us in the measured sweep she had always done on a re-entry. They went to my wrist first. The tremor had run four cycles per second in my right hand under the calipers’ weight earlier; her eyes set the read against the wrist for a beat and moved on. They went to my shoulders next, the line of the carrying that had ridden them for eight months and would ride them for the rest of it. Again she set the read and moved on. She named neither.

“You came in quiet,” I said.

“The road wanted quiet,” she said.

The sardonic edge sat in the corner of the line, thin, not pressed. It was the hand Kira used when she was setting a small lean weight against a line that did not need a heavier one.

Pell came up off the gate staff. Vessa lifted a hand toward him. Pell took the mare’s rein and walked her toward the inner stable on the slow pace the mare wanted.

“Workshop,” Vessa said. “Bench by the forge.”

Kira nodded.

Vessa led; Kira followed a half-step behind; I came up the rear. The courtyard had settled into its sundown quiet, the lamps not yet up along the inner walls but the long light off the western tower holding the warm slant of the day’s last hour. We crossed on the slow rate the carrying asked for.

The workshop was warm with the banked forge. The bench by the forge was the one the household used as its quiet briefing place, where I had worked the cornerstone pattern four years back, the wood worn smooth along the long edge by hands that had set themselves there to think. Vessa pointed Kira toward it.

“I will get the tally,” she said.

She went to the long hall.

Kira lowered herself onto the bench in the wrong-hip lean she used after a stretch in the saddle. She didn’t take the cloak off. She set both hands on her knees and let the warmth of the forge come up against her face.

I sat across the work corner from her.

The cottage showed a low light in its window across the courtyard. Sable was inside it. I read her along the long edge of the Awareness without setting a measurement against the read. She knew Kira had reached the gate. She had given us the bench talk. She would come down when the work was done.

Kira looked into the forge.

“You banked it for the journey,” she said.

“Tobias will hold it cold the day after we go,” I said. “He will fire it again the third morning.”

She nodded.

Then she set the report.

“First Voice does not answer to the Council,” she said. “The Council answers to her.”

She kept her eyes on the forge while she laid the line. It came across the bench in the flat tone Kira used for reports that had no room for tone.

“I went into the Stillness archive at the second month,” she said. “The way in was a clerk at the southwestern court who had been broken on a working that was not the working they told him it was. He let me at the records he had clearance for, and his clearance was wider than the Council’s outer-rim believes the Stillness’s clerks’ clearance to be. The records said two things plainly. The first thing was a writ chain. The chain ran from the Council’s three open hands to a hand that was not on the Council and that the Council did not name. The hand signed first at every chain. Every Council move at the last eleven seasons signed under that hand.”

She let the line sit.

“The second thing was an observation. I did not get it from the archive. I got it from a corridor at the third month. First Voice was at a long table with the Council’s three open hands at the table’s far end, and she was at the head, and the three open hands were standing. They sat when she sat. They spoke when she asked them a question. They did not speak when she did not ask. She left the room first. They did not move until she had gone.”

She turned to me then.

“She is the one who has been keeping the worse versions of the Council from making moves on us. Which means she has been working in our favor for the wrong reason, which is exactly the kind of favor I distrust the most.”

The line landed. I sat with it.

The cosmology I had carried since the close of the autumn working had a particular shape. The Council was the body; First Voice was a piece inside the body, the piece that had reached into the lab. The shape Kira had laid across the bench inverted the body. The Council was the body as seen. First Voice was the body as operating. The note that had burned in the hearth four days back had been signed in the hand laid into my binding; the writ chain Kira had read had been signed in the same hand. That hand had stood behind every Council move for eleven seasons.

I did not set a measurement against the inversion. The measurement was not what the moment asked for.

“Second piece,” Kira said.

“Go,” I said.

“Aspirant deployment,” she said. “Four weeks out from this evening. The eastern road. The Council’s cadence for Aspirant movement runs at a six-week prep window and a three-day deployment window. The cadre going at four weeks is the Sevenfold Hand. Their cover identity at the eastern road is a Crown-sanctioned merchant caravan out of Halan’s Crossing carrying salt-and-iron under a Halan license. They will be at the stretch of the eastern road that runs between the Greenstone fords and the Iron Cut, three days west of Ironhold’s outer pass. The window is the third day of the fourth week from this evening.”

She let me set the timing.

The journey was a week to Halan’s Crossing, the summit through the third week, the road on to Ironhold for twelve days. The Sevenfold Hand holding the Greenstone-to-Iron-Cut stretch that third day of the fourth week would put the deployment in the window where we would be three days past the summit and four days short of Ironhold. The household would be on the eastern road when the deployment came.

Vessa came in through the workshop door with the running tally.

She set it down on the bench. She had been listening from the doorway long enough to have set the timing too. Her face held the operational set she wore when a piece of new intel rearranged a draft she had already laid. She didn’t waste a beat.

“Skitter goes a day ahead of the party from Halan’s Crossing east,” she said. “Ironhold protocols at the travel hardening: Master Construct comm-line set to the cairn-and-axe signature, Seal Network at half-listen at the outer wards, watchtower’s two-bell at any qi-pressure above the Stillness-baseline.”

She laid a hand on the tally.

“Kira at the summit,” she said. “The Stillness intel is too valuable to leave at the compound. She rides with the party.”

Kira nodded once.

Vessa moved off to the long hall to draft the updated travel protocol. The workshop fell back into its low warm quiet. The forge breathed at its banked depth. The shadow along the bench’s far side ran long.

Kira looked at me.

“Eight months,” she said.

“Eight months,” I said.

She let it sit on the bench between us.

“The thing at the back of your head that used to count,” she said. “It is quieter than it was at the autumn close.”

I did not answer in language. The answer was the truth of the line. The audit had not run its counting pitch since the cottage four nights back. It had not come back. It had been a piece of how I thought for ten years, and the cottage had moved it, and it had not moved itself back.

“It is,” I said.

“That is the kind of read a courier’s distance would not give,” she said. “I got it because I came in slow.”

The line was Kira’s. It was as close as she came to naming what she had seen, and she had set it so the naming sat with the seeing and not with the carrier. It was the line the cottage had paid for.

She rose off the bench in the wrong-hip lean. She crossed to the workshop doorframe and set her shoulder against it.

She avoided the cottage. She avoided the long hall. She stayed by the doorframe in the dimming light, her wrong-side hip taking the weight, the cloak still on her shoulders, her cover cloth still on. She had not eaten. She had not slept. She had not stood inside the cottage in three months and was not going there tonight. The bench in the workshop was fine; the doorframe was fine.

Her shadow across the doorway covered half her face.

The forge kept its banked warmth behind her. The southern courtyard lamps came up one and one along the inner wall as Pell moved down them with the lighting iron. The day’s end light by the doorframe held the gray that came before the lamps reached. Kira leaned against the doorframe on her wrong-side hip, half in the shadow of the doorway and half in the gray light, and the audit’s quiet in the back of my head observed the lean and set no name against it. She had not crossed three months of cold to stand in a doorway. She had come back carrying something, and she had not set it down, and whatever it was had kept her out of every warm room on the hill. It would keep until she was ready. It would not keep long.


CHAPTER 10: Departure Drafted

Pre-dawn smelled of cold iron across the threshold of the forge room.

The forge had gone out the night before a quarter-bell after sundown, and the cool that came off the bricks this early was the cool of a long banking, carrying the faint mineral note the slag tray gave up to the night air. I stood in the doorway and read that cool against my palm. The instruments case sat beside the cold forge where I had set it on the bench after talking with Kira. Its walnut showed a film of dew across the lid, light enough to wipe off with a sleeve, and I wiped it off with a sleeve. The cloth came away barely damp. The lid held the night’s cold under my fingers the way worked wood always held it, slower to warm than the iron and slower to let the warmth go.

The compound was in its still hour.

The southern lamps along the inner courtyard wall were down to their low blue setting, the working flame Pell kept burning through the dark hours so the household could read the wall by feel before light if anyone needed it. The eastern sky above the watchtower’s lip showed the first grey, paler than the lamps, paler still than the line of sky over the southern range. I paused by the cool door and let Compound Awareness settle into the slow rate of a breath count, where Sable’s flutter had moved it a week back.

Sable was in the cottage.

I read her without measurement. The flutter ran its new pressure along the back of my tongue, weight at the root of it, the first time it had taken that channel. Not unpleasant. The small mineral heaviness a tongue carries after a long swallow of cold water. I let it sit where it was and did not name it twice.

The instruments case went into the inner pocket of the journey-pack, the long runes facing first, the calipers laid right against the brass clasp, the felt slot for the stylus set on top. The pack closed on its third strap. I set it beside the brewing kit, which Tobias had stacked there in a small canvas roll the day before. Pack and kit would both go onto the mule in the courtyard when the dawn bell rang. There was no rush to the loading. The household had been loading since the second day after the council.

I crossed the courtyard slow, the pace Pell’s blue lamps asked for.

Vessa stood in the inner courtyard. So did Lyra. So did Thessaly. So did Kira.

They had taken position the way the household took it in the early hours before a movement: not in a line, but across the four points the courtyard had given them by use over the years. Vessa held the long wall by the wood rack. Lyra held the inner gate’s left post. Thessaly stood on the cottage step, her pack against her foot. Kira leaned the workshop’s outer corner, the doorframe lean she had held through the dim hour the night before now traded for a small lean into the corner stone.

Vessa lifted her chin to me. The chin was the greeting and the call to muster both.

“Skitter at first bell,” she said. “He is a day ahead of the party from Halan’s Crossing east. Master Construct comm-line set to the cairn-and-axe signature. Watchtower’s two-bell at any qi-pressure above the Stillness-baseline. Ironhide stays at the south wall, given Thessaly is going. Ember stays.”

She named the assignments the way a roll keeper named entries while closing a household record, which was not the same as naming them to remind anyone. She named them so the dawn courtyard had heard them in the household’s own voice. Her eyes stayed off the others while she named. She looked at me. The courtyard held the names a beat after the last one.

“Confirmed,” I said.

She lowered the chin.

Thessaly came down off the cottage step at her own pace. She had worked the workroom till the third bell of the night and her eyes carried it, but they had settled to late-winter bronze, the scales along her forearm holding the same bronze with a faint gold undertone where the bioluminescent lines lay quiet inside her wrist. She set her pack against the inner gate post next to Lyra’s saddle.

“The door-archive is on slate at the inner pocket,” she said. “The Vael-Threnn ledger excerpts are at parchment, wrapped oilcloth, against the slate. Both at the journey-pack’s inner pocket.”

“Good,” I said.

She didn’t linger by my elbow. She crossed to Lyra by the gate post and set a brief hand to the saddle’s quiver strap.

“Light at the load,” she said.

“Light at the load,” Lyra said.

The exchange was Thessaly checking the one piece of the morning Lyra would have wanted checked. Lyra’s quiver rode the saddle, light against the second strap, the first riding her shoulder. The bow rode her shoulder where it had ridden since the first day she scouted for the household, four years back. The second quiver was the change. Lyra had not carried two quivers on a scout rotation since the Iron Cut run that first autumn.

Lyra looked at me. The look held the formal warmth I had read in her shoulders since the Telling.

“Six hundred yards ahead from Halan’s Crossing east,” she said. “I drop back to the column at every road-fork and every grade-crest. The bow is at the shoulder. The second quiver is at the saddle.”

“Good,” I said.

“I will read you back at every drop,” she said.

She left the line unsoftened. It ran the cadence a scout used to a sovereign of the work she was scouting for. Then she set a small lean into the gate post, and the lean was the only warmth she had given me this morning that was not operational, and the lean said I will read you back at every drop and you will know I am on the line.

I took the lean with a breath and did not measure it.

Kira moved by the workshop corner.

The wrong hip had settled into the new stance she had taken since the night before, the small carry of weight on her right side that would read through a saddle when I read her through the lean. She would mount last. She had said as much while we talked at the bench. She wanted the courtyard to read who was already mounted before she set her hip to a saddle, because that was Kira to a movement.

The cottage door opened.

Sable came down the step slow and even, the pace she took a step in the early hour. She moved nothing like her humanoid speed. She moved only as fast as the morning asked. Ember walked by her foot, single tail set silent, eyes reading across the household and the four positions the courtyard held. Sable did not look to me first. She walked the line of the ones who would hold the place while the rest of us rode.

The kit first.

Sable knelt to Ember at the foot of the step and laid a hand to the small head. Ember leaned into the palm and held there the way she held to a thing she did not want to watch go. Sable set her back on the cottage step, in the place the kit kept, and Ember stayed where the hand had left her.

Tobias next.

She crossed to the workshop window where Tobias stood with the morning’s first schematic and set two fingers to the sill, palm flat to the wood the way she set a hand to a working she trusted to hold without her standing over it. Tobias did not speak. He inclined his head. She had left him the bench.

Pell at the gate.

She did not touch Pell. She laid a knuckle to the cold iron of the gate-frame instead, the way she would have rested it against the warm bowl of a lamp on the cottage table at night, and the boy stood straighter under the not-touch than he would have under a hand. The compound was hers, and she was leaving it to itself, and the gate was where she set the last of it down.

Then Sable stopped before me.

She laid her cool palm to the inside of my wrist where the Bond had been carrying her pulse, that skip of a half second from the eastern road, the morning we had still been a week east of home. She kept the palm where it lay. She never looked down to it. She looked at my face. Her eyes were quiet in the dawn light, the gold flecks in them, the line of lash holding the bronze the morning kept against the gold.

She did not tell me to come back. We were riding the same road east. She said the line past my shoulder instead, to the courtyard and the cottage and the room she had built inside the walls.

“Be here at the road that knows the gate,” she said.

She kept the palm on my wrist a moment after the line. Then she let it go, and turned for the horses with the rest of us.

Ember stayed on the cottage step.

The dawn bell rang from the southern tower.

The bell came across the courtyard in one short clear stroke, the bell iron the southern tower had carried since the summer Pell was raised to the gate staff and the bell was hung in the tower that same week. The stroke crossed the courtyard in the one count and did not ring a second. Skitter was already gone. He had ridden out at the first bell of the night, half a watch before the dawn bell, the way Vessa had set the staffing.

The party mounted.

Vessa took the gelding she had ridden since the autumn campaign, the dark bay with the worked band across its nose. Thessaly took the mare she had ridden half a year of road, light enough of gait to carry the dragonkin’s weight without strain. Lyra took the dust-grey she had ridden since the second autumn, fit for the scout, light through the shoulder. Kira took the small dark mare she had brought in while we talked at the bench through the dusk. Sable took the chestnut mare she had brought up from the compound stable, her seven working tails carried in the fox shape her humanoid form kept over a long ride. I mounted last but one. I let Kira mount after me. She did. She set the wrong hip into the saddle with the considered weight she carried into any saddle now, and the saddle took her, and I read the lean through my palm as it went to the mare’s withers and felt her weight settle into the seat the way it settled when Kira sat a saddle she trusted on a road she didn’t.

The pack mule came up behind us under Pell’s hand. The door archive case rode the mule’s left side; the brewing kit rode the right.

Vessa lifted her hand by the inner gate.

Pell opened the gate.

The party moved through.

We took the eastern road on the slow walk a column takes through the first quarter mile of a long ride, settling the horses into the gait the column would keep through the morning hours. The compound thinned behind us. The lamps along the inner courtyard wall still burned the blue working flame; Pell had not crossed to put them out when the dawn bell rang. He would put them out at the second bell once the party had ridden out of sight beyond the eastern road’s first rise. Ember’s small shape stayed on the cottage step, Tobias’s hand come down to the kit, the two of them holding the doorway against the frame as the road took the rest of us.

I did not look back from the rise.

The road went on up its slow grade.

Mid-morning the road took its first long bend, the bend the merchants called the Reader’s Turn for the angle the rise made against the southern horizon. Vessa dropped back from point through the bend. She drew alongside the mare on the even pace and did not slow the column.

“Halan’s Crossing at the fifth day,” she said. “Crown road-officer protocol at the outer post. We enter the party at the safe-conduct desk at the first turn-gate; the officer reads the cairn-and-axe at the second; the Crown post at the third. The safe-conduct travels with you at the mare’s pack. Theron’s hand at the seal is the read you keep.”

“Good,” I said.

“Theron will read it inside a quarter-bell,” she said. “I have read his hand at three of the last four years’ summit rolls.”

She did nothing to press the practical line toward any second meaning. She kept it in its operational form. Then she pulled up to the front of the column and took point again. The road bent east-northeast through the Reader’s Turn and the southern range slid out of the corner of my eye behind us.

The Bond at my wrist was carrying all five at once.

It was the first stretch of road it had taken that load on the move. Back home the Bond had carried five at the rate of the breath count since the council, but the cottage had been the working ground it settled into for half a year. The road was the new variable. I read the carry points along the wrist, and the Bond ran each at a distinct pitch: Sable’s warm steady resonance at my left flank; Vessa’s a steady square along the column’s front; Lyra’s a clipped beat running ahead on point; Thessaly’s a bronze warmth beside the pack mule’s flank; Kira’s a soft slow watch trailing the tail.

The fifth strand set in along the inside of my collarbone — the new channel, a steady warmth where a high collar would have sat, as if a small flat coal had been laid against the skin under the cloth and was holding its heat. I read it on the breath and left it where it was, and rode on.

Midday the road came up against a Crown waystone along the road’s edge.

It was an old stone, weathered to the deep grey iron of three centuries’ weather, set on a low foundation cairn along the road’s southern shoulder, with the Crown’s cut mark across the upper face and a third spiral below. That third spiral was the stone clan’s mark for a waystone of the third cycle. I read it at first sight without raising the Sovereign Inscription depth; the qi signature came up from the surface the way a banked forge gives its heat to a hand a foot off the bricks.

I dismounted.

Vessa lifted her hand and the column took the slow halt the road’s edge asked for. Lyra dropped back to the grade’s crest by her own read; Thessaly came down off her mare with the archive case braced in her offhand, scales the steady bronze; Kira stayed mounted to the rear.

I crossed to the stone.

The waystone took my palm against its upper face. The qi signature came up at the cycle the third spiral had named, a network anchor of the third cycle, keeping the long quiet a working anchor sits in when no one has read it for a generation. I let the Sovereign Inscription depth go quiet and let the World Rune skill reach.

The skill reached in the measured read it had used on every waystone since the autumn close. The reaching was not a working in the active sense; it was the reading and the receiving the World Rune line did when a network stone offered its anchor. The waystone took the reach. Then the waystone answered.

The answer came up across the upper face as a slow steady warmth that ran the cut mark and settled into the third spiral. The Bond along my wrist marked the answer across all five carry points at once. The skill chime arrived through the still air by the stone’s edge.

Skill: World Rune. Network anchor recognized across third-cycle waystone. Promotion: Lv 4.

The chime ran through the Bond across the read of all five channels.

The second chime came on the same breath.

It came through the Sovereign Inscription line, not as a promotion of Inscription itself, but as Inscription reading the waystone’s anchor across the broader cycle the sovereign tier of the discipline had been waiting for since the cornerstone. The discipline had laid down half a year of foundation work back home in the compound; the network of the third cycle gave it the wider room to read at last.

Level 78 → Level 79 → Level 80.

I kept my palm against the stone a beat after the second chime and let both readings settle. Then I stepped back in the measured pace a Crown waystone asks for.

The screen came up through the still air.

ETHAN COLE - Level 80 Forge Sovereign (Legendary)
STR 103 DEX 100 CON 111
INT 162 WIS 139 CHA 78 LCK 68
HP 2600/2600 MP 2590/2590
Free stat points: 0 (allocated: STR +1, DEX +1, CON +2, INT +6, WIS +2)
Active Skills:
Runesmithing (Sovereign) Lv 1
Sovereign Inscription Lv 2
World Rune Lv 4 ↑
Seal Network Lv 3
Compound Awareness (passive)
Title: Sovereign of the Forge


I let it dissolve.

The anchor of the third cycle sat in the stone the way a network anchor sits in any stone read by a sovereign tier of discipline across the broader cycle. The reading would run the network now. The next waystone would answer across the network’s wider span. I didn’t need to name it to the column.

I mounted, and the column took the road again at the easy gait the open valley allowed through the afternoon hours.

The waystation came up along the valley’s western edge just before the dusk began to fade. A Crown post set against the road’s edge: low stone walls round the outer ring, a long timber hall within, a paddock to the south, and the lamp line running the outer wall on iron posts spaced six yards apart.

We rode through the outer gate on the slow rate the post asked for. The Crown road keeper came out from the hall’s near door with the lighting iron over his shoulder, broad through the shoulder, the close grey beard the western Crown roads favor, a quiet half-axe at the hip in the Courier-Direct carry. Vessa carried the safe-conduct folio in her offhand, not because she needed the read, but because the keeper would read the carry, and the carry was the courtesy.

“Road-Keeper Brodd,” she said, and gave him the Crown writ and the sovereign-peer hand at the cairn-and-axe seal in the formal stone-clan speech a Crown officer keeps for a keeper of dwarven blood, the vowels drawn long, the seal-name settled, the protocol named after.

The keeper bowed his head a quarter inch. “At the slow walk, Captain-of-the-House,” he said. The honorific was the stone clan’s reading of Vessa’s standing; the Crown road line had moved her from Crown officer to household officer the season she stepped out of the Thornguard, and Brodd accepted the standing without correction. “The Crown’s lamps hold at low until your party is through. Safe roads to Halan’s.”

“Safe roads to the post,” Vessa said.

The exchange closed across the second line the way a stone clan’s close takes two and not three. Then Brodd crossed to the outer wall.

He set the iron to the first post, and the lamp there came up in the slow steady flame the Crown lamps wear on first lighting. He moved to the next. The second came up. He went along the wall at the pace of a road keeper who had lit waystation lamps across the western post road for thirty years, and the lamps came up one and one as he went.

I sat the mare by the inner gate and watched them fill in along the outer wall, west to south, against the failing dusk the way a circuit fills when the last connection seats home. Brodd never hurried and never paused. He simply went, post to post, and the dark behind him turned to lit stone.

Eight months in the cottage. Three weeks until the Sevenfold Hand rode the stretch of road we were now on. The audit did not need to do the math.


CHAPTER 11: Vessa, on the Road

The third waystation came up around the eastern bend of the road as a wider stone face than the two before it.

It was a Crown post and a relay stable both, as the keeper at Brodd’s station had said it would be: a long timber hall set back from the road’s edge, a paddock for the relay line running along the north side with twelve horses standing by the rail in the slow patience couriers’ mounts learned, and a second stable for travelers to the south. The outer wall stood higher than the post behind us, the lamps set closer along their iron posts, and a third spiral cut into the gate stone said the post sat over a third-cycle anchor, as the midday waystone had. The Crown’s road network ran this stretch on a wider line.

The keeper read the column by the gate and waved us through with the small precise hand a relay-keeper used when the officer in the column had been named on the courier’s word an hour ahead.

We took the south stable. The hand there was a thin Crown apprentice with a long tack-pole, and he showed Vessa to the wing the keeper had set aside: a small private quarter at the east end of the hall, three sleeping rooms off a common antechamber. The party would have the wing to itself for the night. The relay couriers had the north paddock and the upper rooms; the south belonged to the household by Brodd’s word passed forward at midmorning.

Vessa came through the antechamber door with the formal carry her discipline had kept since we left at the second bell.

The party set down. Lyra walked the south wall once before the dusk bell rang. Kira found the corner of the antechamber that read the door and the window on the same angle and settled her small dark mare’s saddle pack by her foot. Thessaly carried the door archive’s case to the bench against the far wall and laid the oilcloth by her elbow. Sable took the settle by the cold hearth and folded into it, the seven tails she carried on the road kept close under the working coat. The hand brought water. The keeper’s wife brought the evening meal: barley and beef in a deep iron pot, brown bread, the heavy butter the stone clan kept that the relay stations stored in the cold cellar, and a kettle for tea.

We took the long table that ran down the center of the antechamber.

Vessa took the foot of the table and named the morning by protocol without preamble. “Halan’s Crossing is fifty miles from this post by the courier’s reckoning,” she said. “The summit-camp’s outer pickets sit four miles short of the town and read every approach by Crown road-officer protocol. We will keep the slow walk through the picket-line. The carrying-hand at the safe-conduct is Vessa Ironbloom at the household-officer line. Theron Ironbloom will be at the inner camp by his own dispatch of the third day. The morning approach is the formal sequence: outer picket, road-officer challenge, safe-conduct presentation, escort to the inner camp’s relay-stable, formal reception at the Crown’s pavilion at the afternoon hour. I have walked the protocol three times in my head.”

Her eyes stayed with the bread she was setting onto her own plate. The line ran along the operational surface. The other thing ran beneath it: the seventy-two hours of close talk and close silence the long road had kept around her since the morning of the second day. Three nights she had held the protocol over her own bench and not named it. Three nights the household had read the carry and not pressed.

“The protocol is at the formal cadence,” I said.

The line settled into the room without forcing it. Vessa looked up once. She kept the line of her mouth unsoftened. She set the bread down and crossed her hands over the table’s edge.

“It will be the first time since the carrier-letter at the autumn close of the eastern campaign,” she said.

“I read that,” I said.

Lyra’s eyes lifted from her bowl and went to read sky through the small high window in the antechamber’s western face, and she left them there. She ate the bowl through in the steady measured way she ate at every Crown waystation we had stopped at, and held her silence. Kira in her corner did not move. Thessaly’s pen made a small clean line across the parchment and stopped, then started again on the half page of cross-reference into the door archive she had set herself before the meal came.

The meal closed. Lyra carried her bowl to the side board, set it by the keeper’s hand, walked once along the long line of the south wall, and came back to take the smallest of the three sleeping rooms at the west end. Kira took the middle. Thessaly carried the archive case and her half page to the eastern room and shut the door behind her with the small careful click she gave every door on the road. Sable rose from the hearth and took an inner room without a word. The going was deliberate: she gave Vessa the table and the last room and the night, the way a working hand gives the bench over when the working is another hand’s to make.

Vessa stayed at the table.

She had a cup near her hand and the tea had already gone cold in it. She left it unrefilled. She set the cup down against the wood with the slow steady press a person uses when the setting is the only motion the body will let through. The silence of those three days went unnamed. She came around the table and stood by my side.

“Come with me,” she said.

We went to the last sleeping room at the east end of the wing. The door took the small steady click all the doors at this post took. It was a keeper’s room, narrow and clean: a single iron bed against the wall, a low bench at its foot, a candle stand by the bench’s edge, a window in the north wall that read the paddock through the slow torchlight. One lamp on the bench. I did not light the second one. The first was enough.

Vessa went to the wall hook beside the door’s hinge.

She set her hand to the buckle of the right boot first and worked it open with the steady careful press she had used on every boot she had closed every formal day she had stood through at the Thornguard and after. Then the left buckle. Then her belt: the working belt with the Crown writ pouch and the household seal pouch and the small folded safe-conduct in its inner pocket, hung beside the boots. Then the outer coat. The order had not changed since the autumn close of her commission’s last formal day. Buckles, belt, coat. The hook took the coat. The hook in our long hall at the cottage took it the same. She set the cuffs straight. She turned by the wall.

I did not name the order. I had known it since the year the carrier letters passed between them. She has kept this small ritual to close out every day a uniform had cost her something. The thought arrived in the back of the room where the audit would once have measured it. The audit did not stand to it. The thought waited there and read her by the wall and stayed quiet.

She crossed to the bench at the foot of the bed.

The lamp at the bench’s edge held the room in the slow honey color a single oil flame banks a small room to. I came to her there. She met my eyes, the dark grey she had brought to the long hall every council evening of the eastern campaign and after, and her shoulders had eased a small careful quarter-inch since the buckles. The carry was still in the shoulders. The carry was still in those three days of road. Her hands found my shoulders over the doublet and rested there.

“I am afraid of my father,” she said.

The line was plain. The room caught it; nothing in the back of the room moved to it at all. The fear was the carry. The three days were the holding of the fear. My hand came up along the line of her jaw, and my thumb found the corner of her mouth with the slow press the body gives a thing it has chosen to know.

“I know,” I said.

She closed her eyes a half-second under the press. Then she opened them.

She let me set the pace.

I had not led with her since the year of the forge. She had set the pace on every contact since the close of that year of letters: pace, hand on my chest, position, the order of clothing off, the order of the contact. The room heard the difference from the first kiss: her breath shorter through the wait, her hands resting on my shoulders and not directing, her eyes finding mine and staying. This is the new shape. The thought waited in the back of the room. Nothing measured it. Nothing wrote it down.

I took the under-tunic by its laces. Her hands stayed on my shoulders. I drew the tunic up and over her head with the slow steady pull a long-asked thing asks for, and the small lamplight took her across the chest and ribs.

Her scars rose in the lamp.

The cluster over her left shoulder she had carried home from the year the eastern reach read the Crystal Wastes for the first time — six small starred punctures grouped over the deltoid where the rain of shards had read her armor from three feet. The long line over her ribs was the siege line of the eastern campaign, the one the field-mender closed in four breaths’ stitch under the third day’s fire, a clean line up from the bottom rib to the diaphragm on the angle her gambeson had not covered. Above the hip, the small dark mark sat over the iliac crest the way it had sat under every carrier-letter she had not signed by her own hand. I did not name it. I had not named it in any year I had known her. My palm came to the long siege line over her ribs and rested there, and the press did not ask. I am carrying what she has not let her father read in any year of her commission. The thought waited in the back of the room. The room took it.

She let her breath out under the press.

I moved her to the bed slowly, the way a thing is carried in a room like this. She lay back along the edge of it and her hands stayed on my shoulders, not on my hips, not in my hair — on the shoulders, where she had set them with the first kiss. I took the rest of her clothes with the same steady pull. I took my own by the bench after. I came back to her along the edge of the bed.

My hand came down along the inside of her thigh. The line was slow. I read her by the breath and the breath kept the held pace and her hand stayed on my shoulder and her eyes stayed on mine. My fingers found her wet under the slow gentle press. She gave it no direction. She named no angle. I worked her at the slow steady pace the room had asked for, my thumb on the small swollen ridge above, two fingers slow inside, and her hand on my shoulder tightened a half-pound and stayed. Her breath ran shorter under the slow press, then shorter, and her shoulders went down against the bed in the slow even fall a woman’s shoulders take when she is letting a thing be done to her without setting the pace.

She came on my hand along the edge of the bed in a small steady cresting that did not ask for more pressure. Her hand on my shoulder did not push me harder. Her breath came short through the cresting and her eyes stayed on mine. The cresting ran through her in the slow even pulse a kept pace lets through. She let it.

The pressure at the back of the skull arrived with the cresting — a small weight that read the Bond on the new channel, not in the wrist, not in the collarbone where it had ridden the road, but inside the skull where a kept breath reads against the back of the head. The Bond carried the cresting through that pressure and steadied. I read it once and let it carry.

I moved into her where she lay.

She let me set the pace again. I went slow. She watched my face through the first slow stroke and her hand on my shoulder stayed. She is letting me carry this. The thought arrived in the back of the room and stayed. Nothing in the back of the room stood to it. The thrusts ran slow and measured, the line she had not asked me to change, and her breath ran short under it, and her hand on my shoulder kept the press, and her eyes stayed on mine through the rise. I read her toward the cresting and held it slow. She came in the slow steady cresting a second time, in the slow even run I was holding, and I went a half-dozen more strokes the same and came inside her. She pushed it no higher. She let it run.

We lay together afterward.

She did not get up. She left her boots where they lay rather than setting them by the door for the morning the way she had through the nights in the siege camp and the nights of the autumn close. She turned over in the bed and lay on her side, and her hand came to the flat plane of my chest and rested there. Her breath against my shoulder. The room was warm under the lamp.

“I last spoke to him by carrier-letter, at the autumn close two winters back,” she said. “He sent the formal commission-acknowledgement and a line at the bottom that read ‘Carry well.’ I did not answer. The morning will be the first time at the same ground since the year before the Thornguard. He is older than the line I carry of him. The protocol will hold. I do not know what holds after.”

Six sentences.

I did not answer the words with words. The part of me that would have measured them waited in the back of the room and stayed quiet. My hand came up and rested over the back of her shoulder where the cluster from the Crystal Wastes had risen in the lamp.

She let her breath out.

She slept on her side, her hand laid to the flat of my chest, her breath against my shoulder. The lamp at the bench kept its honey color in the slow even fall a single oil flame banks a small room to when the wick is at half. Her breath ran slow against my shoulder, and my pulse ran slow under her palm, and the two ran on the same rate, the slow even fall the bed kept. The room kept its quiet. The weight against the back of the head had let go.


CHAPTER 12: Ambush

The Greenstone ran broad where the road met it, pewter under a late afternoon sky bronzing toward dusk since the second bell. The Crown’s bridge sat in a long shallow bow: a single arch of Crown stone on two ribbed footings, the stonework warmed to the gold brown the southern quarries cut. Beyond it the road bent north into the long rise toward Halan’s Crossing, four hours’ ride past the river.

Day five east. Sevenfold Hand window at fifteen days.

We came up on the crossing in the measured pace the column had carried since the noon stop. Skitter ranged ahead and south, a grey chitin shape reading along the road’s edge half a mile up. The pack mule with the case of the door archive rode the column’s center under Thessaly’s lead. Vessa held point. Lyra rode a length back along the south flank, bow shouldered. Kira took the tail. Sable kept beside me.

She was riding her chestnut mare, the one she had brought up from the compound stable. Her seven working tails carried in the fox shape her humanoid form held over a long ride. Her qi ran held low, the way we had agreed on back in the cottage the night before departure: half engagement, conservation of the eight month clock, the carrier tier cost we had locked at the autumn close carried forward.

Half a mile out, Skitter sent.

The comm line came through the working channel I had keyed to Master Construct’s stoneward signature before departure: a small clean pulse behind my Compound Awareness, the eye-rune pulse and the signature shift reading at once. Six in the southern brush by the bridge’s near foot. Two beneath the bridge along the downstream side. Malachar livery. Purple and silver on the shoulders. Holding for our column.

I read it through the Awareness and turned the mare a quarter back.

“Six and two,” I said. “Ambush at the bridge. Skitter has them.”

Vessa’s hand came up. The column held its slow walk and did not break. She named the engagement in four lines, the officer’s cadence she had drilled into every dispatch.

“Lyra: south high stand at the outer fall, second quiver out, draw at first volley. Thessaly: cover at the willow at the bridge’s east foot, case behind you, mule cross-tied. Kira: shadow at the north abutment, underbridge first. Ethan: bridge stone at the south footing. Skitter: east flank, drive the brush. I take point.”

Four lines. The column moved as though it had been moving to that line for years.

Lyra peeled south, her bow already gone to draw rest. Thessaly was off her saddle by the willow’s trunk with the case behind her before the column had finished its slow walk to the foot of the bridge. Kira’s mare went past me through the column’s center in the slow even pace a mare keeps when her rider is already gone. Kira had dismounted half a stride before; the shadow under the bridge’s north abutment took her in the blink of an eye. Skitter’s pulse came back through the comm line in acknowledgment: moving east, driving brush.

I came forward by Vessa’s shoulder to the southern footing and set my palm against the warm Crown stone, into the working I had been holding since the call half a mile back.

My breath came short a moment.

The short breath came as the combat opened. A small clean catch under the diaphragm, where the Bond reading Sable’s qi had named the start of the engagement through the wrist channel before my own breath had named the readiness. The breath caught once and went steady. I let it go and read the stone under my palm.

The first volley came from the southern brush.

Six shapes in dark green broken leaf cloth, Malachar’s purple and silver at the shoulders, broke from cover by the foot of the southern grade, drawing short curved blades, a single crossbow in the first man’s hands. The crossbow read for Vessa down by the bridge’s footing. The arrow flew from the south high stand a moment before the bowman set his foot. Lyra’s first shaft took him through the joint of shoulder and bow arm, the angle that closed the joint and let the crossbow lock fall to the gravel. Her second shaft was already in flight before his knees hit the stones. It took the running man second from the left high in the chest below the collarbone, the point reading clean through the gambeson and out the back, a small bright thread of blood where the Crown bow at full draw had opened the chest. He went down on the third stride.

Two down to the first volley.

The remaining four came on toward the footing of the bridge in a half arc, reading for Vessa and me by the southern abutment.

Vessa met the first three steps off the bridge.

She came forward in the formation footwork the Thornguard had drilled through the eastern campaign and after: long blade in her right hand held high quarter, small parrying blade in her left held low. The first attacker’s curved blade came in on a downward cut for her left shoulder. She read it a step short and turned her body a quarter on the right foot. The pivot took the cut into empty air past her left and brought her long blade up under the inside of his right arm. The blade entered the elbow and came out the back of the arm above the joint. His blade fell. Her riposte found his throat at the next breath. He went down in the slow wet fall a man makes when the throat is cut.

One down to her hand.

The second came on her left flank with a low cut for the hip. Vessa’s small parrying blade caught it across the cross, that same step she had stepped through every drilled defense of the eastern campaign. The curved blade slid down the parrying steel with the small clean ring two edges make when one is set against the other along the formation line, and her long blade came across through the angle the parry had opened: into the gap above his gambeson’s collar, the soft tissue below the jaw. He fell against her foot in the slow wet drop a man makes when an artery is cut.

Skitter broke from the eastern brush on a long lateral run, driving the remaining three toward the footing of the bridge on an angle that turned them onto me.

Skitter’s run was the grey chitin blur the Master Construct makes at full sprint over level ground. Six legs in the long ground-eating run, the foreclaw not yet risen to strike, his eye runes pulsing in the engagement pitch he keeps for the household’s defense. He swept the three in a long arc that turned them off the brush line and herded them onto the open footing stones, and the rearmost threw a glance back toward the eye runes pulsing by his heel and broke from the others, half a stride wide. Skitter’s right foreclaw came up in the run and caught him behind the knee, the small clean snap a foreclaw makes under full pressure, and the man went down hard against the stone. The other two ran on toward me along the angle Vessa had named.

Sable broke from my left.

She came forward at the half engagement we had agreed on. Qi held to the moderated press, foxfire in a small contained flare, seven working tails extending the radius of her engagement along the curved arc her years of the road fight could run. The two counter rhythm tails she kept back undeployed; they stayed by the line of her hip, unread. The lead of the three Skitter had driven came on toward me by the bridge’s stone, and Sable’s foxfire strike took him high in the chest’s right, the contained burst searing the edge of his gambeson and bursting his ribs where it struck. He fell in the short stunned drop foxfire makes of men when she holds the strike at half. Not dead. Stunned. Her seven tails read the angle of the next blade a moment before the second came in.

I closed the working under my palm.

The Crown stone read along the line of the Sovereign Inscription I had been holding since the call half a mile back: a small clean pressure of qi routed through the load-bearing footing block of the bridge, the way I had routed a Sovereign-class working through a Compound-class anchor inside the compound’s Seal Network for the year since the autumn close. The anchor was not the compound’s. The anchor was the Crown’s bridge.

The pressure of qi pushed.

The footing block waited a breath under the routing. Then the Crown stone answered along the broader span the waystone of the third cycle had answered with: the network the Crown’s road carries across the wider cycle reading my routing as if it were the network’s own. The stone along the bridge’s southern lip shifted, rising half an inch to the precise angle I had pressed for. The shift caught the foot of the next attacker at the worst step of his approach. A stumble over the rise his eyes had not read, his weight catching against the lip, his blade falling open across the chest.

Vessa’s small parrying blade came across his throat in the half beat of the stumble and closed the line along the carotid.

Three down to her hand.

The notification came up behind the Awareness at the precise beat the working sealed.

Skill: Sovereign Resonance. Routed through external anchor at first attempt. Promotion: Lv 2.

The chime ran a second after. The level chime for the recognition of the network anchor, the same as the World Rune Lv 4 chime over the midday waystone the third day out. Lv 80 → Lv 81. I sustained the working a breath more and let the routing settle along the bridge’s load-bearing line.

The third attacker came on toward Vessa’s high quarter and broke against the parry; her riposte took him through the gut and her long blade closed on the breath he had not finished drawing. He went down by the bridge’s lip beside her foot.

Beneath the bridge, Kira moved.

The two shadow weavers had come up along the downstream side in the rope and handhold climb shadow weavers use for low bridge work: a quiet practiced ascent up the underside of the arch. The first did not finish the climb. Kira’s hand came over the abutment’s lip in the silent reach the shadow discipline holds along its silent band, and the small black bladed knife she carried inside her right forearm came down across the back of his neck, along the angle that closes the spine by the second cervical. He fell against the rope in the slow weighted drop a silent take makes. The rope caught him a moment against the harness clip, his weight slid down it, and the rope went slack over the water.

The second shadow-weaver had already cleared the abutment lip and saw the take.

He turned against the rope in the half second he had and came up on Kira by the abutment’s edge with a longer single edged knife and a working in the off hand reading for shadow cut along her own band. Kira’s reading caught the working a moment before he set it. She struck not for the throat but for the wrist, along the angle that closed the grip of his working hand. The knife dropped. Her second strike took the temple with the flat of the blade: the strike to take alive the shadow discipline trains for the prisoner objective. He went down in the silent slump a strike to the flat of the temple makes, his working broken at the wrist, his breath still running.

Kira pinned him to the stone.

The Bond on my wrist read her choice on the same beat. The line that prevents the kill. She had chosen the prisoner. Sable read it through the same channel along her own wrist; I felt her quiet recognition where her qi read mine.

Skitter’s last drive came against the fifth and sixth attackers by the footing of the bridge. They came on toward me with curved blades drawn back from the shoulder, the fifth half a stride ahead of the sixth and reading for my unarmored side. Lyra’s third shaft took the lead through the chest on the angle below the collarbone; the fourth took the second through the high thigh into the bone. The lead went down against the stone in the slow stunned fall the longbow shaft makes of men at full draw. The second went down on the knee a breath after.

Six dead. One prisoner.

The bridge kept its quiet. The river ran under the arch in slow steady pewter. The Crown stone held the rise of half an inch I had pressed it to. I closed the routing in the slow careful step a sovereign tier discipline closes a Crown anchor working with, and the stone settled.

I stepped back toward the river bank. The screen came up against the still air.
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I let it dissolve.

Kira brought the prisoner up.

He came across the stone with his wrists bound in the small bone cord Kira had drawn from her saddle pack that morning. His working hand hung broken. His breath ran short. The purple and silver thread at his right shoulder was the formal livery of the house; the small stitched mark inside the collar was the rank mark his master’s house carried through the inner court of Ironhold’s southern reach.

“Malachar’s house,” Vessa said. She kept her eyes on the bridge stone she was wiping the long blade against. “House-livery. The collar is his.”

Kira set the prisoner down by the willow’s foot, in Thessaly’s cover position. Thessaly stepped a pace clear of the case of the door archive. Kira’s hand came down on his shoulder and her qi went into him along the shadow-craft line that reads working against working.

“He is bound,” she said. The fragment cadence her shadow craft mode keeps in engagement: short, clean. “Return-binding. Will collapse at sunset if not back at his master.”

The sun read low. An hour to sunset. Less.

I came to the willow and crouched to the man’s eye level. I read the binding by the small pressure of qi Kira’s reading had marked: a clean return line set against his master’s signature, sunset window, no slack. The binding was the leash his master had built into him on deployment.

“Three questions,” I said. “Answer at the binding’s pressure and Kira carries you forward at her shadow-line. You read what closing means.”

He kept the silence on the first question.

The sun moved. Kira’s hand on his shoulder held the read. The pressure along the binding’s return line climbed through his chest. I read it through the Awareness, a small clean climb.

“Where is Malachar?” I said.

The pressure climbed through his chest. He kept the silence a moment more. Then the binding broke at his throat and the word came on a small forced press.

“Ironhold.”

“Why?”

The second pressure came along the binding’s return line as the first answer closed. He took it a quarter of a breath. The breath in his chest ran shorter.

“Arrived a week ahead. Eastern courier-road. Past the summit-line.”

“What was the ambush for?”

The third pressure came along the binding harder than the first two. The sun read on the west’s lower lip. His breath ran short under the press.

“Delay,” he said. “Not kill. Kill-tier was secondary. Delay-tier was primary. He wanted you at the summit late.”

The return line closed a beat past the sun’s lip, and the seizure took him by the willow’s foot in the slow rigid lock the binding makes when the bearer is not back by sunset. His chest went rigid. His breath cut. His eyes read the bark and did not read.

Skitter came up to the willow on the long ground-eating run.

The grey chitin shape stopped by the prisoner’s head and the right foreclaw came down at the small clean angle the construct’s eye runes had read off the break point of the binding: foreclaw to the pulse line along the side of the throat, the small clean pressure that kept the return line open a half second past the lip of sunset, the qi signature reading the binding as the binding had read under the master’s hand.

The prisoner’s chest moved.

The foreclaw held the throat in the slow steady pulse the return line had carried under the master’s hand. The Master Construct kept the prisoner alive past the release window, the grey chitin shape settled by the willow’s foot in the quiet steady press the household had named as its work.

The sun went past.

The willow kept its quiet. The Greenstone ran pewter under the arch. Skitter’s foreclaw held the prisoner’s throat in the small even pulse the binding had carried under the master’s hand.


CHAPTER 13: Halan's Crossing

Day six east. Sevenfold Hand window at fourteen days.

We rode out of the Crown waystation on the first bell. The Crown warden had taken custody of the prisoner an hour before dawn inside the small grey holding behind the relay stable, Skitter on the threshold while the warden read the binding residue and signed against the cairn and axe slate. Vessa named the transfer in four lines and walked back to the column without watching the door close. Skitter ranged ahead of us in the long ground-eating run, foreclaws clean.

The road bent north then east. The sky bronzed and went pale toward the riverhead light Halan’s Crossing carried along the long approach. The Halan ran wider here than by the Greenstone, a slow grey sheet gone green under high cloud.

The encampment came visible around the long bend.

The summit grounds sat on a half-mile flat above the river. Six pavilions of clan and realm stood around the sovereign circle Crown protocol had laid down during the founding, each on a compass point. To the west, our pavilion: woven grey canvas the color of the southern range’s quarried stone, its cornerstone sigil picked atop the apex in the same grey iron thread the wax of Rhenn’s seal had carried.

The sigil read from a distance. Compound Awareness read the working laid into the canvas. A Crown protocol anchor crowned the apex. A Runeforge cornerstone signature held the four corners. The Crown had prepared the pavilion to my hand before we arrived. My signature was newer than the anchor by a week of working, no more.

Center of the circle, the Crown pavilion. Larger than the six by a third. Aldric Thorne’s working circlet set atop the apex in banner thread of cobalt and iron.

“Sovereign-circle,” Vessa said by my shoulder. Her voice carried the steady working pitch she had held since the relay post. The seventy-two-hour silence had resolved into a working pose two nights back; the pose was holding. “Six peers, the Crown at center. The eastern point is Ironhold.”

I looked. The pavilion to the east was slate grey, woven by the dwarf clan with the Ironhold seal worked into its apex.

“Theron is there,” I said.

“He is there.” Her reining hand kept steady to the depth her voice carried.

A Crown herald in formal escort met us by the outer gate. He stood along the gate line in cobalt and iron, the seal of the Crown’s working house at his throat, a short silver staff in his right hand for the formal carry. Young, perhaps thirty, his face composed behind the protocol he had drilled. He bowed to a sovereign peer’s depth as Vessa approached.

“Steward-Commander.”

“Herald.” Vessa returned the bow a quarter of its depth. She named the party in the Crown protocol form I had heard her drill along the road. “Sovereign Ethan Cole of the Runeforge. Bonded Sable. Bonded Lyra. Bonded Thessaly of dragonkin-blood. Bonded Kira. Steward-Commander Vessa Ironbloom.”

The herald bowed to each name at the depth the Crown’s protocol named for the rank. On Kira’s name he held the bow a half-beat longer, the protocol for an unnamed second carry, which Vessa had explained along the road two days back. Kira’s silence under the bow was its own answer.

“The Crown welcomes the Runeforge to the sovereign-circle. The Runeforge pavilion is at the western point. King Aldric receives at the third bell. I am at the household’s call until then. Will you walk?”

“We will walk,” Vessa said.

He turned on the staff’s tap.

The encampment carried the quiet of a Crown working field. No music, no shouting, only the working sounds of a summit the day before its first formal hour. Other households of clan and realm were already in place: Ironhold to the east, a banner of green and grey from the elven reach to the north, three other clan marks Vessa had drilled along the road.

We came to the Runeforge pavilion along the long western walk.

Two Crown servants stood by the threshold with a small wooden tray. Water in a stone cup, a pinch of grey salt in a small clay dish. The herald gestured.

“Water and salt at the threshold,” he said. “Crown welcome at the sovereign-peer house.”

Vessa took the cup first by protocol order: the steward who commanded the house reads the welcome from the household’s hand. She drank a small swallow, dipped two fingers in the salt, touched her tongue. She passed the cup to me. I drank. The bond on my wrist read each carrier in turn as the cup went down the line: Sable’s flutter through the warm steady channel that had run since the night at the relay post, Lyra’s through the clipped clean line, Thessaly’s through the rapid running cadence, Kira’s through the still channel.

The flutter on my wrist went warm against the pulse during the third carry. A small clean line I had not read before, the bond reading the Crown’s working as a household reading inside its own house. A new channel. The bond against the pulse of the wrist. I let it settle without naming it to the herald and stepped through the flap behind Vessa.

Inside, the pavilion opened onto a small interior court. A writing table centered with four chairs of the straight-backed kind. A side tent along the southern wall carried three pallet rolls, woolen under cotton, the bedding folded to the formal camp form. A cold brazier against the eastern wall. A lamp on the writing table’s edge, unlit.

“Two nights,” Vessa said. She walked the small court in the pace of a formal field officer and read the working in the four corners as she walked. “Tonight reception. Tomorrow the accord. We sleep here both nights. The pavilion is ours by Crown grant.”

She set the slate on the writing table and laid the small leather wallet of formal seals beside it. She uncapped the chalk from the pouch at her hip and began her brief on protocol.

I set the saddle pack on the chair across from her. Sable went to the eastern chair and sat, her eyes flecked gold as they read the camp through the open flap, her tails settled against her chair’s back along the line her humanoid form carried in formal seating. Lyra went to the western corner and read the sky through the upper gap in the canvas. Thessaly took the chair beside Sable and pulled her slate from its belt case.

The herald bowed from the threshold and withdrew.

“Theron crosses now,” Vessa said. She did not look up from her slate. “He read our arrival at the eastern point and the camp is small. He is at the Ironhold flap already.”

I read the camp through Compound Awareness. The slate grey pavilion to the east had its flap open. A figure in slate grey was crossing the inner circle in the slow careful walk a man of formal rank crossed Crown ground in when his daughter’s pavilion stood to the west.

He came to the threshold by the slow steady step.

Vessa stood. Her hand set the chalk along the slate’s edge on the break that closed the line. She did not straighten the shoulder seam or the cuff. She walked to the threshold and stood along the formal receiving line a steward of her rank held when her house received Ironhold’s lord.

The herald who had escorted us reappeared by the flap.

“Lord Theron Ironbloom of the Ironbloom House, Ironhold.”

“The Runeforge receives,” Vessa said.

Theron stepped through.

He wore Ironhold formal dress: slate grey wool in the close cut the stone clan favored, the Ironbloom seal at his throat worked in iron and bone, no axe on the hip. Formal disarmament inside the sovereign circle of a Crown summit. His beard was fully grey now; when Vessa had last seen him, two winters back, it had still carried iron through the chin. He was older than the years between them by the long carry of those years. His shoulders bore the weight of an Ironhold lord at a Crown summit, but his eyes when they came up to his daughter bore the weight of a father across the threshold of his daughter’s house.

“Steward-Commander,” he said.

“Father.”

He nodded.

His eyes moved past her, to me, to Sable in the eastern chair, to Lyra in the western corner, to Thessaly with her slate beside Sable, to Kira in the southern shadow. He read the household with the long careful reading a lord of the stone clan of his rank had been trained to since boyhood. He did not name what he read.

Vessa named it for him. Her voice carried the eased formal hand she had let crack two nights back. The hand was steady.

“This is the household I carry,” she said. “They have brought me back to you.”

Theron’s hand came up. Not toward her, toward the eastern chair where Sable sat. Open, palm down, the gesture lords of the stone clan used to acknowledge a sovereign peer’s house in the field. He closed the hand on the slow return to his side. His eyes came back to his daughter.

“I read it,” he said. “I read it from the autumn-close letter you did not answer.”

Vessa stayed on his eyes. She did not look away. The grief through her father’s voice was not the resentment edge the long silence might have carried. He carried no resentment. He carried grief. And the grief across her face when she returned it was the same grief, plainly, without the formal screen she had carried for two winters.

“I read it too,” she said.

He nodded once.

Then he straightened the shoulder and the moment between father and daughter went back behind the working form of the Crown summit. Three more lines, practical, lord to steward.

“The accord article will be read at the second hour of the morning. Aldric will name the principal at the threshold and let the houses respond. Hardin’s signature is set for the third article.”

“The Runeforge response is drafted,” Vessa said. “Sovereign Cole will speak to the principal at the second response-slot.”

“Aldric’s mood is steady. He is not in haste at this summit.”

“The Runeforge reads the same line.”

Theron looked to me. He bowed to a sovereign peer’s depth, the depth a lord of the stone clan gave a sovereign of working, a quarter of full. I returned the bow to the same depth. He bowed to Sable next at half-depth, the acknowledgement of her standing by her own house’s right. Sable inclined her head.

He turned toward the flap. “I will see the household at the evening’s reception.”

“At the reception.”

He stepped through.

Vessa held the threshold a beat after, then walked back to the writing table. She sat. Her hand picked the chalk up off the slate’s edge. The hand was steady.

I let the breath I had been holding go.

* * *

The afternoon ran through the cadence of the protocol brief Vessa had drilled along the road. She walked me through the sovereign peer’s addressing.

“Aldric is King Aldric at the address. Not Your Majesty. The Your-Majesty form is the vassal form, and the Crown does not take homage at a sovereign-peer circle. King Aldric at the first line and the formal opening. After the first opening, you may shorten to Aldric at the second instance, but only after he has named you at the second instance first. Read his cadence.”

“And the response?”

“Sovereign of the Forge at the formal exchange. Ethan if he addresses you at the personal. The Crown will signal at the personal mode first. Do not lead.”

“Read his cadence.”

“Yes.”

Sable read the camp through the open flap, quiet. Lyra in the western corner kept the sky’s reading: high cloud over the western quarter, a small storm along the long horizon that would reach the summit by the third day, after we had left. Thessaly drafted her parallel list of questions onto her slate.

The audit reached for the question of whether to name the new channel at the wrist to the household and folded back without naming it. The afternoon sat.

The third bell came along the long afternoon’s edge.

* * *

The Crown pavilion in the circle’s center sat in its quiet as the formal evening opened. The herald who had brought us that morning waited by the inner entrance and bowed as we approached.

“The Runeforge.”

“The Runeforge attends,” Vessa said.

We walked in.

The interior was larger than ours by a wide measure. A writing table against the eastern wall set with a single candle of grey iron. Six chairs ringed the center in the formal receiving setting. Five other parties of clan and realm stood in their assigned positions.

King Aldric Thorne stood within the central ring.

Late fifties, beard of copper and iron close-cropped to the working trim, no full state regalia, only the working circlet across his brow in cobalt and iron with the small grey stone in front the Crown’s founders had set along the working line. His tunic was cobalt, his belt iron through the buckle. He carried no blade. His hands by his sides kept the steady working set a man of his rank carried through a summit of peers when the working was the working and not the show.

His eyes came to me across the threshold.

“Sovereign of the Forge,” he said. His voice was low and measured.

I bowed to a sovereign peer’s depth. “King Aldric.”

“We are here as peers. The Crown does not take homage at this circle.”

The line carried. It carried the year and a half of correspondence between us, the first letter from the close of the eastern campaign and the Architect’s letters Vessa had drafted in the long hall and I had signed across the cottage table. The line was not a beginning. The line was a confirmation.

“The Runeforge stands at the circle,” I said. “Not at the knee.”

Aldric inclined his head a quarter of its depth.

“The principal article of the accord is mutual defense at the sovereign-peer line. The Crown’s working-house and the Runeforge’s working-house at parallel obligation at the cross-realm threshold. The principal carries no homage clause.”

“The Runeforge reads the principal at the same depth. Sovereign Cole will respond at the second slot at the morning.”

“At the morning.”

He inclined his head to a sovereign peer’s depth again. The Crown’s herald by the threshold tapped the silver staff for the formal call that closed receiving. Aldric’s attention moved at the protocol’s pace to the next party along the eastern ring: Hardin’s Ironhold, Theron in the lord’s standing, his eyes briefly to his daughter along the Runeforge line, then to the Crown.

The reception had been three exchanges. The formal recognition was the recognition. The accord itself was the morning’s work.

* * *

We walked back to the Runeforge pavilion in the slow even walk the formal close required. Crown servants along the lane carried the lamps forward through the slow lighting. The Halan ran dark below the western shore beneath the camp, its sheet broken by the small ripple the night wind read across the surface.

Inside, Vessa lit the lamp on the writing table. The flame caught in the small clay reservoir and the inner court came up in the warm steady light. She set her slate down in the table’s center.

“Morning protocol. Second bell, accord articles read. Third bell, response slots. Fourth bell, signature.”

“At the fourth bell,” I said.

She nodded once.

The household settled. Thessaly began checking her sources against Theron’s question on the stone clan. Lyra checked the bow in the corner and set it against the wall. Kira moved to the southern shadow by the side tent and kept her sentry pose, the lean of the wrong hip against the canvas her shadow practice carried into any new field. Sable stayed in the eastern chair, her eyes flecked gold as they read the camp’s outer wards through the open flap.

I went to the western corner and read with her.

Compound Awareness extended through Sovereign Resonance to the Lv 2 depth I had unlocked by the Greenstone. The working reached out from my hand and read the camp through the sovereign-scale reading I had not run outside the compound before. The Crown’s wards along the outer perimeter read in the working cadence of the Crown’s house, cobalt and iron, layered through the second cycle to separate the houses of sovereign rank, layered through the third for the central pavilion’s standing. The cornerstone signature in the four corners of our own pavilion read through the working I had laid into the southern range two seasons back. The Crown’s wards along the inner ring read me reading them. Not in the alarm band. In the recognition band. A sovereign reading at his own scale within his own pavilion.

The camp reads me as it reads the Crown. The reading was the working the year of correspondence had paid for. The Crown had named the working from the threshold. The wards confirmed.

I let the working settle and closed the routing.

The pavilion kept its lamp. The Halan ran dark below the western shore. The Sevenfold Hand window stood at fourteen days.


CHAPTER 14: Sovereign Treaty Signed

Day seven east. Sevenfold Hand window at fourteen days, closing to thirteen by the riding hour.

The seal with the cairn and axe lay broken in the table’s center. Theron’s overnight courier had laid the Crown stenographer’s clean copy across the writing table before second bell, the grey iron wax pressed once and set, the cord knotted in the working form the stone clan’s scribes used for drafts between sovereign peers. Vessa had cut the cord with a small bone knife and laid the vellum flat under the warm steady light of the lamp that had carried our pavilion since the reception.

Five articles.

“Read them with me,” Vessa said. Her eyes stayed down. Her chalk hand kept its steady working motion. “Tell me what you see.”

I sat across from her. The vellum was thick, drawn close, the stenographer’s hand running the clean even line the Crown trained in its formal house. I read.

Article I. Sovereign Peer Recognition. The Runeforge named as a sovereign entity, not as vassal, not as client. The Crown’s formal acknowledgement of standing outside the chain of homage. The article ran clean across four sentences, each carrying the working form the Crown’s founders had set into the original sovereign circle’s drafts.

Article II. Mutual Defense. It named regional pressures specifically. The eastern range. The southern foothills. The article did not name Malachar’s house in Crown ink, did not name the Council, but it named working hands of declared hostility from beyond the realm in a phrasing that read both ways without naming either. The Crown’s drafting held a deniable seam. Theron’s eye had watched the working.

Article III. Bonded Status.

I read it twice.

Bonded humanoid carriers of Sovereign-class qi accorded sovereign-peer status under the Crown’s protection-of-craft tradition. The line carried the Crown’s deep precedent, that older language of craft protection the Crown had used to shelter foreign smiths through the wars of the early realm, extended now to the scale of a sovereign peer. The bonded carried my standing. The bonded carried the Crown’s protection. The article did not ask. The article named.

I read Vessa’s face as the second reading closed.

She watched me. The eased manner she had let crack at the relay post held steady in the corner of her mouth. She had fought for this, for the carriers, since the drafts that closed the autumn a year and a season back. She had written the craft-protection precedent into the Crown’s correspondence across four separate letters I had signed back home without reading the depth of what she placed. She had not named it then. She left it unspoken now. She watched to read whether I had seen it.

I saw it.

I left it unnamed. She needed no naming of it.

I read on.

Article IV. Trade Free-Pass. Goods and personnel marked by the Runeforge granted Crown safe conduct along the Crown roads. Practical implication. Caravans like the cover identity the Sevenfold Hand carried would now have to navigate the Crown’s craft protection through any check. The article protected our carry. It also raised the legal floor for the cover work the Council had been threading through its license of salt and iron. Vessa had drafted that too.

Article V. Renewal and Dissolution. A five-year term. The dissolution clause required written notice plus one year of transition. Clean, slow, no surprise.

“Five articles,” I said.

“Five.” Vessa’s chalk made a small mark on the slate, her mark for the close of a reading. “The principal is the second. The load-bearing is the third. The fourth changes the field for the household and for the Council’s cover-work. The first and fifth carry the frame.”

“Aldric drafted Three at his own hand.”

“At his own hand. Theron read the working and confirmed at the courier.”

“And you kept the carry.”

She gave no answer. She set the chalk along the slate’s edge and rolled the vellum in the formal working pace, cord knotted over the break in the seal, ready for the morning’s table.

* * *

The pavilion took a small council while we dressed.

Sable rose from the eastern chair and crossed to the side tent. The bronze pin Vessa had given her at the cottage threshold the week the autumn closed lay on a folded grey cloth beside the bedding. Sable lifted it without comment and set it into her hair in the formal way the court of the stone clan read on the house of a sovereign peer. The pin set. Her gold and amber flecked eyes carried the chamber’s reading along the long edge of attention without turning toward it.

Lyra came in from the western corner. She had cleaned her road leathers by second bell, and her bow rode its formal carry across her shoulder. She wore no court dress. The household had drafted her resistance to Crown dress back home the night before departure, and Vessa had named the calculus: a Lyra in no dress would read to the Crown as her honor, the formal carry of a ranger refusing the show, and the Crown’s reading would test whether recognition of the bonded sovereign peers stood against the form Lyra had brought. The test was the article.

Thessaly came out of the side tent in scholar grey. Ironhold’s scholar grey. The dragonkin scales along her throat showed past the close cut of the collar, banked bronze in the morning’s quiet, the bioluminescent lines of her forearms hidden beneath the long sleeves. She had not worn Ironhold’s grey to a Crown court before. She caught my eye and said nothing. Her hand stayed steady on the slate she carried by the pouch at her belt.

Kira moved from the southern shadow. Plain travel grey, no marking, the signature of her shadow craft hidden inside her cuffs by the deep practice she had brought back from Stillness ground. Her lean against the canvas of the side tent, favoring the wrong hip, stayed a half second longer than it had through the morning’s bell. She read the camp through the open flap in long quiet sentry mode.

“At the second bell,” Vessa said.

“At the second bell,” I said.

We walked.

* * *

The Crown pavilion had been opened across the central ring in the morning’s working form. The herald who had walked us through the reception waited by the inner threshold, the silver staff in his right hand. He bowed to the depth of a sovereign peer as Vessa approached.

“The Runeforge.”

“The Runeforge attends.”

We entered.

King Aldric Thorne sat in the central seat. Working circlet. Cobalt tunic, iron belt. Blue grey eyes carrying the steady weight a man of his rank carried through the formal hour of an accord between sovereign peers. Theron held the King’s right hand in the seat reserved for the stone clan’s representative, slate grey wool, the Ironbloom seal at his throat. The Crown’s Working-Master sat to the King’s left in the witness seat: a small human with a grey beard, his speech that of the eastern realm, his hands flat on the witness slate. Two Crown scribes stood along the eastern wall.

The eastern flap of the Crown pavilion.

I read it through Compound Awareness as I crossed the threshold.

A mark of working, inert, placed on the canvas in the courtesy form the Crown had carried through summits of the sovereign circle since the wars of the early realm. Not a Council member. A recognition mark from a Council scribe, placed on the flap as the Council’s right of observation over any accord between sovereign peers. Ancient tradition. The mark carried no eyes, no channel of qi, no active reading. It was a witness seal in the formal courtesy. It was present.

Kira’s read arrived through the bond half a step behind mine. A small cold pulse against the inside of my wrist where the bond carried her mark, quick and clear, the message landing without word. Council mark. Inert. Present. I read it. I did not turn. Kira’s eye along the southern line did not move.

A new channel. Cold against the pulse of my wrist. The bond’s reading of the Council mark on the flap carried the cold of a working at rest across long distance, and the bond translated it against the pulse point of my wrist in a shape new to the carry. I let it settle.

Aldric rose.

“The Runeforge stands at the accord. The Crown reads the household at the sovereign-peer standing. The accord articles are read aloud at the witness-record. The bonded who carry the sovereign-class qi will respond at the principal of Article III at the formal cadence the Crown’s protection-of-craft tradition has kept since the early-realm working.”

He did not raise his voice. He read it the way a king of his rank read when the working was the working. The two scribes took the words down along the eastern wall.

He read.

Article I he read across four sentences and waited. I bowed to the depth of a sovereign peer. “The Runeforge reads at the same line.”

Article II he read more slowly, the way the named pressures required. Vessa kept the witness slate along the household’s line. I bowed. “The Runeforge reads at the same line.”

Article III.

He read it slowly. He read it the way the tradition of craft protection had set into the founders’ working. He looked to Sable as the reading closed.

Sable rose.

She walked to the table in the slow careful walk her humanoid form carried through a formal hour, the bronze pin in her hair holding the morning’s light in a small steady carry. She came to the table’s edge. She laid her right hand flat on the vellum over Article III. The Working-Master to the King’s left lifted his attention to the article in the formal pose of a witness.

“Bonded Sable,” Aldric said. “Do you accept the sovereign-peer recognition?”

“I accept it,” Sable said. “I accept what it asks of me and what it gives.”

She lifted the hand. The Working-Master pulsed a small clean witness working across the article. The reading held.

Lyra came next as Sable withdrew. She laid her right hand flat on the vellum over the same place. Aldric asked it the same way.

“I accept it,” Lyra said.

She lifted the hand.

Thessaly came as Lyra withdrew. Her hand carried a faint dragonkin warmth into the vellum, a warmth the Working-Master’s pulse read into the formal acknowledgement. She made no move to hide it.

“By scale and qi I accept the recognition and the burden it carries,” Thessaly said.

She lifted the hand.

Kira came last along the southern step. Her hand was steady, no flourish beyond the still channel her shadow work had carried in her since the Stillness ground.

“Accepted,” Kira said.

She lifted the hand.

The Working-Master closed the witness working over the article in a small clean pulse and returned his attention to the King.

Aldric read Article IV. I bowed. The Runeforge read it as written.

Aldric read Article V. I bowed. The Runeforge read it as written.

Vessa’s hand set the Crown stylus on the table.

I came to the table.

The stylus carried the Crown’s working ink in the dark grey the founders’ instruments had borne. I lifted it. I wrote my name across the signature line in the working hand my Sovereign Inscription had been shaping since the cornerstone working that closed the autumn. The shape of the ink carried the working along the line as the Working-Master read it from his post.

Skill: Sovereign Inscription. Witness-anchor recognized at sovereign-peer threshold. Promotion: Lv 3.

The level chime ran clean.

ETHAN COLE - Level 82 Forge Sovereign (Legendary)
STR 106 DEX 104 CON 114
INT 167 WIS 143 CHA 78 LCK 68
HP 2680/2680 MP 2670/2670
Free stat points: 0 (allocated: STR +1, DEX +1, CON +2, INT +3, WIS +2)
Active Skills:
Runesmithing (Sovereign) Lv 1
Sovereign Inscription Lv 3 ↑
Sovereign Resonance Lv 2
World Rune Lv 4
Seal Network Lv 3
Compound Awareness (passive)
Title: Sovereign of the Forge


I let the chime go.

The Working-Master read the signature and inclined his head toward the King in the acknowledgement of a sovereign tier.

Aldric inclined his head once.

“The accord stands.”

The two scribes along the eastern wall took it down onto their own slates. Theron’s dark grey eyes by the King’s right hand carried a small steady satisfaction the formal hour did not ask him to set down. Aldric sat.

* * *

The pavilion kept a small private quiet through the pause after the signing.

Theron crossed the floor.

He came to Vessa along the line of witnesses in the slow careful walk a lord of the stone clan crossed Crown ground in when the working had been the working. He stopped by her shoulder. He did not raise his voice.

“Steward-Commander. You brought the household at a sovereign-peer depth. The craft and the carry kept true.”

Vessa’s dark grey eyes met his and held.

“The carry was the household’s, Father. I kept the line they made.”

Theron’s hand came up in the small open gesture the lords of the stone clan used for private acknowledgement. He closed it on the slow return to his side.

“At the line, then.”

“At the line.”

He bowed to the half depth and stepped back.

* * *

We rode out of Halan’s Crossing in the early afternoon.

The Crown copy of the accord rode by Vessa’s hand in the formal roll of seals the stenographer had pressed when the witness sequence closed. The copy the Runeforge sealed rode beside it in the second pouch. Skitter ranged the eastern flank in the long ground-covering stride the carry had drawn since Greenstone. The other four bonded rode the column in their assigned positions: Sable at half pace along the inner line per the locking of cost, Thessaly beside her, Lyra at scout, Kira riding the column’s tail.

The Crown herald escorted us to the eastern gate of the summit grounds. He bowed to the depth of a sovereign peer by the road’s edge. The Runeforge bowed once in return. He stepped back. The road opened east.

Four more days to Ironhold.

In the middle of the afternoon Thessaly rode up beside me. The bioluminescent lines beneath her sleeve flickered in a quiet excited pitch that read the way her list of morning questions had read.

“He answered three of the four,” she said. “Before the formal hour. Theron answered three of the four.”

“At the chamber depth?”

“At the chamber depth. At the qi-architecture. At the working-hall threshold mark.” She did not name the fourth. “The fourth I will ask at Ironhold.”

She fell back into the column in the satisfied quiet a scholar carried after a question’s good return.

Kira came up late in the afternoon.

She rode to my left, the saddle carrying her in her lean toward the wrong hip. Her gaze stayed off me. Her voice came in the low working pitch her shadow craft had brought back from Stillness ground.

“The mark at the flap was a calling-card.”

“I read it.”

“The Council holds the right at the formal cadence. The mark was placed at the courtesy. But the Crown summit’s working-record will carry our names to the Council’s archive at the routine pass within the week. The Council knows what was signed. The Council knows we are sovereign-peer recognized.”

“That was already true.”

“It was true at the corner of their reading. It is true at the center now.”

She said no more. She fell back to the tail.

I rode the column at the long pace the road carried.

The bond by my wrist carried the bonded across five distinct channels the column drew through the carry: Sable’s warm and steady, Lyra’s clipped and clean, Thessaly’s rapid and running, Kira’s still, Vessa’s steady working. The cold against the pulse of my wrist I had read in the pavilion did not return. The Council mark had been read and was now a known shape in the field.

The road opened east along the long bend.

Vessa rode at point.

The sealed vellum by her hand carried the wax beneath a small dark grey cord knotted over the formal break in the seal. The cord rode along the edge of her glove. The Crown copy and the Runeforge copy together rode in the inner pouch of her saddle in the slow steady carry of a Steward-Commander bearing her house’s accord east.

The Sevenfold Hand window stood at thirteen days.

The road opened east, and Vessa’s hand by the cord kept the carry.


CHAPTER 15: Lyra's Declaration

Day eight east. Sevenfold Hand window at twelve days. Ironhold five more days’ ride.

The cold came down off the eastern range before the column reached the first rise. A mountain wind, dry, carrying pine resin from the higher slopes the road would not climb today. The smell laid itself across the riders even and steady, a weather that did not belong to the valleys we had ridden out of. The horses caught it in their nostrils and lifted their heads by the second mile.

I rode the middle position. Vessa held point. Skitter ran ahead of her by half a mile in the long ground eating lope the carry had drawn since Greenstone. Thessaly kept my right at the formal column spacing. Kira took the tail.

Lyra had been gone since first light.

She had taken her mare past us at the second bell and held her pace to the scout’s long lope past the first ridge, and then she was gone. The household read her absence without comment. Vessa rode the line and never once checked the south stand. The Bond against my wrist carried her signal down a clipped clean channel that did not flicker. She was working.

The road rose. The grade carried us out of the river valley and onto a long flat shoulder of stone where the highland grass thinned and the pine resin came down clean.

The Bond against my wrist carried all five through the carry. Sable warm and steady down the long channel. Vessa steady along the line of the working. Thessaly rapid and running close in. Kira still in the deep carry. Lyra clipped clean across the distance, steady.

I rode.

The mountain wind cut across us near the half mile, and Vessa drew her cloak about her throat without breaking the column’s even march.

* * *

Lyra came back to us at midday.

I read her through the Bond first — the clipped clean line tightening as the distance closed, then folding inward as she approached. Skitter’s spider stride pulsed across the long Master Construct comm line and named her half a mile out. She rode in by the eastern fork where two cart tracks met and the southern brush thinned and the northern grade climbed toward Ironhold’s first stone clan way marker.

She drew her mare alongside Vessa at point. Brief exchange. Vessa nodded once.

Then Lyra came back down the line to my position and drew her mare alongside mine along the inner flank.

“Southern brush clear at the next four miles. Two ridges with sight-lines, one with a north-facing seam. No tracks but Crown sheep two days back.”

“Read.”

She did not range ahead again.

She held my left flank for the next four miles, and then for the four miles after that, and then for the long down slope into the shoulder valley where the day’s road was meant to end. Her mare carried the steady working Lyra had set for her. The bow rode over her shoulder. The second quiver rode beside her saddle. She didn’t look at me. She read the road through the long quiet ranger calm her face had carried since the first hour east of Halan’s Crossing.

The household read the shift without comment.

Vessa did not break formation to send Lyra back to scout. Thessaly closed her notebook over the saddle board and slid it into the inner pouch without commentary. Kira, riding tail, let the lean of her wrong hip settle into the saddle for the longer stretch we would now carry without a second scout arc. Sable, riding the inner line and quiet down the long channel, sent one pulse through the Bond against my wrist — a single fox-spirit beat, clean and unhurried, carrying the shape of I see what is happening; I am not in the way of it — and then withdrew to give the air back.

Lyra rode beside me.

The Bond against my wrist carried her presence at a quiet I had not felt from her before. Not the operational watchtower quiet. Not the ranger quiet that came after combat. A different shape. Decided. The clipped clean channel carried that decision at a pitch that did not ask to be read and did not hide from being read.

I read it and let it go.

I rode.

The day did not ask to be named either. The air the day had set between us carried what the day carried.

* * *

We came down the long shoulder valley in the late afternoon.

The waystation lay along the valley’s eastern lip where a small spring cut a runnel between two slopes and a stand of high pine had sheltered the keeper’s structures since the southern road charter of the stone clan. Two cabins. A small lean-to office beside the spring. No servants. No Crown lamp iron along the outer wall. A single grey iron staff bracketed beside the keeper’s door under the receive mark.

The keeper came out as the column approached. Older man, dwarf, plain wool, no axe, no formal address. He bowed once to the working depth a keeper of the stone clan road carried for a party of peer rank crossing his ground.

“The Runeforge.”

“The Runeforge attends,” Vessa said.

He named the assignment of the cabins the way a man does who had already worked the arrangement through the dark before this morning’s dawn, before the courier brought him word: the first cabin, three beds, for the three. The lean-to office beside the spring for the work of the Steward Commander. The second cabin, one bed, for the Runeforge’s Sovereign and the bonded carrier holding the southern flank.

He did not look toward Lyra as he named it.

Vessa did not look toward me.

Sable, through the Bond, sent a second pulse — small, clean, the same unhurried fox-spirit not in the way of it — and went quiet.

I dismounted. Lyra dismounted. The mare went to the post along the eastern wall of the second cabin. The pack mule went into Thessaly’s hand. Kira drew Skitter’s signal line back over the rear of the column in the rear-arc audit pattern and walked the perimeter with her wrong hip leaning. Vessa took the small lean-to beside the spring without comment.

Lyra had arranged this. She had arranged it during this morning’s first ride — she had spoken to the keeper at the dawn bell, at the first pass of the courier, beside the spring’s edge before she rode out. The keeper had worked the assignment on her word.

Vessa had known.

Nobody commented.

I followed Lyra to the second cabin.

* * *

The cabin was small.

A single bed against the eastern wall, narrow, the frame wood with a straw mattress and a folded grey blanket across the foot. A small table against the western wall with one chair. A hearth set in the northern wall, fire laid in but not lit. A wall hook beside the door. The window faced east, shuttered, the spring runnel running just past the southern wall.

Lyra closed the door.

She took the bow off her shoulder and hung it from the wall hook. She unbuckled the quiver and set it on the table. She unbuckled the knife from her ankle and set it beside the quiver. She crossed to the hearth and knelt over the laid fire and struck the flint against the kindling and watched the flame catch and rise and settle. She rose. She crossed to the foot of the bed.

She did not undress.

She stood by the foot of the bed and looked at me through the working stillness her face had carried since the Bond had folded inward at midday.

“I have been auditing myself for eight months.”

Her voice came clipped and clean, the way the ranger calm had always carried it, but something sat differently inside it now. The watchtower’s distance had gone out of it. What filled the space was the thing her body had been holding through the autumn close, the winter at the compound, the road east.

“Since the morning at the autumn-close hall I heard the eight-month sentence Sable was carrying. I started counting at that hour and I did not stop. I audited every reason I have to stay. I audited every reason I have to go. I worked the math four times at the cottage and twice at the watchtower since the embassy arrived.”

She paused once. Not from hesitation. From the breath a clean count takes before its last figure.

“I have decided. I am staying. You do not need to keep checking. I chose you. Stop checking whether I will keep choosing.”

Six of them.

She did not raise her voice as she closed. She did not move toward me. She stood by the foot of the bed with the hazel eyes I had read against the cottage threshold and the watchtower window and the road’s edge every dawn since the autumn close, and what she had laid down across the room was the shape of her decision, and it stayed.

I did not answer in language.

I crossed the cabin in three steps.

I took her face in both hands, the way a man does when the answer is a body’s answer. I kissed her.

It was not the press-not-take I had carried with Sable in the cottage the week before departure. It was a take. The kiss met the decided heat her declaration had set across the room, and my hands along her jaw and my mouth on hers met that heat and met it back.

She kissed back at the same pace.

Her hands came up with the working efficiency she carried into the restringing of the bow, found my belt, undid it in the single clean motion her quiver buckle had asked of her by the door. She drew back from the kiss only to work her shirt off in the same motion. The leather jerkin went to the chair beside the table. Her under-tunic over her head, dropped without ceremony to the floor. The travel-breeches off her boots, set aside by the bed’s edge. Practical hands. She did not perform.

I read her by the firelight as she came back to me.

Lean. Scarred. The long callus the bow had built across her left thumb, the working her body had earned through two years of compound dawns. The small puckered arrow scar over her right hip from the Crystal Wastes campaign three years back, a half-inch line across the iliac where the shaft had passed clean. The thin white line above her left clavicle from the Greenstone wolf the autumn before. Her hair came down over her shoulders at the small efficient pull of one tie.

She came back to me by the bed’s edge.

I pulled her against me and her mouth returned to mine at the decided heat, and we went down to the bed in the small careful collapse the narrow frame asked of two bodies working. The bed creaked at its joint. She laughed once in the back of her throat, a short clipped sound that was the closest her voice came to ease.

“Small bed.”

“Small cabin.”

She set her hands on my shoulders and pushed me down with the working efficiency a ranger lays down when the working is clear. She came over me by the foot of the bed, and her hazel eyes locked to mine in the firelight, open and clean, the way her decision had set across the room.

She did not perform.

She came down to my mouth, and her hands behind my neck and her body in the working warmth her body had brought to this room set the run she had chosen. I worked her through the slow careful attention the working asked of me — the long stroke of the tongue, the steady work over the small tight bud of her, the slow press of two fingers into the slick decided heat of her opening. She set her hand behind my head and kept me there with the working pressure her bow hand had carried since the morning, directing this, not letting me direct.

Her breath came short and clean at the small clipped run the ranger calm had always carried.

Single-syllable words.

“There. Yes. Slower. There.”

Her eyes did not close.

She came against my mouth through the small steady contraction her body had been holding since the foot of the bed, through the long quiet wave the working asked of her, with the clipped single sound in the back of her throat that was not muffled and was not loud. Her hand in my hair tightened once. Her hips lifted once. The wave passed.

She did not lie back as it closed.

She drew me up with the working efficiency the cabin’s bed asked of her, and her hands worked the last of my clothes off in the same clean motion, and she came at me at her own pace. She set her knees over my hips by the foot of the bed and lowered herself onto me through the slow even working her body had asked of her. The bed creaked as she shifted. She did not laugh this time.

She held.

She set the pace to the clipped clean rhythm her ranger hand had always set. Slow. Then steadier. Then steadier still. Her hands on my shoulders. Her hazel eyes on mine. The firelight along the western wall of the cabin carried the working in the small steady glow the hearth had banked beneath her hand.

I read her through the Bond.

The clipped clean channel carried the working close in, and inside it the decision-quiet she had held along the column’s flank since midday was the working her body was laying down in this bed in this cabin at this hour. Not a load on my channel. Not a weight asking to be carried. A working. Decided. Held.

She did not go silent as she climbed.

Short clean breaths.

“There. There. Yes.”

Single syllables.

“Ethan.”

She said my name once at the peak, clipped, the working in her voice the same working in her hips, and her body locked through the small steady wave the working asked of her, and I followed at the next slow stroke into the tight closing of her around me.

The cabin kept its silence after.

She did not move for a slow count. Her forehead against my shoulder. Her breath along my collarbone short and clean, the way the working asked of her. Then she lifted off through the same careful working she had come on, and rolled to her side along the eastern edge of the bed, and lay down with her back to me.

I came down beside her.

I set my arm across her ribs. She did not turn.

The fire in the hearth had banked as the working closed. The cabin’s air carried the spring runnel’s quiet past the southern wall and the mountain wind against the eastern shutter and the small clean sound of two breaths settling.

The part of me that would have measured that was quiet.

I read it from the back of the room in brief recognition. In simple noticing. The bed for the working it had carried, the firelight for the working it had banked, the room for the silence it was keeping — that quiet would have been a sound in the cottage, would have been a sound in the long hall, would have been a sound in any room before the autumn close. In this room it stayed silence.

I let the recognition pass.

She spoke first.

“You’ll sleep cold at this bed.”

“I’ll sleep.”

She did not laugh. Her hand came back along the slow working carry and found mine over her hip and pulled my arm tighter across her ribs and settled my hand against the flat of her stomach. Her fingers laced once through mine and stayed.

The fire banked further.

She turned over on the mattress in the small careful shift the bed allowed her, and came against my back, and laid her chest along my shoulder-blade, and set her arm across my ribs in the working she had asked of me, and her hand came forward over my sternum and rested there in the small steady warmth her palm had carried since the foot of the bed.

The Bond against my wrist carried her decision-quiet down the clipped clean channel.

It carried, along a line I had not opened before, a slow warmth over the sternum the channel had not used. Lyra’s reading and Sable’s distant reading of Lyra’s reading, both, at the same point of contact where her palm lay flat against me. The new channel ran one steady beat, then settled into the carry alongside the others without insisting.

The fire banked to coals.

Lyra’s breath against my shoulder-blade came long and clean, the way sleep asked of her.

The cabin kept the silence the room had been holding since she closed the door. One day’s road still lay between us and Ironhold, the Sevenfold Hand window stood at twelve and falling, and the door no hand had opened in eighty-three winters waited at the end of it. This was the last quiet the road would give us.


CHAPTER 16: Approach to Ironhold

Day twelve east. The Sevenfold Hand window stood eight days out. The eastern range had held the column’s horizon since Day Ten, and today the column would cross into its outer reach.

The dawn bell came from the road keeper’s hand against the iron beside the spring. One stroke. Clean. He did not call the household with a second stroke. There was no need this morning. The column had been breaking camp since the false dawn showed in the eastern shutter.

Lyra knelt beside the second cabin’s hearth, banking the coals to ash. Her bow already rode her shoulder. The second quiver already hung from the saddle. She had been working since the first grey reached the window.

Vessa sat in the lean office, rolling the night’s road dispatch into a courier tube and sealing it with the cairn and axe wax. Theron’s signet pressed under her thumb. Six exchanges with the road keeper had passed before light. She named none of them to the column. She set them down in the day’s working and carried the column forward.

Thessaly led the pack mule across the cabin yard, the door archive still wrapped in its oilcloth case. She slid the case into the inner pocket of the saddlebag and tied the outer cord with the knot her hands had set across three years of compound dawns. She did not speak.

Kira walked the perimeter once behind the line, the wrong hip lean carrying her through the morning’s last circuit before the road. She closed her hand over her mare’s bridle and led the mare to the tail.

Sable —

Sable rode the inner flank to my left through the first hour of light, the gold and amber fleck of her eyes catching the eastern grey, in humanoid form, her hand resting along the reins in the stillness her body had carried since the cottage. She had not slept in the first cabin. I had read it through the bond, along the long channel, all night. Not unrest, not flutter, but a waiting pressure I had not felt from her before. The eastern range had stood across the horizon since Day Ten. Today it stopped being a horizon.

The column rode east.

The road did not need scouting today. Vessa had said so the evening before, in the lean office. From here to the outer pass ran well-known dwarf march country, four centuries of stone clan road keeping along every mile, the road’s own working strong enough that any ranging scout would read no more than the road itself. The household compressed into a tight column. Skitter would range ahead by midmorning to scout the pass. The rest of us would ride the road as it had been built to be ridden.

The Bond carried five through my wrist.

* * *

Skitter went forward at midmorning.

Vessa named it as the column took its first long bend: Skitter forward, scout the outer pass, return by the upper switchbacks. His answer came back down the Master Construct line as the small clean confirmation his channel had carried since Halan’s Crossing. Then he was gone.

He moved in a way the road had not seen.

I read it through Compound Awareness as he passed Vessa’s mare and took the long flat ahead. Not the horse gait a courier scout would show. Not the insect skitter the road would have read from a Master Construct moving in its working gait. Something else. A gliding pull across six points of contact, a rolling weight transfer through the chassis that read somewhere between a wolf’s long lope and the grinding wheel of a stone clan cart mid-turn. The road’s working did not flinch from his passage. His signature had been folded into the cairn and axe channel back at Halan’s Crossing, and the road knew him. But the road’s own dust lifted in a pattern it had not lifted in before.

He cleared the long flat in a moment, reached the eastern bend, and was gone.

The household watched him go.

Vessa returned to the column’s point. Thessaly rode on close in. Kira held the tail.

Lyra kept my right flank. She had not left it since the dawn bell.

Sable rode my left.

I rode.

* * *

The road rose toward the lower switchbacks through the late morning.

The eastern range came up out of the long horizon as the column climbed, a shape the horizon had not taken before. Stone. Stone rising out of stone. Three peaks visible from this distance, the named peaks that marked this approach to the outer reach of the stone clans.

Vessa rode beside me for a stretch along the second switchback. At first she did not speak. She read the range in the stillness her father had taught her, a child’s hand against a stone clan saddle a long road ago. Then, quiet, without weight, only to mark the moment of crossing, she spoke.

“Kal-Drin. Ven-Hardar. Mor-Sael.”

She named them in the cadence Theron had used when he named them to her. Left to right across the eastern range as the road approached: the broad shoulder of a peak at the northern end, the sharp twin summit in the center, the long ridged spine to the south.

I said nothing. She did not ask me to.

She rode back to the column’s point by the third switchback.

The bond carried Lyra’s quiet decision, that slow steady warmth under my sternum where her palm had rested in the cabin’s dark. Sable, to my left, held the waiting pressure her body had carried since the dawn down the long channel. Thessaly, riding close, ran the rapid pace her notebook had quieted; she was reading the range in her scholar’s mode, not her racing research mode, and the bond carried that reading as a steady hum. Vessa held the working pitch from the column’s point.

Kira, riding the tail, had gone still.

* * *

I read it through the bond first.

The deep carry at the column’s tail held the Stillness craft signature Kira had brought to every road we had ridden since Stillness ground. The operational quiet a shadow court working laid behind any company it travelled with. A flat smooth carry the bond had learned to file without comment.

The deep carry changed.

Not Stillness craft. Not operational stillness. Something else.

I drew rein where the long flat shoulder of the switchback opened east and the full range came visible along the column’s first unbroken line of sight. Sable read my drawn rein from the inner flank and drew rein with me. Vessa, ahead, read the column’s slow without looking back and steadied her mare in the lead. Thessaly read me through the bond and slowed.

Lyra rode forward.

She drew her mare alongside Kira’s at the rear of the column, her hand set across the bow in the calm it had carried down every long road we had ridden. She did not speak. She settled her mare to the depth a flank keeps when a flank knows the carrier has come to a pause the column should not press.

Kira had pulled her mare up at the highest of the switchbacks.

Her hands had relaxed along the reins. Not the loose her shadow craft posture set during a pause. A quieter loose. Her shoulders had dropped a quarter inch from the line they had carried since the embassy reached the compound. Her eyes did not move from the range.

She sat the mare in a stillness the bond had no name for.

The bond resonated along a line the channels had not opened before, a small steady stillness below the ribs that Kira’s reading laid into the carry through the column’s slow halt. The carry did not flutter. It steadied. The breath it asked of me settled to a different depth inside my ribs.

Lyra waited.

A long beat.

Kira spoke once.

“I have been here before.”

She did not elaborate. She did not name when. She did not turn her head. Her hands stayed where they were along the reins. The line landed into the column’s silence at the depth it had been carried in, and the column did not press her.

Sable, to my left, did not move toward Kira through the bond. Did not pulse. Did not reach. She held the long channel at the same waiting pressure her body had carried since the dawn, and the channel and the deep band sat through the column’s slow halt in the same unhurried respect a stone clan road keeper lays before a peer’s pause.

Vessa, ahead, did not turn the column.

Thessaly, riding close, stilled.

Kira held the range a slower count.

Then she set her hand to the rein, and her mare moved forward, and the column moved with her in the same working slow it had drawn rein in.

Lyra stayed by Kira’s flank for the next mile.

Kira did not say a second word.

I let that stillness below the ribs settle into the carry, and rode.

* * *

Skitter rejoined the column along the upper switchbacks at midday.

His spider gait came up the road in the long gliding run the channel had carried since morning, and the Master Construct line lit with the cairn and axe signature, that small clean pulse the household read through the Bond with no need of language.

His read of the gate: standard formation. Two pairs of stone clan guards under the outer arch, in full working dress, half axe at the hip, no formal disarmament posture. No irregular wardings across the outer reach. The gate stones, four centuries old, read in their slow steady working as the road approached, and the cairn and axe seal at the gate’s apex caught the midday in the working it had carried since the grandfather of Speaker Hardin’s grandfather first set the apex.

And —

A flag.

A second qi signature inside the outer reach, over toward the working hall. Not the chamber side. Not the inner court. The working hall, where the court of the stone clans carried out the lighter craft of the day’s running. A signature Skitter had not logged in his channel before, one he could not match against the file he carried out of the Crystal Wastes. Not Malachar. He named that first down the line, clean: not the signature in the Wastes file. A wholly different hand.

He named the read he could give: sovereign in class. A sovereign’s weight in the pulse. Held to the depth of the working hall. Stillness court would not have read that way. The Council writ chain would not have read that way. A Crown sovereign would not have read from a working hall; it would have read from the formal court instead.

Someone else.

Of a sovereign’s weight. Not Malachar. Inside the outer reach already.

Skitter named that he could get no closer for the read without entering the inner reach. The protocol the column had carried out of Halan’s Crossing kept him beyond the outer pass until the formal reception under the Speaker’s hand. He had carried the read along the outer edge of the working hall, the closest range his chassis could hold without breach, and now he held the column’s tail again along the upper switchback in the working slow the column had drawn rein for.

Vessa drew rein at the column’s point.

The household closed into the working circle the column had been built for. Lyra, Thessaly, Kira, Sable, me. Skitter beyond Ironhold’s outer pass, his pulse carrying the read down the line. Vessa held the column’s working line, the Steward Commander cadence Theron had named back at Halan’s Crossing settled into her hands across the reins.

“We enter at the formal cadence.”

She spoke in the pitch her training carried. Clean. Kept to the carry the column had been built to receive at the gate.

“We do not press the second signature at the gate. The Speaker names it when he names it. He has had it inside his outer reach long enough to choose his naming. We give him the choosing.”

Sable, to my left, nodded once in the slow depth her humanoid form set to the column’s protocol. Lyra: a single clean understood. Thessaly closed her notebook into the inner saddle pocket and rested her hand over the tied knot. Kira, behind the line, set her hand to her mare’s bridle.

“Confirmed,” I said.

The column rode on.

* * *

The road rose through the switchbacks toward the outer gate.

The gate came visible along the seventh switchback as the road’s long careful climb brought the column up onto the broad approach the stone clans had cut into the mountain’s lower shoulder. A stone arch hewn from the mountain’s living rock, ironbound along the lintels with bands of grey iron four centuries in the careful working, the apex set with the cairn and axe seal across a face of veined grey stone the wind had not worn through the work it had borne since the gate first opened. The apex seal matched the small veined grey tile Rhenn Half-Axe had set on the cottage table the morning of the embassy.

Sable read the seal stone.

She did not draw rein this time. She rode forward in the column’s working slow along the inner flank, and the long channel of the bond carried what her reading carried. Not language. The shape of her mother’s hand, at the depth the gate’s apex had kept since before Sable had last stood beneath it.

The bond carried that reading down the long channel at a depth I had not felt from Sable before.

She did not name it.

I did not ask.

The column rode on.

The two pairs of stone clan guards beneath the outer arch read the column’s approach to the depth a party of peer rank at the outer reach asks of them. Half axes at the hip. No drawn working. Their stance carried the formal arrival depth a Speaker’s gate sets along its receive line. The gatemaster beneath the outer arch, an older dwarf in plain grey iron dress, the cairn and axe of the Speaker’s house at his collar, stepped forward as the column drew rein.

He bowed to the depth a party of peer rank warrants at the four-century gate.

The two pairs of guards followed to the same depth.

Vessa returned the bow in the Steward Commander’s depth. Sable inclined her head once to the depth her humanoid form set for the formal arrival, neither vassal nor courtesy but the answering bow a peer makes to a peer. I returned it in the Runeforge cadence the Crown summit had set into my body two weeks back.

The gatemaster raised a hand.

The gates began to open.

The four-century working of the gate stones moved with the patient working such a gate carries. The pulse of the stone clan working ran through the iron bands the stones had been set to receive, the apex seal holding the cairn and axe through the slow steady work it had carried across four centuries of stone clan keeping. The inner court came visible as the gates parted, grey stone polished to the finish a stone clan court asks of it, the cool stone smell from inside the mountain reaching the column on the first slow draw of mountain air through the opening.

Sable’s hand came forward to my mare’s withers.

It rested there.

The closest her hand had come to her mother’s work in eighty-three winters.


CHAPTER 17: Speaker's Reception

The inner gate closed behind the column in the slow even count of stones four centuries old, and the antechamber opened ahead on the long even breath of a mountain that had held stone clan craft in its lung longer than any house of the column had years.

Living stone, cut to the depth a stone clan chisel asked of rock. Walls rose to a vaulted ceiling. The script ran in a continuous line at waist height, the cuts deep enough that the lamps caught in every character. Not decoration. Working.

Old stone and forge smoke. The settled smell of a forge that had worked for centuries by its own slow steady measure, the smoke sunk into the grain to a depth four centuries of mountain wind had not cleared.

Two stone clan attendants stepped from the inner archway. Grey aprons, cairn and axe on each collar. Beards plaited in the formal style the stone clans kept for upper court reception. Slate eyes, both of them. The taller spoke in the formal form of reception, twelve words clean.

“The Speakership receives the household at the upper court. The Speaker waits.”

Vessa returned the bow in her Steward-Commander form. Sable inclined her head to the peer depth her humanoid form held for formal occasions. I returned the address the Crown summit had set into my body.

“Honored,” I said.

The shorter attendant looked once toward Skitter, back along the column’s tail. Stone clan tradition. Constructs did not enter the upper court. Not from distrust. From reverence. A construct not of the stone clans did not cross the hall’s threshold without an invitation three centuries in coming. I read the protocol and gave Skitter a small clean pulse along the Bond. Hold by the keeper’s post. The household is read.

The way Skitter’s spider-self settled answered with a small clean confirmation through the cairn and axe comm line.

The attendants led the household up.

* * *

Five flights carried the column up through the mountain’s lower shoulder along the long careful angle the stone clans cut into a hall’s ascent. Lamps in iron brackets. The script kept its hum the whole climb.

A hum behind the inner ear. The script and the long channel matched frequency, briefly, at a depth the carry had not touched before. Then the channel settled, and the hum stayed in the script alone.

Sable’s gold and amber eyes did not narrow over the script. She read it through the long channel her body had carried since the gate. The script knew her. The hand that had cut part of it had been her mother’s.

The upper court opened above the head of the fifth flight.

A large stone hall. Vast in its working depth, not in theatrical reach. Four pillars marked the cardinal points, the cairn and axe worked into the apex of each. A table of stone grain sat across the head of it. Behind it stood a low chair of plain workmanship. No thrones in Ironhold. The Speakership was an office of the work and kept the measure of the work.

Speaker Hardin sat behind it.

A dwarf in his late sixties. The beard plaited tight under the chin in the formal style, the plait falling to mid-chest in a single cord. Hair grey as iron through the crown, white over the temples. The cairn and axe seal worked in silver at his throat, the cord a deep iron-grey weave. No axe on the hip. Formal disarmament inside the hall’s reach. His right hand lay open against the stone, the left resting on the seal at his throat in a small steady habit forty years of speakership had set.

His eyes were slate.

He stood as the column entered.

“Forge-Sovereign. Steward-Commander. Honored carriers.”

A deep voice pitched to the register the stone clans set into a Speaker’s throat. The clean measured voice of a Speaker who had kept the court forty winters.

The hall held the line as he spoke.

* * *

Vessa stepped forward and named the party by stone clan protocol. The naming carried the line a carrier marked, not the realm.

“Honored Speaker. The household of the Runeforge presents at the upper court.”

She named me first. “Sovereign Ethan Cole of the Forge. Working-Hand of the Sovereign Inscription. Holder of the cornerstone-working at the Crown’s western reach.”

Hardin inclined his head to me, to the depth a stone clan Speaker matched to a Sovereign in his hall.

“Bonded Sable, working-carrier at the long channel, of the line of the Mother’s door.”

Hardin’s eyes moved to Sable. He did not press. He inclined his head to the depth the upper court reserved for a carrier who had brought a line home.

Then the Speaker paused there. Not for the length of formal acknowledgement. For a half breath beyond it. The slate eyes never left Sable. His right hand against the table’s stone shifted in a way the practiced public form did not call for, a small slow draw inward of the fingers, the measure-and-release a stone clan craftsman made when a thing he had been waiting for crossed the threshold. The mouth did not move. The face stayed formal. But the eyes carried what they carried.

A breath. The formal measure returned, clean.

Vessa named the rest. Bonded Lyra by the watchful hand. Bonded Thessaly of dragonkin scale by the scholar of doors. Bonded Kira by the shadow craft the stone clans honored as an old discipline. Hardin acknowledged each to the depth the line warranted. He had prepared. He had read the household before we crossed his gate.

Two attendants brought the welcome.

A small stone cup of water from a deep spring, set before each of the household’s hands. A small loaf of stone bread, dense, dark, baked from the grain the stone clans favored. Water and stone.

I took the cup the way Vessa had walked me through. I drank. The water carried the deep mountain cold in its own pitch.

Sable took her cup.

Both hands to the working depth, her head inclined to the small clean angle the stone clans taught their peer reception. She drank. The cup came down along the line that closed the protocol.

Hardin read what she was. In her take of the cup. In the lift, in the depth of the bow, in the line her hands had set from a school they had not been taught. The slate eyes did not narrow. They settled.

He spoke.

“Bonded carrier. The work-hall has been waiting for you for eighty-three winters.”

The line landed.

Sable said: “I came.”

The hall held the silence between the two lines to the depth a court reserved for a bond.

* * *

Hardin laid his hand on the seal once, a small steady habit, and spoke again.

“I would name what the court holds at its working-hall side.”

He sat. The household sat at the small open invitation of his hand.

“A second working-signature has been carried at the working-hall side of the inner reach for the last two days. Not a guest. Not an envoy. Not by the Speakership’s calling. The signature is one I read at the threshold forty winters back, at my apprenticeship at this hall. The hand is older than my speakership.”

He paused.

“It reads at sovereign-tier weight. The Speakership has not approached. Not at fear. The hand does not want approach. The reading at the outer edge is that it is not hostile at the stone-clans’ reading. It waits as the hall has waited for the carrier. We offer what we know.”

Sable, to my left, kept the long channel under the waiting pressure her body had carried since dawn. It did not flutter. Thessaly’s reading along the close line ran a single rapid flicker in her dragonkin scholar’s mode, then settled.

I named the carry. “The household will hold the signature at the pace the Speakership has set. We do not approach what does not want approach.”

Hardin inclined his head. “Honored.”

He raised his hand. The shorter attendant brought a small object from a stone niche behind the Speaker’s chair.

A grey-veined bar of stone. Small. It would have fit a palm. Marked across the face with the cairn and axe seal the way every Speaker for three centuries had pressed it into the stone. Its weight in the Speaker’s hand read along the long channel as the weight of a whole hall.

Hardin offered it across the table.

“Sovereign Ethan Cole. The Speakership of Ironhold sets the working-hall at your hand for the chamber-reading. The hall holds at your working until you release it.”

I took the bar.

The grey stone settled into the palm, the cairn and axe seal under my thumb. The reach of the hall opened against the Compound Awareness to a depth the awareness had not touched before. Not the seal network of the cottage. Not the cornerstone working on the western reach. The hall inside the mountain. The bar locked the keying.

The level chime ran.

Skill: Sovereign Inscription. Speakership-token bound at working-hall threshold. Promotion: Lv 4.

The bar’s keying settled into the Compound Awareness with the Speakership’s full grant.

A second chime.

Working-hall access-grant received. Level 82 → Level 83.

A third.

Sovereign-tier threshold confirmed at working-hall reach. Level 83 → Level 84.

The household read the flare of qi. Vessa’s hand on the table did not move. Sable’s, to my left, did. She set her palm flat against the table’s stone to the depth a peer kept for the witnessing of a sovereign-tier grant, and held it there. Lyra marked it by the slow steady warmth along the sternum, on the channel her hand had set in the cabin’s dark.
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I closed the bar into the inner pocket on the left side of my jacket, the way Vessa had set into my hand during the Crown summit.

Hardin inclined his head as the flare settled.

“The hall holds.”

* * *

The Speaker rose. “The Speakership will lead the household down.”

Two attendants opened the inner door in the eastern wall. Beyond it, a stair. Cut to the patient angle the stone clans set into a hall’s descent, the angle long enough that the body did not feel the depth until it had walked a long count, and then the depth landed all at once, deep inside the chest. Three hundred and forty fathom below the upper court. Lamps in iron brackets gave off the steady approach-glow the oil of the work set.

Hardin led. Five flights. No speech through the first two.

Lyra spoke once on the third flight, from her flank position by my right.

“Lamps are at the working-oil. Smoke holds steady at the brackets.”

Clean. Operational. The bracket spacing, the lamp throw, the angles a working mason had cut. Household-record talk with no language wrapped around it.

The script along the upper flights ran from hands three centuries old. Four. Five. The lowest two flights ran in a younger hand — the Mother’s.

Sable, on the fourth flight, laid her hand against the wall over the lower script for a half breath. The long channel took the read. She did not name what she read.

The fifth flight ended on the hall’s outer threshold. A flat landing of stone. No forge smoke here. Only the deep mountain. The token in my inner pocket settled into the set the bar’s keying had laid down.

Hardin paused. “The hall.”

He opened the inner door.

* * *

The chamber was round.

Wide. Cut by the slow patient hand of the working school into a circle a mason had set true at every point of its circumference. The cold of a deep depth of stone, a chamber that had not been opened to upper air in the long count the hall asked.

A circle of the work was inscribed in the floor, centered on the door in the eastern wall. Its line ran the way generations of working hands had laid it down, each Speakership’s watch adding to it.

Three apprenticeship benches stood to the south, north, and west. Stone, simple, a mason’s cleanest cut.

The atmosphere was reverent. Not the reverence of a temple. The reverence of a workroom that had kept a working through its own deep patience, eighty-three winters.

And then the door.

The eastern wall. Massive. Stone. Cut from the chamber’s own wall by a working that had set door and wall as one continuous line. The door was the wall, the wall the door, and the working along the seam ran from a hand older than any school the chamber had seen since.

The script across the door’s face ran from the same hand. I read it through the Compound Awareness. Same school as the chamber’s walls, same hand at the line, but older. Four hundred winters older by the slowest reading. The strokes were the strokes of the hand that had cut the door into the wall when the chamber was made.

Sable’s mother.

The bond carried it. The long channel ran the reading at a pitch the carry had not touched before, the script across the door reading against the channel along the line it had carried since the antechamber. The line of the channel and the line across the door’s face crossed in the hand of the maker and locked.

Hardin stepped back. The Speakership did not approach a line that was not its own.

Sable approached the door.

* * *

She did not hesitate at the circle’s edge. She walked its outer rim as her body had carried since the bond, the bronze cottage pin in her hair holding the long coil to the steady set her hand had given it that dawn in the first cabin.

She came to the door. She did not close her eyes. She set her hand against it, level with her sternum.

The script across the door’s face had set its line to the height the maker’s hand had marked when the door was cut from the wall, and Sable’s hand found the height the script had taught it to find.

The Bond at my wrist carried a current I had never felt before.

The deep line, the close line, the channel along the sternum where Lyra’s palm had rested, the channel along the wrist where Vessa’s pulse had set, the deep line toward the rear where Kira’s stillness had settled. All five. They stayed quiet. The new current did not come through any of them.

It came through the long channel itself. The long channel ran to Sable. Along it the new current ran to her mother, through her.

The hand that had cut the door had set its strokes as the body carried them. Sable’s hand against the door read those strokes as her own body carried them, and the two crossed. Not on the channel’s pitch. In the line of the work itself.

The Bond carried it as a reading I had never read in three years of the working. Sable’s mother’s hand. Reading itself, eighty-three winters on, through the daughter the maker had set the door for.

Sable did not speak.

Her gold and amber eyes did not close. They read the door to the working depth her body had carried since the long channel opened. Her palm pressed the line to the depth the door asked.

Hardin had stepped back to the circle’s outer rim. The two attendants stayed by the outer threshold. Lyra by my right. Vessa by my left shoulder. Thessaly along the close line. Kira to the tail, the stillness at her diaphragm settling into the deep run, a pitch the channel had carried since the switchbacks.

The lamps kept their slow steady glow. The Bond carried the new current along the long channel, along the line her mother’s hand had set into the stone eighty-three winters ago.

Sable’s hand was on the stone in the place her mother’s hand had set into it.

The silence of the chamber closed around her hand on the door. The door did not answer. Whatever it would ask of the hand that opened it sat unread on the far side of the stone, and the count of days had not stopped for the asking.


CHAPTER 18: First Attempt

The guest rooms of the upper court kept their lamp low through the night, the oil of the working burning slow and even as the stone clans set into a hall that did not want a flame to lift in its sleep. The room held a bed cut to a low frame against the eastern wall, a stone basin in the corner with spring water held to the cold of the deep mountain, and a second chair pulled to the table for the working beneath the southern light, which would not come until dawn’s first thin reach climbed the shaft from the upper court.

I sat on the bed’s edge with my boots in my hand.

Sable sat on the other edge.

The wall behind us carried the same script the corridor had carried, the stone clans’ old hand above, the Mother’s younger hand below. That script did not hum to the guest room’s frequency. The room was set to quiet. The chamber’s reach lay below us in the stone, the token folded into the inner pocket of the jacket over the chair back, the seal of cairn and axe turned to the wall the way Vessa had set it into its placing the night before.

Sable’s hair was loose around her shoulder.

The bronze pin from the cottage sat along the small stone shelf beside the lamp’s iron base. Her eyes, flecked gold, caught the lamp’s low even glow. She had stood by the chamber door half the night against the long channel her body had carried since the antechamber, and the channel was quieter now than it had been when we’d come up the five flights. Not silent. Set. The way a forge stone settles after the first bank.

She didn’t speak about what she had read by the door overnight.

She did not have the words yet. The long channel ran through her along a thread I read through the new hum along the inner ear I’d gained the day before, and what it carried was steady. Not understood. Held.

I didn’t press.

I set the boots down by the foot of the jacket. She laid her palm flat against the stone of the bed’s edge between us, keeping the way her hand had carried over the table back in the cottage when the council had finished. The palm took the room’s cool weight. The long channel stilled.

“Second-bell soon,” I said.

“Soon,” she said.

I stood. She rose. The bronze pin went back into her hair, wound to the coil she had given it before sleep. The room kept its quiet under the lamp.

We went down.

* * *

The upper court ran differently at second-bell than the reception had. A working set, now. Speaker Hardin stood by the eastern flank of the Speaker’s table, his plaited beard in the formal style, his slate eyes settled. The four pillars at the cardinal points carried their lamps in the banked working glow. No attendants near the inner archway. Only the household and the Speaker.

Vessa stood on the antechamber’s outer threshold.

She had set the protocol overnight. A first-reading in the stone clans’ working hall was sovereign and builder, and the Speakership had named the threshold for the hand at the work the night before. The household waited in the antechamber per the tradition the stone clans had carried four centuries.

“Sovereign,” Vessa said.

Her dark grey eyes held their formal watch. The Steward-Commander pose was set, the protocol cord wound around her cuff as the Crown summit had drilled into her hand. She didn’t have to name the carry. She named it anyway, holding the line of the working into a moment she did not want to leave unbraced.

“The household holds at the antechamber. Skitter at the keeper’s post. The seal-band reads at the upper court.”

“Honored,” I said.

Thessaly stood to Vessa’s right. Her notebook was tucked against her hip in the closed posture the workroom form set, the leather cover turned inward, the strap tied off in the small clean knot that meant the book did not open this watch. Her amber eyes held me close. Her scales ran bronze along the throat in the watching pose. She didn’t speak. The closed posture said what the speech did not have to.

Lyra stood to Vessa’s left.

Bow off the shoulder, propped against the antechamber wall along the line her watchful discipline set into a wall it trusted. Her hazel eyes held me to the slow steady warmth under the sternum the cabin’s dark had set into the channel. She didn’t move toward the line her own body had carried. She let the carry stand by her flank.

Kira stood in the antechamber’s inner shadow, holding to the stillness along her diaphragm that had set into her deep line since the switchbacks. I read her through the long channel without looking. The watch she held was the rear arc set to sovereign weight. She was reading the upper court from above for what the upper court was not reading.

Sable touched Vessa’s sleeve the way a peer sets a hand to the leaving. Thessaly’s shoulder under a small hand. Lyra with a look. Kira with the same look. The four watching presences settled into the long channel.

The Bond around my wrist brought them with us as we went down.

Hardin came forward. He did not speak. He turned and walked toward the inner doorway in the eastern wall.

We followed.

* * *

Five flights, taken to the slow careful angle the descent asked. The script along the lower courses ran in the stone clans’ old hand again, and across the lowest two flights in the Mother’s younger hand still. Lamps sat in iron brackets. The deep mountain pressed against the inside of the chest at a count the body did not hold against, set apart from the easier air of the upper court.

The chamber kept its round under the lamp’s morning glow.

Hardin walked to the southern apprenticeship bench along the outer rim of the circle and seated himself there in the formal still watch the Speakership keeps when the hand at the work in the chamber is a builder’s, not the speakership’s. He did not lift a finger to the cycle. He didn’t speak. His slate eyes settled onto the circle and stilled.

Sable went to the door.

Her palm met the door at sternum height, at the place the script had taught the hand to find. Her eyes, flecked gold, traced the strokes. She did not close them. The long channel ran through her steady. The night had set it that way.

I went to the outer line of the circle. I set my left boot to the line, stepped inside, brought the right across as the inner mark asked. The Compound Awareness opened onto the chamber the way a forge vent opens when the bank brings up. The hall’s reach settled into the Awareness through the keying the token in my inner pocket had given it the day before.

I drew the Sovereign Inscription, Lv 4, against the circle’s line.

I drew the Sovereign Resonance, Lv 2, into the circle’s outer line, routing the pulse through the Speakership token’s grant.

The token settled into the hall’s reach.

The pulse went out across the door’s outer script.

The door responded.

The script around the outer rim of the door’s stone face brightened. Not in the flare a script throws when a hand pushes against it. In the slow careful glow a script sets when it knows the hand doing the routing is carrying the grant the school had taught the threshold to read. The light along the strokes was what a stone clan’s working school calls the underglow, the light of the reading layer in their grammar, not its release layer.

I read the strokes.

Three layers sat across the outer face. The first was the intent layer, the line that named what the working was for. The strokes ran in the shape the hand had set them when it named the door’s work: this work holds, this work holds for the daughter’s reading, this work holds for the hand the school has taught. The strokes were a sentence in the school’s stone mason hand. I read them slow and even, to the pace the underglow set.

The second was the binding layer, the line that named how the work was set against the stone. Those strokes ran as the hand had set them when it bound the work to the wall the door had been cut from: this work and this stone are one continuous line. The binding layer ran the line by which the chamber’s walls had been laid, though the door’s hand was older.

The third was the warding layer, the line that named what the work refused. Its strokes ran short, clean, the way a hand cuts a refusal along the outer rim of a script. They named what the door would not open to: not the unworking, not the empty hand, not the hand that came without the carrier the door had been cut for.

The carrier the door had been cut for.

The long channel around my wrist read the line. Sable’s palm against the stone read it. The channel between us crossed the warding layer, and the warding layer did not refuse it.

The outer framework opened to my reading.

I drew the work into the inner work.

* * *

The inner work did not flare.

The qi I had routed to my Inscription’s full depth reached the script at the door’s inner core, and the inner core did not brighten under the underglow. The strokes of the inner core read back against my qi signature at the same rate the routing pushed against them. The door was reading me. Its inner grammar was set to a reading line, not a release line, and the reading was the work the inner core had been built to do.

I sustained the work to my Inscription’s Lv 4 full reach.

The pull beneath the breastbone came along the long channel.

A weight gathered beneath the breastbone at a pressure the Bond had not carried before, the channel pulling inward toward its own center, where Sable’s hand and mine pressed the door at the one point. The pull was the grammar reading me back. The pull was the door’s hand against mine. The pull was the school’s stone mason set into the door’s inner work, how the hand had asked the door to keep it for the daughter’s reading and the carrier’s hand.

The pull stayed.

I pushed harder. The Sovereign Inscription reached its Lv 4 ceiling. The pulse went out to its full depth. The inner core stayed sealed. The reading line it had set did not open to a release. The door knew me. It had been waiting for the hand the school had taught the threshold to read, and my discipline matched the grammar the threshold knew across the outer face, and did not match it at the inner core.

The inner core required a tier above sovereign-peer recognition.

I did not have it.

The level chime ran.

Skill: Sovereign Inscription. Outer framework read at speakership-token authority. Inner working held above current capability. Promotion: Lv 5.

Level 84 → Level 85.

The Inscription had grown along its reading edge. The reading had still failed at the inner core.

ETHAN COLE - Level 85 Forge Sovereign (Legendary)
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I stepped back from the circle.

The door’s outer script held its slow underglow a moment longer. The strokes of the intent layer and the binding layer and the warding layer carried the light the school’s reading line had set onto its recognition of the hand the threshold had read. Then the underglow dimmed the way a script does when the routing releases.

The inner work stayed silent.

Sable’s hand stayed against the door at sternum height through the whole attempt. She had not moved. Her eyes, flecked gold, did not close. She had read what I had read, the outer framework under the underglow, the inner core’s refusal along its reading line, through me, through the long channel. She knew the grammar’s requirement now, because she had felt it through the pulse and the door reading back.

She didn’t speak.

Hardin spoke.

“The hand is reading you.”

His slate eyes held the circle, the seated still watch unchanged along the bench.

I kept the line a breath longer. The breastbone’s pull was gone. The underglow across the outer face had dimmed to the script’s own resting set. The Sovereign Inscription Lv 5 carried through the Compound Awareness as a new ceiling, and the ceiling did not reach the inner core’s threshold.

“The reading is incomplete,” I said.

Hardin inclined his head a half-degree. He did not elaborate. The chamber settled around the lines.

Sable’s hand came off the door along the path her hand had set into the leaving. The long channel kept its steady set. She didn’t speak. The Bond around my wrist read the four watching presences in the upper court as they read the close of the pulse through Sable through the long channel — Vessa’s dark grey eyes settling onto the protocol cord, Thessaly’s notebook loosening from the closed posture to half open against her hip, Lyra’s hazel set holding clean against the cabin’s slow steady warmth, Kira’s stillness along her diaphragm marking the close down along the deep line.

I named the limit along the chamber’s line.

“The outer framework opens to the speakership-token grant. The inner working sets a reading-bar above sovereign-peer recognition. I do not have the working-grammar at the tier the inner core asks. The reading will be incremental. The working continues.”

Hardin’s slate eyes held me. “Honored.”

Sable’s eyes, flecked gold, held me along the long channel. She said nothing. The long channel said it.

I stepped clear of the circle.

The wall lamps kept their low even glow to the oil’s morning burn. The underglow across the door’s outer face was gone. The inner work stayed in its silence. The Speakership kept its still watch along the southern bench. Sable’s palm rested by her side along the line her hand had set into the leaving of the door, and the line stayed.

The outer framework had opened.

The inner work had not.


CHAPTER 19: Dragonkin Door

The packet came up to the upper court in the second half of the afternoon.

Kira brought it herself from the outer gate. The wax bore a Stillness mark she left unnamed to the room. She crossed the long stone floor with the easy shadow-craft quiet and stopped beside the working table along the western flank, where Thessaly had spent the morning in Hardin’s archives.

The packet was small. Vellum, folded once. She laid it in the corner of the table along the inner edge that the lamp’s low steady glow reached, and she stepped back half a pace into the sentry stance she set when a thing she had delivered became the receiver’s to work.

Thessaly looked up from the archive scroll beneath her right hand.

Her amber eyes went to the packet, then to Kira. The Stillness mark in the wax read off Kira’s hand with a weight the room took without speech.

“Thank you,” Thessaly said.

Kira inclined her head. She went to the doorway and set her shoulder against the frame. The watch was set. The reading belonged to Thessaly.

I sat along the edge of the guest bed two doors down with Sable. The hum in the inner ear, the channel from the chamber, had thinned through the morning into a banked pressure low along its line. The pull beneath the breastbone from the working circle had set its slow release into the long channel by the second bell. Sable read her mother’s working in the kept quiet without speech.

The Bond caught Thessaly opening the packet across the antechamber stone.

A shift of attention ran the long channel, silent, her reading coming up into the run that her closed workroom door set into her hand whenever she sat down to a thing she had been waiting for.

I did not move toward it. The standing she carried inside the cottage meant she came to the room when the room was hers to enter, not when the room reached for her.

She read for a bell.

* * *

I knew she had finished because the long channel took on a new current along the western flank.

Not any channel I had named yet. The Bond flutter had carried through wrist, throat, sternum, the count of a breath, inner ear, breastbone, each a channel the chamber and the road and the cottage had set. This new current ran warm beneath the sternum where the others had not touched. A dragonkin warmth. Specific. The warmth a scale carried in the throat with the closeness it took whenever the line of its working read a thing it had been holding under the bronze.

She came to the guest room.

Sable read her through the door before the knock. She rose, lifted the small bronze cottage pin from the lamp’s iron base, set it into the coil of her hair, touched my hand once along the long channel for a count, and stepped past Thessaly in the doorway with the courtesy a peer extends when a line of working not her own has come for the room.

“I will be with Vessa at the protocols’ table,” Sable said. Her eyes, gold flecked through with amber, held Thessaly across the threshold. “The room is yours.”

Thessaly’s amber eyes met hers. “Thank you.”

Sable went. The door closed.

Thessaly pressed the packet flat against her sternum, both hands set into the carrying of it. Her scales ran bronze along the throat in the watching pose, but the gold undertone was up along her cheek the way I had seen in her whenever she had read something that rearranged her hand. The bioluminescent lines beneath her inner forearms ran a quarter of their pulse, her comfort mode.

She crossed to the working table in the room’s center and laid the packet down on the wood.

She did not open it again.

“I have read it three times,” she said. “I will not read it again at this turn. I will say it at the working-line.”

I drew the chair up across from her. “Say it.”

She drew breath into the fast reading her workroom mode set whenever she came up into the rapid run. The bioluminescent lines went to half pulse beneath her inner wrists. The gold along her cheek settled into its readout shape.

“First. The First Voice’s grudge at the dragonkin-blood is not a grudge at the blood. It is a grudge at one extraction. Eighty-one winters ago Maren took something from a dragonkin-blooded Aspirant. The Aspirant did not survive. The extraction is the working she carries in the workshop now. It is the working she set into your binding at the lab at the autumn close. It is what is in Sable now at the corruption-line of the Bond. The grudge is at what she did, which is why she did it again at the binding, and which is why she set the binding into Sable’s line. The grudge is at the working, not at the people.”

She did not pause.

“Second. The Aspirant had a name. Threnn Vaelaris. Sixteen winters old at the extraction. Of the Vael-Threnn enclave at the southern reach. She was the last dragonkin-blooded carrier of the Vael-Threnn line. The enclave was named for her line at the working-school she would have entered at the seventeenth winter she did not reach. Threnn Vaelaris is the name at the working-grammar the door at the chamber was built to hold.”

The bioluminescent lines climbed three quarters of the way to full.

“Third. The Mother-Working framework was not built by Sable’s mother alone. It was built by two working-hands. One was hers. The other was a dragonkin scholar of Vael-Threnn whose hand had stood at the working-school at the southern reach for forty winters. The scholar’s name was Halren. Halren was Threnn Vaelaris’s elder kin. He built the Mother-Working as a working-craft and a memorial-craft at the same stone. The working-craft is what the door at the chamber holds. The memorial-craft is the line at Threnn’s name the inner working carries at the reading-layer.”

The bioluminescent lines climbed three quarters of the way along her wrists.

“Fourth. The door is the working-hand of both at the same stone. The outer framework you read at this morning is Sable’s mother’s hand. The inner core is Halren’s. The inner core is the dragonkin hand. It is what you could not read at the working-circle because its working-grammar is set at the dragonkin-blood key.”

She set both palms flat to either side of the packet.

Her amber eyes lifted to me with the steadiness a hand at the work sets whenever it names the thing it has been carrying.

“The hand the door is reading you for is Halren’s. The door is asking whether your Inscription-grammar carries the dragonkin key at the inner core. You do not carry it. I do.”

The room stilled.

The warmth beneath my sternum came up full. Dragonkin warmth under the sternum. Thessaly was the carrier. The thing that had been reaching for her since the cottage was the heat her scales kept in the throat through the watching pose, and now it had her name on it. It read clean.

I held still across the table and did not speak. The rest was hers to finish.

She stayed on my eyes a breath.

Then the bioluminescent lines stepped down. The gold along her cheek stayed up, but the glow thinned. She had carried four findings through at a scholar’s clip, and the telling settled into something quieter once it stopped being a matter of craft and became hers to have said.

“There is a fifth thing,” she said. “I will not say it at the working-school’s hand. I will say it at my own.”

I waited.

She set her left palm flat over the packet. The vellum took the warmth of her hand without showing it.

“Threnn Vaelaris was my great-grandmother’s elder cousin,” she said. “She is the kin of my kin at the working-line my blood holds. The extraction was the working that finished my family’s blood-line. Halren went dark two months before the cull, and the line we carry from him survived because his hand had set itself at the door at the working-school before he went dark, and the line did not return to the enclave. I am the last carrier of the dragonkin-key at the working-grammar that was extracted from Threnn at sixteen winters old. I have been carrying it without knowing what it was until I read this packet.”

She did not weep.

She did not perform.

Her amber eyes held the thing in the room’s center with the steadiness a worker’s hand sets whenever it names a fact and will not soften it for the carrying.

I crossed the room.

I had no language for the first beat. I had the line of the working in my own hand, and that line was hers. I set my palm against her face along the cheek where the gold undertone had banked. Her scales warmed under my palm through the bronze gone toward gold that the workroom mode kept. Then warmer. The gold went past gold into the release a body sets, the strain of its working letting go, whenever a carried thing comes forward to a hand it trusts. Bronze in the room. Gold against my palm. Molten where the gold met the path the rapid reading had ridden through.

She closed her eyes.

She set her left hand over the back of mine along her cheek. The Bond ran the dragonkin warmth beneath the sternum to full pulse, and the line of the working held.

“Come,” she said. “The inner reading-room.”

* * *

The inner reading room sat off the western corridor of the upper court. Small. An oak table in the center, cleared of scrolls by Thessaly’s hand near the noon bell. A single working lamp along the wall burned slow steady oil. The latch took her hand and sealed.

She turned in the doorway.

“Take it off,” she said. “The working-jacket. The shirt. Take it off.”

I did. She didn’t wait to watch. She unbuckled the workroom belt with the speed her workroom hand set, peeled the leather guards from her cuffs, and shed the tunic over her head the way her scales liked.

Scales along her jaw. Scales along her throat. Scales down the sternum along the line that ran to her navel. Scales down her spine. Scales along the inner wrist where the bioluminescent threads of her forearm ran. Bronze in the room. Gold along her cheek. Half pulse in the threads of her forearm.

She came at me beside the cleared oak table.

“At the table,” she said. “The edge. Take me to the edge.”

I lifted her by the hip into the lift her hand set. She braced along the edge, palms flat against the oak, thighs around my hips. Her inner thigh scales were warmer than her belly. The bioluminescent lines climbed halfway to full. She took my mouth the way a hand takes once she is already past the press of lips into the take.

“Talk to me,” she said into the kiss. “I have been the one half outside the room since the long hall. Tonight I am inside it — at the door, at your hand, in the room. Talk to me. I do not want quiet. I want the read-out.”

So I gave her the readout.

“You kept the room when nobody put you in it,” I said. “You carried the working-school’s reading when your hand was the one I should have called for. You came through the door with me, down the long channel, even when the long channel did not have a name for what you were carrying.”

She laughed once in her throat, sharp and short. Her hand against my chest read my heartbeat the way a scholar’s hand reads her samples. “Yes. Yes. Keep reading me.”

I set my mouth to the scales of her throat. The dragonkin warmth came off her skin in the wave the sternum carried, and the wave rode the long channel to full pulse. She made the kinetic sound in the back of her throat the rapid scholar’s voice makes whenever the readout meets the body at one speed. The bioluminescent lines climbed three quarters of the way to full.

I freed the belt of her workroom skirt. She lifted off the table’s edge to clear it. The skirt went. The smallclothes went. She pulled me in by the buckle.

“At the edge,” she said. “Now. At the edge. I have been the held one. I want to do the holding.”

I freed myself. I set my mouth to her inner thigh along the warm line of the scales. The dragonkin warmth surged through the Bond to full pulse and she made the sound the readout makes once she is past commentary into kinetic. I worked her with my tongue along the line her hips set. Bronze to gold along her cheek. The bioluminescent threads at full pulse. The kinetic sound coming faster. Her hand behind my head.

She crested.

The sound in her throat went out.

Silence. Always silence whenever she crests. The peak of Thessaly’s pleasure was the only stretch in her body that carried no voice, and the silence was the seal her crest set over the cresting. Her thighs against my shoulders went rigid in the warmth of dragonkin scale gone full molten. The bioluminescent threads pulsed along the cresting line running from inner wrist to inner elbow in the one beat the wave under her sternum hit the Bond. The silence held five beats by the count. The room carried it with her.

She came back on the breath.

“Up,” she said into the kiss. “At me. Now.”

I came up. She braced along the edge with one hand against my chest, the other gripping my hip as the take asks. I matched the working to her direction. She wrapped a thigh behind my hip along the dragonkin warmth of her inner thigh scale line, and the warmth ran the full pulse the channel had held since the antechamber.

The readout came back from her in the rapid run.

“There — at the cadence — there at the band the scales — at the working-line — keep reading me, keep —”

The words broke as the cresting sets whenever her voice thins into the second wave. The kinetic sound in her throat came faster. The dragonkin warmth ran the Bond to full pulse through the long channel and along the sternum across the carrier’s full reach. I held the working along the line her hip set. The bioluminescent threads went past full pulse along the cresting line into the silent depth the second wave asks.

She went silent again.

Her thighs locked. The molten gold ran along her cheek. Her inner thigh scales ran the warmest the workroom had ever set into my hand. The silence ran five beats and six and seven, and at the seventh she clenched how the dragonkin key sets, and at the eighth I followed.

I held to the edge with my face along the line of her throat. Her jaw scales warmed under my breath. The bioluminescent threads stepped down through the levels they had climbed: full, then three quarters, then half, then quarter. Slow careful release. The lamp banked low along its slow steady oil. Her hand behind my neck, her breath against my shoulder.

We did not speak.

I lifted her by the hip and carried her the few steps to the small couch along the western wall of the reading room. She made no protest. She set her head against my shoulder with the ease the closing asks. Her cheek scales banked gold against my palm, the gold settling as the molten steps back through it and rests into the steady. Her forearm threads stayed at a quarter of their pulse.

The reading room’s stone warmth kept the room. The lamp settled. The oak table sat in the cleared face it had taken for the readout.

Her hand rested against my chest, palm down over the sternum where the Bond’s new channel ran.

The dragonkin warmth beneath the sternum carried the long channel along the steady. Not the cresting. Not the rapid pitch of the readout. It was the warmth a held breath sets into the carrier whenever the carrier is inside the room of the working and inside the room of the hand, and the two are one room.

I set my palm to her cheek.

Her cheek scales banked gold under my palm through the slow even descent the molten takes whenever the strain of the working in the readout releases into the close. Her face against my shoulder. Her breath slow.

The Bond carried her signature along a channel I had not felt before: the dragonkin warmth running the line of the working through the Bond’s long channel, the dragonkin current that Halren’s hand in the door had been waiting for, the keying the inner core had asked of the working circle this morning when the working circle had not had it from my hand alone.

Her scales went quiet gold under my palm.

The Bond’s new current stayed.


CHAPTER 20: Sable Remembers

Sable stood against the southern wall of the working chamber.

Not over the circle inscribed in the floor. Not by the door’s eastern face at sternum height, where she had laid her hand that first night. She stood against the wall’s southern flank, where the script ran down its longest line from the lintel band to the stone of the floor. Her left hand rested against the stone at hip height. Her right hand hung loose by her side, the way a hand hangs when its work is done in the hand and carried elsewhere.

She was reading.

She had been in the chamber since the second bell of the night’s deepest stretch. The bracketed lamps stood low against the oil’s low draw, and the script along the walls of the stair behind her read in dim ungilded lines where the lit lines of the day’s reading had thinned. She had slept perhaps an hour. The lean in her hip carried weight the morning had not asked of her, the wrong lean of a body that had spent a night against the line of a working and had not put the night down.

Her gold-amber-flecked eyes were tired.

She had read across the chamber wall’s inscriptions in a measured turn that ran the round of the script through the night’s six bells without pause. The room had been kind to her. The bracketed lamps had not guttered. The circle in the floor’s center had not pulled on her when she had crossed it. She had gone from the eastern face of the door’s lintel band to the northern wall’s apprenticeship-bench inscriptions, across the script of the western flank, and onward to the longest running line of the southern wall.

She had found six places in the outer framework where her mother’s hand had left holdings. Not records. A reaching forward toward her, set into the stone the way a hand sets a working into stone when it knows the hand it has set the working for will arrive one day.

The six had been small.

The first sat in the lintel band of the eastern face, where a junction of the script read as the turn of phrase a hand inscribes when it is thinking of someone it cannot name into the work. The second sat at the northern bench’s outer corner, where her mother’s hand had set how the school’s apprenticeship braced toward the one who would carry it. The third and fourth and fifth had stood along the western flank in a deliberate sequence of three, set into the running inscriptions as if the hand had been writing forward through the door’s framework and breaking off three times to write to her daughter beside the work. The sixth had been worked into the lintel of the southern wall itself, the inscription the daylight reading would have brightened had the chamber been running the light of the day.

She had read six. She was reading the seventh now.

The seventh sat low on the southern wall, at hip height.

She lifted her right hand to brush a strand of dark hair from her temple, and the foxfire on her right palm flared without her calling it. A small unbidden flicker in the cup of the hand, gold along the half-lit line her control settled into when the control had gone to the work and not to the surface. She banked it before the second breath. The bank was clean. The misfire was not.

She lowered her hand again.

She set her left palm flat against the stone.

* * *

The Bond at my wrist woke me before the second bell of the morning.

I came up staring into the dark of the guest room, the lamp’s low burn in the iron bracket above the door. The cot beside mine had gone cold in the linens. Sable had been gone since the night’s deepest stretch. The linens carried the last of her warmth the way the long channel sets it when she has risen along the line of a working and not along the line of sleep.

What woke me was a carry I had not felt through the Bond yet.

A holding, neither flutter nor pull. A carried thing in the pulse, the slow steady weight of a hand pressing the grammar of its work into mine across stone and five flights and a chamber that was reading her.

Holding at the pulse.

I read what she read through the banked carry.

Her mother’s hand worked into the southern wall. The outer framework over the door above us was her mother’s hand too, the door whose inner core I had failed to read the morning before. The inner core was Halren’s, the dragonkin scholar of Vael-Threnn, kin to Threnn Vaelaris. The outer framework was her mother’s. Thessaly carried the dragonkin grammar the inner core had asked for. I was the Sovereign interface the outer framework had been waiting for. Sable was the one carrying what her mother had set into the stone for her daughter to find.

This southern-wall holding was not the door’s working.

It was something her mother had set apart, for Sable alone, in the same chamber where the door’s outer framework ran from the same hand.

I rose and pulled my jacket off the chair.

* * *

The descent had opened to the binding of the Speakership token. The stair carried no attendant this hour. Five flights. The lamps in their iron brackets stood low. I came to the chamber’s threshold and stopped.

Sable did not turn.

“He came up the stair,” she said. “I felt the token bind at the threshold.”

Her voice held the formal carry of the Bond and then thinned across the second syllable of threshold. A small thing. The dragonkin warmth in my sternum read the thinning through the carrier line of the channel before her voice corrected.

The cost from the failed reading was on her, in the voice.

“You should be asleep,” I said.

“I should.” Her hand stayed on the stone. “I have not been.”

I crossed.

I came to her against the southern wall and stopped by her left shoulder, close enough that the banked weight of the Bond in my wrist met the holding in hers along the one stroke. Her eyes never lifted from the script under her palm.

“What are you reading,” I said.

“The seventh,” she said. “There are six others. I have read them all.”

She drew breath.

“This is not a record. This is a holding.”

Her voice steadied that time. The cost had been paid on the prior word.

“My mother left a working set at this stone so I could find it. The working is her voice. Not a recording. Not a residue. A working-hand laid in the stone at a band only the recipient-carrier could read. It has been waiting for me at the southern wall for eighty-three winters.”

The Bond at my wrist carried what her left hand carried against the stone.

I read it through her.

* * *

The script under her hand carried a hand the same as the door’s, and younger than the chamber’s outer inscriptions. It ran as her mother’s long stroke had set into the outer framework of the door during the prior night’s touch, and yet it did not carry the weight of craft the door braced for. It carried a current meant for the one who would receive it. It was a working set so that one specific hand could read it and no other.

Sable’s hand against the stone was the one specific hand.

I let the Bond hold what she carried. The dragonkin warmth in the sternum read the carry along the carrier line. The holding ran clean through to the door’s outer framework and back to her palm. The script along the southern wall lit to the carry of a hand the chamber knew.

“Carrier,” Sable said.

The dragonkin warmth in my sternum settled into the line the carrier opened.

“A carrier is a working-hand that holds a working it did not make so that the working can reach a hand that can use it. The carrier is not the working. The carrier is the line at which the working travels. If the carrier fails before the using-hand arrives, the working is lost.”

The line landed clean on her voice.

She drew breath and the carry thinned again on lost.

The cost was on the voice again.

* * *

She lifted her hand off the stone.

Not finished. Held.

She turned to me.

The lean in the wrong hip did not ease. The foxfire in her right palm did not flare a second time, but the bank she had set carried along a strained line. The two tails I could not see under her formal robes ran at counter-rhythm, the slip in the carry dragged low under her skirts, and I read it through the long channel without the eyes.

“The first reading,” she said, “did a thing my mother did not write into the holding.”

She met my eyes.

“It pulled the corruption-line into a band the inner core can read. The line was carrying at the body at the ambient weight. It is now carrying at the pulse the door asks. It has moved.”

I stood still.

“What does that mean,” I said.

“It means the working at the door is no longer optional. It is the only path. The clock is shorter.”

The Bond carried her own clock through the wrist along the line that had run since the cottage hall, when the physician set the estimate of eight months. I felt the line shift under her hand.

“Five,” she said. “At the new pulse. The corruption is no longer at the line the ambient band holds. It is at the line the inner core reads. The cost is faster.”

The chamber stilled.

The window for the Sevenfold Hand stood five days out by the estimate Lyra had set against the council intel. Five and five. Two clocks ticking along the same stroke, in the same chamber, in the same hour.

I drew breath.

The thing that came up out of me was not the engineer’s voice. The engineer had been gone for weeks. What came up was the carry of the hand at the work and the weight of the holding together, and the two settled into the brace a man takes on when he stands before a stone he cannot move and a woman beside him who will not let him move it alone.

“Then we read it again,” I said.

She did not answer on the breath.

She answered on the next.

“I am not waiting to die at a door I can read.”

The line broke her carry.

It was modern. It was flat. It carried no archaic flourish, no formal carry of the Bond, none of the archaic line she had carried as carrier through every line to this point. It was a thing a woman with five months says when she has decided that five months is not how it will end.

I read the break through the long channel.

I did not soften it.

“Okay,” I said. “Then we read it again. Whatever it costs, we pay it. That’s the job.”

What I gave back was the line a man over the workshop bench had said when the cost lay open and the working could not wait for the cost to come cheaper. Plain. Engineering plain. No flourish in it. The words of a man who had spent six years learning that the cost was the work.

She read it.

The carry on her breath settled.

* * *

The chamber along the door’s outer rim shifted in its carry.

A step on the threshold.

Speaker Hardin stood in the chamber’s outer arch. The cairn-and-axe seal at the throat. No axe on the hip. His beard plaited tight in the formal style of the chin that he had worn before the upper court during the reception. The slate eyes settled across the script the southern wall had lit, settled on Sable’s hand against the stone, and settled on mine by her shoulder.

He did not approach the circle.

His right hand went to the chamber’s outer frame, against the cool of the cut stone. The hand stayed. He did not speak the working into it. He set the hand along the line a Speaker’s hand sets when a chamber it is bound to has been opened past the working it agreed to.

“Sovereign Cole.” His voice ran at twelve words or fewer, the formal cap the stone clan keeps. “The chamber reads at a band above the council’s writ.”

He drew breath the way the Speakership takes it when it carries a thing the Speakership does not love carrying.

“First Voice’s enclave set an oath at the eighth century at Speaker’s-hand correspondence. The oath seals the chamber at the stone-clan seal against non-stone-clan sovereigns. To hold the chamber open at your working is to break the oath at the Council’s reading. The Council will read it. The reading is mine to carry.”

The slate eyes did not waver.

“I carry it. The chamber holds at your working.”

He inclined his head the half-pace the formal carry of the stone clan sets, withdrew his hand from the outer frame, and went up the stair without further speech.

The chamber settled without him.

Sable’s hand had returned to the stone.

* * *

“He named the cost,” she said. “The Speaker carries the Council’s reading. He has decided to carry it.”

“He has not been moving from it since the reception,” I said.

She inclined her head the way a carrier sets it.

“The door’s working is accelerating at a rate no Sovereign has carried,” she said. “Eighty-five at thirteen days east. This is the door’s grant at your hand for the reading. It is not your new climb. When the door’s working is done, the climb settles.”

“I know.”

I had read it through the second level chime before the upper court and again through the prior morning’s failed attempt. The door was pulling me up through the grammar of its working so I could reach the working it asked for. When the working was read, the climb would settle. The acceleration was not the new baseline. Dangerous if it ran past the door. Unsustainable on its face.

“Five days at the Sevenfold Hand,” I said. “Five months at your line.”

“Two clocks,” she said. “The chamber holds.”

“It holds.”

She set her left hand to the seventh holding on the stone again and reached her right hand to mine.

I set my palm in hers against the southern wall.

The script along the southern wall lit brighter than the glow of the night watch, brighter than the glow of the morning read, the way a Mother-Working framework takes on light when it recognizes two carriers along its line on one stone in the same breath. The clear line at the inner ear ran true. The dragonkin warmth in the sternum settled. The holding ran her working through her hand to mine and back, a slow careful turn through the long channel that did not strain against the cost or the clocks but braced for both.

She did not close her eyes.

Her hand on mine.

The Mother-Working framework hummed under our joined palms the way a banked hearthstone hums when its fire has gone to slow even coal, low and steady, recognizing both of us at once. It knew us. It had not yet opened. Five days stood at the Sevenfold Hand and five months stood at Sable’s line, two counts running in the same chamber on the same breath, and the framework that knew us now would have to be read through before either one ran out.


CHAPTER 21: Malachar at the Threshold

Mid-morning in the upper court. The archive review Thessaly and Hardin had set for the bell after second-bread was already underway. Thessaly kept the stone clan’s working cradle open across the southern lectern, Sable reading over her right shoulder. Vessa sat the head of the table with the slate and the Crown stylus to hand. Lyra held the southern window, watching the long line of the outer reach. Kira stood in the eastern shadow where the stair came up from the lower chamber. The lamps along the cardinal pillars sat steady on the day’s working pulse.

I crossed the hall toward the chamber stair. Sable’s morning shift on the door’s outer framework was nearly out, and I had come up to relieve her for the bell.

I had taken six paces.

The Compound Awareness pulse behind my reading caught against the working hall’s bound stoneward signature: a sovereign class signature inside the upper court’s stone line, new, not the hand Hardin had named to the chamber two days back, older than the speakership. That older signature sat dormant by the working hall, untouched. This one had arrived between my fourth pace and my fifth.

In the same beat, Skitter’s comm line pulse came clean across the working channel: purple and silver, single rider, sovereign class. Outer keeper’s post. Inside the gate.

The hall door under the western arch opened without an attendant.

He walked in.

Tall. Severe. Dark robes worked through with the silver thread Skitter had read off the prisoner’s collar by the bridge. Pale violet eyes that swept the room in a single measured turn. Vessa with the slate, Lyra by the window, Sable at Thessaly’s shoulder, Kira in the eastern shadow, me holding the floor’s center six paces short of the chamber stair. He moved for none of us. He stopped where the formal court’s outer line ran in pale grey wool, the boundary a stone clan’s court sets for sovereign peer visitation.

He inclined his head a quarter pace toward me.

“Sovereign Cole,” he said.

The voice was dry. Educated. The cadence of a man who had been the senior reader in a working room longer than I had been alive.

“Malachar.”

The Bond closed at my wrist across five carriers at once — sharp catch at the teeth, the engagement pulse the long channel set when the working read for combat the body had not yet braced for. New. Distinct from the short breath the Bond had run by the bridge.

“I came up the eastern road,” Malachar said. “I came up at the pace your column did not set. I would have come sooner, but you took Halan’s Crossing at four days. The chamber has been reading at compression since.”

He took a single step inside the carpet’s outer line.

Vessa’s hand had already gone to the slate’s edge and to the blade on her left hip in one motion. She did not draw. She set the slate aside on the table, clean, the Crown stylus laid along its binding line the way she set an instrument down when its working was done.

“Sovereign Malachar,” she said. Her voice held the protocol line. “You have arrived at the Speaker’s court without writ-pass. Article III of the Crown accord names sovereign-peer engagement on stone-clan ground as a Crown-tier violation. Speaker Hardin’s threshold reads the accord.”

“It does.” Malachar’s pale violet eyes did not leave my face. “Speaker Hardin’s stone-clan honor-protocol forbids him from stepping inside this room while a sovereign peer crosses my Crown-line at his floor. I read his hand at the outer arch. He is at the threshold. He will stay there.”

“Why have you come.” I made it plain. Not a question in the formal line. A question off the working floor.

“For what you cost me at the Crystal Wastes ridge,” he said. “Eighth year of your climb. First-rune-in-the-world. You set a Runic Network at the wastes ridge that read across my working-room before I had set the binding-cycle to seal it. You cost me a sovereign-tier inscription I had been writing for fourteen winters. The inscription went to ash at your rune. I went to the wastes the next morning. There was nothing left to recover. I have carried the loss since.”

He took a second step.

“I have not come to kill you, Sovereign Cole. I have come for your Sovereign Inscription at the working-hand. Recompense at the same weight. I will take it at the right shoulder and leave you the climb without the carrier.”

By the southern window Lyra had already strung the Crown bow.

“East line,” Vessa said. “Stand high south. Kira, eastern shadow kept. Thessaly, behind Sable. Sable, foxfire at the half-engagement, working tails to engagement-radius. Ethan, point with me.” She drew the long blade clean. “Article III is at the Crown’s reading. The Council will read this floor at the recording.”

“They will.” Malachar’s mouth moved the half pace a man smiled at a thing that did not amuse him. “I weigh it. I weigh you also.”

He raised his right hand.

The working that came up off his palm was not his own. The shape it carried held a Stillness marked signature along its binding line, the cool inward banking band Kira had named in the cottage hall, the trace the First Voice’s enclave set into archive bound aspect work. He had taken it. He had taken it from a Stillness archive.

The working split.

Three aspect shapes lifted off his hand. Pale violet at the cores, silver along the rims of the working, each carrying the cut line a sovereign tier aspect strike read at lethal contact. Aspect 1 turned toward Vessa. Aspect 2 turned toward Thessaly behind Sable. Aspect 3 turned toward me.

Lyra’s first arrow was already in flight.

The shaft took Aspect 1 through the high shoulder mid flight, along the angle its working line had braced against, and the aspect shape collapsed in the bleed-back. Malachar’s working pulse caught the collapse through his right hand, the back of the second knuckle. He did not flinch. His pale violet eyes stayed on me.

Lyra’s second arrow drew in the half second the first collapsed.

She had Malachar lined. Clean. Right shoulder. The hand that did his working.

She did not release.

The line ran through Sable’s flank in the last quarter. Sable had already stepped between Thessaly and Aspect 2, her seven working tails spreading to engagement radius across the floor behind her, the two locked tails holding counter rhythm along her spine. Lyra read the line in a half breath, lowered the bow the way a hand lowers when a clean shot is not a clean shot, and reset on Malachar’s working hand from a quarter step east. She drew. She fired. The shaft met the aspect binding’s residual ward in the last quarter inch and turned off the rim, taking the script of the working across the shoulder of his jacket instead of the joint. The hand still bled. The working hand did not still.

Sable’s foxfire came up along her tails in the half engagement band.

Aspect 2 read for Thessaly.

Sable’s tail shield broke against the aspect’s cut line in the chamber’s lamp glow, gold to the engagement strength a working hand banks when the cost is on the table. The aspect shape’s working broke against the shield on the second strike and dissolved off the tail rim. Sable stood firm. The 5-month clock pressed against the small wrong frequency under the song below her sternum in the same beat. I felt it through the Bond. The line ran shorter the way the pressure sets it when the cost lands on her in the working.

Vessa’s voice broke.

“Sable.”

One word. Operational. The crack ran on the second syllable, where her cadence had never cracked on a working floor in all the years I had stood at her shoulder. She moved on the next breath, blade up, but the crack had been there.

Sable did not turn.

“Held,” Sable said.

Aspect 3 came for me.

I let the Compound Awareness open into the chamber’s resonance. The Speakership token along my working line reached down through the five flights of the chamber stair to the carry Sovereign Resonance Lv 2 set, and the door’s outer script in the lower chamber read in the same beat my signature reached for it. The brushing was not commanded. The door read me. I read the door.

In that same half second, Aspect 3 came for my right shoulder.

I routed the Sovereign Inscription’s full depth into the hand Malachar worked from, to break the aspect projection at its source — and Kira’s Bond pulse reached me along the cold-at-the-wrist channel she had run in the cottage hall when she named First Voice’s position to the Council.

“Stillness-bound. Don’t cut the throat. Release-line on the throat. Wakes a working at the chamber wall.”

I pivoted inside the working.

I did not route into his hand. I routed into the chamber’s resonance, into the Sovereign Inscription’s reach toward the door’s outer script the way Sovereign Resonance Lv 2 carries an external anchor through the cornerstone cycle. The door read my routing behind the line. The routing locked.

Aspect 3 closed to three feet from my right shoulder.

The door’s outer script flared.

Not in the chamber. In the audience hall’s eastern wall behind me — the flare ran up through the chamber stair along the Speakership token’s binding line, reached the eastern wall’s bound stoneward signature, and pushed the aspect strike off line by a foot in the last clean stretch of its travel. The cut line that would have taken my right shoulder, the hand and its working, landed in the wall behind me, stone instead. A fist sized scar of burned script across the cut stone, smoke off the rim, the grammar of the wall’s working reading a strike of a kind the chamber had never been asked to read.

Nobody had commanded the door.

The door was reading the fight.

The door had chosen.

Malachar froze for a half breath.

I read the freeze in the pale violet eyes. He read the door reading him. He read his own signature in the door’s outer script reading back across his aspect binding’s collapse. The half second stretched along the chamber’s stone line.

In that half second the script in the lower chamber pulsed to the band a sovereign tier reading sits at when its reach climbs along an external anchor it had not been carrying alone.
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Malachar read the chime.

He read what the chime had cost the door to set.

He read what I had not read yet — that the door’s resonance through the routing had opened my working line backward down the chamber stair, that he could read forward through my qi by the door contact while I was still inside the routing, that the brushing carried the grammar of my working out to where an enemy of sovereign tier could pull from it. The read landed in the pale violet eyes with the weight of a man who had spent fourteen winters writing inscriptions and caught a thing he had been hunting in a room he had not expected to find it in.

He laughed once.

The sound carried from the back of the throat, the dry tone of a man whose amusement was a predator’s.

“Sovereign Cole.” His voice ran clean and even. “The door is asking you to forfeit a thing you have not read yet. There is a sovereign-tier cost waiting at the inner working at the chamber below. Permanent. A cap at the working-hand’s class-defining capability. You have not read which capability. I have. I will not name it. You will read it at the door at the next attempt, and you will pay it, or you will not, and you will lose her either way.”

He inclined his head toward Sable a half pace.

“My condolences.”

Kira’s silhouette in the eastern shadow shifted a half step. Vessa’s blade came up to the engagement angle. Lyra’s third shaft was on the string.

“The Hand at the eastern road,” Malachar said. “The cadre at Halan’s Crossing. They are my lever. They are not my army. I planted the cadre at the road so your column would arrive at Ironhold at the cadence this morning’s hour set. The door reads you faster at the compression. The cost rises faster at the read. I wanted the cost at the door before you had the working to refuse it. You delayed me four days at the crossing. The Hand still bought me three. The door is reading at the rate it is reading because I set the timing.”

He stepped backward to the carpet’s edge.

“I will not take the working-hand today. The door has read me. I will read it back at distance and return at a band the door cannot push me off at.”

The shadow at the eastern stair mouth gathered the way a Stillness marked working pulls when its carrier leaves through it. He turned. He did not run. He walked his working pace, and the script in the lower chamber stair carried his reading along the run his aspect binding pulled through my working line — using the chamber’s own reach for his escape geometry, reading backward through the routing I had set into the door’s resonance and out along the lower stair’s geometry.

He was gone by the third breath.

Kira held the eastern shadow on her own working until the count of seven. She did not pursue. The pursuit would have exposed Thessaly in the cover position. She let him go, stood in the shadow with her face toward the empty stair, then signaled clear with the small two-finger tap against her left thigh.

The chamber stilled.

Vessa moved to Sable by the southern lectern. Her hand came to Sable’s shoulder along the working jacket’s seam and stayed there a moment, reading the foxfire’s residual heat the engagement had left, and the small quiet shake in Sable’s right hand under the formal robes. Sable did not move. Her eyes were on Thessaly, whose face had held the cover position behind her through the engagement and whose hand still gripped Sable’s working jacket in the small hold a dragonkin warmth keeps when the cost has stood at the front of the room.

“Thank you,” Thessaly said. “At the working-line, sister.”

It was dragonkin formal. The cadence the bonded carry when the cost was not theirs and had been carried for them.

Sable inclined her head.

Lyra lowered the bow.

The eastern arch’s outer threshold creaked under the stone clan working that read a Speaker’s foot on the cut. Speaker Hardin stood at the threshold. He did not cross. His slate grey eyes settled where Aspect 3 had landed in the stone behind me, the wall scar, the fist sized burn of script, the smoke off the rim. The formal plait in his beard caught the half pace of his hand — his right hand came up the way a hand long stilled at his side rises after, touched the plait once, and went back down.

He said nothing.

He stood at the threshold and waited.

Vessa came to my shoulder.

“He read it,” she said.

“At the door-contact.” I did not soften it. “The brushing opened the routing backward. He read forward through me. He has my working-grammar at the band sovereign-tier reads pull from.”

“Sable’s foxfire took the engagement.” She was not looking at Sable. She was reading me. “The 5-month clock pressed at the contact.”

“It did.”

“Four-and-a-half, at the new pulse.”

“At the working-estimate.” I kept the read. “I would not name it under five at the household.”

“Drafted.” She tilted her head toward the wall scar. “Article III is at the Council’s reading. The scar reads as oath-breach at stone-clan reading-protocol. Hardin will carry the floor. The Council will read the scar. The accord article may hold or may not. I will draft the brief at the bell.”

The Sevenfold Hand window stood at five days, by the working estimate. The chamber stair carried Malachar’s reading shadow’s afterimage still, the slow even banking the working had left in the wall.

I stood at the top of the stair.

The wall behind me carried the door’s choice.

The shadow at the stair’s mouth dimmed the way a working closes behind itself, banking down through the five flights of the chamber the door had pulled my routing through. The shadow sat in the afterimage, the slow even banking the lower chamber lamps could not quite reach.

The stair carried it down into the dark.


CHAPTER 22: The Wound He Left

Thessaly had reached Vessa’s left elbow before I crossed to them.

The audience hall’s east window took the late morning sun through the leaded panes and threw a long warm square across the carpet. Vessa had taken the bench beneath it. Lyra knelt to her right, a binding strip cut from a clean linen sleeve laid across her knee, the small surgical kit from her saddle roll opened beside the bench. Thessaly slid in to the left, scale warmth banking along her forearm as she lifted Vessa’s left wrist.

The cut ran four inches down the outer forearm. A burn from working residue, not a blade. The collapse spray Aspect 1 had thrown, the track the aspect shape pulled when the high shoulder shot took it. Its edges were clean and grey along the rim. Not deep. The bleed had already half banked against the linen Vessa pressed during Malachar’s departure.

“Move your fingers,” Thessaly said.

Vessa moved them. All five. The grip closed to full strength.

“Good.” Thessaly set her palm over the cut, scales banking gold against grey skin. “The residue is at the outer band. It has not reached the tendon. I will close the burn first. Lyra binds after.”

“Acknowledged,” Vessa said. Her dark grey eyes pulled tight in the corners, but the voice came clean. “Sovereign.”

I took her right side. Lyra glanced toward me once, set the linen flat, and held still.

“Report at the door first,” Vessa said. “I am secondary.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“At the working-estimate, I am closing.” Her mouth set to the flat line a Steward Commander kept when she ran the protocol while she was not the center of the room. “Article III requires a draft at the courier-paper inside the bell. Hardin will carry the floor at second-bell after sundown. The scar reads as oath-breach at the stone-clan reading. The Council pass will catch it at the routine outer-stoneward sweep. The accord article may protect the chamber’s work. It may not. The Crown reading is at Theron Ironbloom’s hand. The brief leaves at the bell or the floor is uncovered.”

I read her face. The protocol ran clean. Its cost showed only in the corners of her eyes and a small bracing through her shoulders. She was not soft.

“Drafted,” I said.

“Acknowledged.”

Thessaly’s scales banked from bronze to gold along the wound’s rim. The residue pulled free under that warmth, the same way a dragonkin line took when a working burn sat above the bone. Vessa breathed once into the closure. The grey banked to pink along the rim. Thessaly held the heat through four breaths, lifted her palm, and stepped back. Lyra moved in with the linen strip.

“Clean,” Thessaly said.

“Acknowledged,” Vessa said.

Lyra wound the strip around the forearm, two passes over the outer line, three around the wrist’s small bracing, knotted to the inner side where the elbow would not catch it during the brief writing. Her hazel eyes never left the work. She tied off, closed the surgical kit’s lid, and rose.

“Slate at the table,” Lyra said. “I’ll bring it to you.”

Vessa nodded.

* * *

Sable had not moved from the south window since the chamber cleared.

I read her along that long line. Her formal robes carried in the shoulder the set a working jacket took when its bearer was not performing the cost, a small bracing through the back where the secondary tail lock slipped its counter rhythm, the right hand resting along the sill in a way that was not rest. Her two counter tails locked along the spine under the robes, strained past the radius the seven working tails had carried foxfire across when Aspect 2 broke against the shield. Her clock of 4.5 months pressed through the small wrong note under the song at her sternum, the one I felt in my own wrist. She carried it.

She was reading the scar in the wall from the window’s outer angle.

I crossed the carpet. She did not turn.

I came to her right shoulder and set my hand against the seam of her working jacket, the place I had set it the first night by the gates, two days back. The carrier’s weight under my palm did not pull toward the touch. It did not yield to it either.

The Bond opened along the dragonkin warmth I felt at her sternum, the channel Thessaly had carried in the reading room’s library two evenings ago, its line running now on a slower banking heat, not the closure of a new channel but the carrying of a known one through a body that had not slept the night. The warmth beneath my own sternum read what Sable would not put in language. The wall behind us had taken the strike meant for my right shoulder. The chamber below had reached up through five flights to push it aside. The carrier by the window had watched her mother’s hand do that.

Her right palm rested along the sill.

A small unbidden flare ran through the foxfire residue under her palm. Gold and amber along the inner wrist. She banked it. Her fingers closed a quarter pace and stilled.

She spoke to the window, not to me.

“The wall is reading at a band I have not read at the working since I was a kit.”

I did not answer. My hand against her shoulder was the answer.

Her eyes, flecked gold and amber, did not turn from the wall. The clock of 4.5 months pressed through that small wrong frequency under her sternum. I read it through the Bond’s slower banking. She read me reading it. Her shoulder leaned a quarter inch against my arm and stilled.

* * *

Thessaly closed the small surgical kit, set its lid down under slow pressure, and crossed the carpet toward us.

She came to Sable’s left. She did not speak as she crossed. She stopped by the window’s south frame, set her hand along the sill in the space between her own shoulder and Sable’s, and read the scar in the wall from the angle the south window threw across the upper court’s eastern face.

The amber in her eyes ran a set I had not seen in her before, not the scholar gold of the reading room, not the rapid fire of the dragonkin packet’s afternoon. The amber sat above a banking heat that did not move along the surface. Her right hand stayed flat against the sill.

“Threnn Vaelaris was sixteen winters at the extraction.”

The voice came plain, the way a scholar spoke when she was not researching and was instead reading a thing the research had already named.

“She was my great-grandmother’s elder cousin. Vael-Threnn enclave. The eighth-century purification cycle the Council records carry as a doctrinal hygiene pass at the bordering reach was the cover. The cover is the record. The cull underneath the cover is what took her line.”

Sable did not turn from the wall.

“The cull was a working written to clean a line. The line it was written for was the dragonkin one that ran through Halren’s hand and through Threnn’s blood and through my great-grandmother’s. The hand that wrote the cull wrote it at the band a working-grammar pulled at when it intended to finish a grammar at its carrier. The carrier was the line. The line ran at four households. Halren went dark at the working-school two months before the cull. His hand was at the door at this stone by then. The other three households did not.”

A breath by the south window. The amber in her eyes stayed.

“I have been carrying a working-grammar a working tried to kill at my family. I have not been carrying it as the last hand-carrier of what Halren left at this door. I have been carrying it as the line the cull was written to end.”

She said it plain. Her voice did not crack along the second syllable of any word.

The amber in her eyes did.

I read it across the half second the gold undertone ran beneath the lower rim and her face stilled into the bracing a dragonkin line set when a thing stood at the front of a room and its carrier would not let the room read the back of it. She did not raise her hand to her face. She set the palm flat along the sill beside Sable’s left.

Sable’s eyes, flecked gold and amber, turned from the wall. Once.

“Sister,” Sable said. Quiet. That single archaic word, said the way she had said it to Thessaly two days back, on the chamber stair after the engagement. “At the working-line. Sister.”

Thessaly inclined her head a quarter pace. The amber banked back below the surface.

She did not leave the window.

* * *

The audience hall’s eastern arch creaked under the working the stone clan had cut into it.

Speaker Hardin stood across the threshold. He did not enter.

His slate grey eyes settled on the scar in the wall. A fist of burn in the cut stone, smoke long banked along its rim, the pulse of the script still slow through the working the lower chamber had set when it pushed the strike aside. His right hand came up the way I had read during the chamber’s reception, touched the chin plait once, went back to his side.

He spoke twelve words.

“The aspect-scar will read at the Council’s outer-stoneward correspondence at the next routine pass.”

A breath by the threshold.

“The reading is mine to carry at the Speaker’s-hand. I will set the correspondence at the second-bell after sundown.”

He inclined his head toward Vessa, toward Sable, toward me. He did not name the breach in language. He did not perform the loss of the oath. The honor protocol of the stone clan stood across the threshold and stayed there.

He withdrew.

The outer stone of the arch read him out under the small careful seal that set when a Speaker’s foot left a room he had not entered.

Vessa’s stylus rested against the slate.

* * *

Kira came in from the eastern shadow a moment after Hardin withdrew.

She had held the chamber stair’s side of the audience hall since the engagement cleared. I had read her through the Bond along the cold I felt at her wrist, the operational quiet she ran while she read a working signature in the stair’s geometry and would not move while she was inside the read.

She crossed to my left.

Her eyes, flecked hazel, stayed on the mouth of the chamber stair. Her voice ran soft, as the Bond’s outer edge had carried back through the cottage hall.

“His escape-working was Stillness-archived.”

I took the read.

“The format at the stair was a shadow-work signature I have seen once before. At the Stillness archive’s outer hand four winters back. The discipline-shape carries an outgoing-channel mark. The mark logs at the archive when the working closes behind the carrier. The closure has already passed. The mark is at the archive.”

She was reading the stair’s afterimage still.

“The Council’s Stillness branch tracks outgoing channels at the routine inner-reading. The pass runs at three-day intervals at the archive. The mark will be read at the inner pass inside the count of three days.”

Her hand came up to her shoulder in the small two finger tap she had run as the engagement closed.

“First Voice will see it. Or someone else will see it. I cannot read the chain past the archive’s outer-reading hand. The reading will land. The chamber is now formally at the Stillness branch’s outgoing-channel registry.”

I read the picture through the measured banking the working had left in me.

The Speaker’s hand correspondence at second bell. The Stillness archive inside the count of three days. Malachar’s forward read through my own working line on door contact at any opening he ran back through the chamber’s resonance. Three readings closing on the door at once. Three readers closing on Ironhold’s chamber.

I took it across the count of two breaths.

I let it land.

* * *

Vessa’s stylus ran clean across the slate.

She had drawn the slate to the head of the audience hall’s table, set her bound arm against the table’s edge, and was writing down the left side the way a Steward Commander’s brief kept. The slate’s right side stayed clear. Lyra had moved to the table on Vessa’s right, the small chalk stub already in her hand the way she carried it when she was about to write a thing she had been reading off the back of her hand through a long beat.

Vessa read the line aloud in the form the Crown courier paper required.

“Article III invocation. Crown accord sovereign-peer protection: hostile sovereign engagement on stone-clan ground at Bonded sovereign-peer floor reads as Crown-tier violation; Crown investigation triggers at oath-breach evidence.”

She wrote the second line.

“Evidence: fist-sized aspect-strike scar at upper court audience hall eastern wall; working-residue burn; sovereign-tier qi-signature at strike-band; Speaker Hardin’s Speaker’s-hand correspondence pending second-bell after sundown.”

She wrote the third line.

“Request to Crown Working-Master Theron Ironbloom: Article III protection of Bonded chamber-working at Ironhold inner reach against Council interference at oath-breach reading; courier-paper at speed; reply window inside the count of seven days.”

The stylus lifted. The brief sat down the slate’s left, its working estimate set to land in Theron’s hand inside the count of three days.

I read the slate.

I read the room.

I crossed to Lyra along the table’s right.

“Three readers closing on the door at the count of three days,” I said. Plain. “Sevenfold Hand window at five days. Sable’s clock at four-and-a-half months. Sovereign-tier cost unread. One door. One shot at the reading.”

Lyra’s hazel eyes did not lift. The chalk stub already pressed against the slate.

“Cost-options,” she said.

* * *

She wrote down the slate’s right side.

The chalk scored clean across the first option.

1. Attempt the door reading at the next bell. Pay the cost at the level the door names it. The cost reads permanent. The carrier accepts the working grammar’s price at the moment the inner working opens.

She did not look up. The chalk moved to the second line.

2. Refuse the cost. Accept Sable’s clock of 4.5 months at the working estimate. Leave the chamber unread. Carry the Sovereign tier capability at full reach. Find another reading line at the carrier’s working room before the clock closes.

The third line.

She paused, the chalk hovering by the slate’s edge.

I read her across the half breath. She was reading the third option off the back of her hand, the hold a ranger’s instinct kept when a working floor held a thing it had not named yet and the reading required setting the name to the chalk before the floor closed against it.

Lyra’s hand stayed steady.

She wrote.

3. Negotiate the Mother Working framework’s cost tier with the door itself. Sable’s mother set seven holdings at the southern wall. One may be a holding for this case. Read the seventh holding before the next attempt. Set the negotiation at the inner working’s reading edge. The cost tier may not be fixed.

The chalk scored through the last word of the third option.

Her hand did not lift along the period.

Lyra set the chalk stub down against the slate’s lower binding line and stilled.

Vessa’s accord brief sat along the left.

Lyra’s three cost options sat along the right.

The chalk’s last mark sat along the slate’s outer rim where a hand had named the choice and the room had not yet read it back. The choice was named. It was not yet paid. Three readers were closing on the door at three days, the Sevenfold Hand window stood at five, and the cost at the foot of Lyra’s column was still unread. The slate held all of it and answered none of it.


CHAPTER 23: Kira at the Window

The household scattered after the slate.

Sable went with Vessa to the room where the Speakership token’s correspondence was kept. Article III formal report. Vessa wanted Sable’s signature in the working laid into the protection mechanism along the outer seal of the courier paper, so the Crown reading would carry the line of the Bonded sovereign peer in the document’s own working. Sable stopped beside me in the door of the audience hall, set her palm against the inside of my wrist for a count, did not speak, and went.

Thessaly went to the library. Lyra’s third option closed the room. The seventh holding in the southern wall was Sable’s mother’s, and reading its dragonkin grammar was Thessaly’s to carry. She lifted the door’s archive case with the slow even weight of a thing she had been waiting to open, and crossed the carpet without looking back.

Lyra went to the south window. Night watch. She had not said so. The bow on her shoulder had said it, the household had read it, and nobody had named it aloud.

I went down the chamber stair as far as the second landing. The Speakership token in my palm. I read the closed script of the working where the lower stair opened, and stilled for a count. Malachar’s escape had left a trace, sealed in the shape it had closed behind itself. The script of the lower chamber rested where the Speaker’s hand had set it when he bound the chamber to my working that morning, before the reception. The trace was closed.

I climbed back up.

The guest quarters occupied the eastern reach of the residence wing in the upper court. Kira’s room ran off the third turn of the corridor. Her eastern window opened on a yard cut into the mountain’s outer face for working, narrow as a hand, lit this hour by nothing but cold air and a low quarter of moon.

I stopped outside her door.

The Bond carried her in the cold at the wrist, the operational quiet she ran while reading a thing across the back of her hand, holding still as long as she stayed inside the read. The channel had not shifted since the slate.

I knocked.

She said, “It is open.”

* * *

The lamp on the side table was banked to half its wick. Its small orange line sat steady inside the brass collar and threw no shadow past the table’s edge. The room was smaller than ours: a single bed against the north wall, a side table, a low chest by the foot, a stool. The window stood open a hand’s slit. The curtain banked against the casing in the cold draft, did not move.

Kira held the right side of the window. Plain dark travelling grey across her shoulders. Hazel-flecked eyes on the narrow cut of the yard. Her right hip carried the small lean it had carried since the autumn, the lean toward the wrong side that the Stillness working in the lab had left in her gait. She had set a slate against the side table where she kept her slates when she had been reading across a watch and was not yet ready to set the reading down.

I closed the door.

She kept her back to me.

“Three days,” she said. The count the Stillness branch’s outgoing closure had set across her shoulders since the audience hall. “I have been at the count since the chalk on the slate. The archive’s inner-reading interval runs at three sunsets from the working’s closure. The closure was at the lower chamber stair at the moment Malachar’s working sealed behind him. The interval started then. The first sunset has passed. Two sunsets remain. Then the inner-reading.”

Her voice did not run with the operational evenness I had heard from her over the workshop bench the night she came home. It was a quarter-degree slower. Some weight the count had been pulling across her shoulders since the audience hall sat behind the words.

She had been carrying it longer than that.

“First Voice or a Council inner-reader at the archive will see the mark,” she said. “I have been reading the chain at the back of my hand at the workshop bench all afternoon, and the reading does not change. The mark is at the archive. The reading is coming.”

I crossed the room. The banked line of the lamp did not catch me. I stopped by her left shoulder. Did not crowd the window.

She turned from the cut.

* * *

She said one line first.

“I saw your wife’s mother’s working-signature in a Council archive I should not have had access to.”

The cold at the wrist sat steady in the Bond. The hazel-flecked eyes were on mine. The line landed with the small careful weight a Stillness operator’s hand sets on a thing she has been carrying alone across a season.

She left it unsoftened.

“Three months back. The third month of my embed. The Stillness branch sent me at a Council writ-chain depth I should not have been at, a clerk’s clearance two ranks above my cover. The clerk was at her meal. I had thirteen minutes at the chain. I read the eighth-century purification-cycle archive at the band Thessaly’s research has been naming since the dragonkin packet. Not a Stillness archive. A Council archive. The framework was documented. Halren of Vael-Threnn was at the working-grammar listing at his own name. Sable’s mother’s name was at the framework’s signing-hand.”

She drew one quiet line by the window.

The lamp did not move.

“The eighth-century purification cycle that ended the Vael-Threnn enclave’s dragonkin-line carried the Mother-Working framework as its counter-working. The cull and the framework were the same working. Written at opposite hands that knew each other. The Council carried the outer. The dragonkin enclave carried the inner. Sable’s mother set her hand at the outer as a Council scholar. Halren set his hand at the inner as a Vael-Threnn working-hand. They wrote it together. The same working. Two hands. One stone.”

I read it through the quiet banking she had laid under the line.

“The framework at the door is the working the Council wrote to end Thessaly’s bloodline,” she said. “Only it was written by the carriers of that bloodline. In their own hand. To preserve it. The chamber holds both halves. The outer ending at Sable’s mother’s hand, working at the Council’s outer-stoneward correspondence. The inner preservation at Halren’s hand, working at the Vael-Threnn enclave’s last working-school. Sable’s mother both ended the working and preserved it. She wrote her name at both halves.”

Her eyes held mine without flinching.

“The cost at the door, what Malachar named at the upper court, what the inscription-cap will read at the next attempt, is the price of crossing the two halves at the working-hand. A Sovereign-tier carrier reading both halves at the same stone has to pay the conversion at his own working-line. The Mother-Working does not run as one. It runs as the answer the dragonkin-line wrote to its own erasure. The conversion is the working.”

The room stilled.

I read it. Plain. The carrier sat on her own shoulders, three months heavier than the woman who had come up the workshop stair through dusk five days back.

Her mother wrote her own death so the dragonkin line could survive it.

I said it aloud.

“Her mother wrote her own death so the dragonkin line could survive it. She set the cull at her own hand and laid the preservation at the same stone with the man whose family the cull was written for. The carrier definition from yesterday at the southern wall: Sable’s mother carried the working she did not make so the working could reach the hand that could use it. The hand that can use it is mine, and Sable’s, and Thessaly’s, and the door’s. The carrier-line ran from her mother to Sable to my working-hand. The cost is the cap. The cap is the conversion. The conversion is the working. The job.”

The hazel-flecked eyes stayed on mine with the quiet weight a Stillness operator’s read carries when the read lands inside the room she has been carrying it toward.

“The job,” she said.

The lamp sat steady.

* * *

She held the window for a long count.

Cold air carried the cut of the yard through the slit in the casing. The slate against the side table held the marks she had written across the afternoon, across the watch she had been carrying behind her hand since the chalk on the slate.

She set the slate down on the side table under quiet pressure. The wood took it without sound.

“I have been carrying it for three months,” she said. Quieter now than the line by the door. “I left at the routine. I closed the cover. I rode the embed at ninety days. I did not name the read at the dispatch. I did not write it at the field-paper. I did not say it at the cottage when I came home. I did not say it at the council. I did not say it at the road. I waited at the door reading because the carry was mine to set down at the door reading and not before. If Sable read it before she could choose, the carry was wrong. The choice was hers.”

She turned from the window.

“She is not in this room. I am telling you. You will carry it to her at the Bond when the Bond reads the next contact between us. I do not have the words to say at her face. I have the read. The read is at your hand now.”

She crossed the room.

The lamp did not move.

Her face came against my shoulder first. One quiet draw along my collarbone. The Bond opened behind the back of my neck along a line I had not felt from it before: a quiet steady warmth across the nape, a small banked carrying that read the way a forge stone keeps heat after the last hand has laid down the hammer. The warmth across the nape. A Kira channel I had not had a name for and now had.

Three months of carry under her shoulders.

I read it. I did not name it aloud.

She tilted her face up. Hazel-flecked eyes open. She kissed me.

Not a take. Not a press that withheld the take. Shaped to her. Her mouth on mine with the quiet weight a hand sets when a thing it had been waiting to set down has reached the place it can set down on, and the setting-down was the kiss.

* * *

The lamp banked low.

She left her travelling grey on by the window. She crossed to the bed. Sat on the edge. Hands to her own collar through the small clean working her grey took along the buckles. I read her through the Bond. The warmth across the nape had not moved. It carried along a steady banking that did not pulse, did not flutter, did not spike. The wanting had sat across her shoulders three months and waited inside the carry. Now it ran along the same quiet banking the carry had run along.

She set her boots by the foot of the bed. The grey came off onto the chest. A plain undershirt onto the floor.

Lean. Scarred. Small through the ribs. Thin white lines along the underside of her right forearm from a wire working in the embed I had not read aloud. The wrong hip rode the seam of her thigh on a quarter-inch sit she had not corrected since the autumn working.

I came to the bed.

I undressed to the pace of her hands. Shirt off onto the chest. Belt through the small clean turn she set on it without word. Trousers off by the bed’s edge.

She drew me down by her shoulders.

The edge of the bed. Her on her back the way she had not taken with me over the workshop the first night. Then her hand on my hip under quiet pressure that turned us. She came up. Sat astride. Knees by my ribs. The wrong hip rode the small settle she set into the saddle on the road.

I read her face.

She was not performing. The hazel-flecked eyes were open. Her mouth held the small clean line a Stillness operator’s mouth sets when she is inside a working and not yet to its outer edge. Her hands came to my shoulders. Settled there.

The warmth across the nape sat steady in the Bond.

She lowered onto me under quiet steady pressure. Not a build. The pressure took to her own pace, settled along the line her body opened on, and stilled. I read the heat where we met. She left it undrawn. The air came out clean through her nose on the count after.

Her hands stayed on my shoulders. Mine came to her back.

She rode through shallow strokes. The carry was not a build toward a peak. It was a steady setting-down the way the warmth across her nape carried. Her face stayed near mine. Eyes open. No sound through her mouth. Air through her nose on the small clean run a Stillness operator’s lungs keep inside a working.

I did not vocalize.

Neither did she.

The Bond carried it between us through the warmth across the nape: three months of carry banking down behind my neck on a quiet warming. The wanting had not been the thing that bore the load. The carry had. The wanting had waited inside the carry. Now the carry was setting down.

She slowed in a way I read through the Bond. The peak sat across her shoulders. She left it unnamed through sound. I set my hand to her, between us, to her clitoris, with the small clean pressure she had not asked for and the Bond had named. She rode through it on her own count. The shallow stroke carried along where my hand set against her, and the warmth across her nape banked one degree warmer.

She came.

Silent. Hands on my shoulders. Her mouth open. No sound through the open mouth. The body through a quiet clench that ran inward and stilled. The warmth across her nape stilled with it.

The next stroke took me with her. I came. Silent. My hand on her hip. Air through the nose. The Bond’s warmth banking behind the neck where the carry had set down.

She held still into the close.

The shallow stroke banked out. Her face came down on my shoulder. The hazel-flecked eyes closed into the carrying down.

The lamp sat steady, half its wick.

* * *

She stayed in the bed.

She lay along my left. Her face on my shoulder. My arm across her ribs along the small clean lean the wrong hip set. Cold air ran past the curtain that did not move. The lamp threw its small steady line inside the brass collar.

She drew a quiet count through the shoulder.

She said, “I will set the field-paper at the courier-relay at first bell. The Stillness branch’s outgoing channel mark reads at sunset day after tomorrow. The relay carries at six hours’ ride. The dispatch at Theron Ironbloom’s working-hand inside the count of two days at the outer reading. The chain runs at the working-estimate I have set.”

The read was operational. Not romantic. The same even run she had carried over the workshop bench the night she came home, returned now under the quiet banking the close had set.

“Acknowledged,” I said.

The room stilled.

The chamber’s script in the working hummed somewhere far below where the Speakership token bound it: a small line of carrying through the stone reaching up through the five flights toward my hand against the inside of her ribs. Cold air past the window. Her body on my shoulder, even with the steady carrying of one who had set down a weight she had carried across a season.

I read her through the warmth across the nape behind the neck, banking quiet.

Her draw went even.

The chamber hummed somewhere far below, and the sound went on without us.


CHAPTER 24: The Door Reads Back

I woke in the dim hour before the third bell because the Bond was not in the bed.

Sable’s place had gone cold. The blanket lay folded back the way she folded a thing without wanting to wake me. The lamp on her side of the room had been banked to a thread and set on the casement.

The Bond carried her in a hold I had not felt since Halan’s Crossing.

Steady. A holding kept at the pulse, the same reading she had set on the southern wall the morning Hardin came in. Only she carried it now from the working floor of the chamber instead of the wall.

She was downstairs with the door.

She had been with it since the third bell.

Three hours. Reading her mother’s holding for three hours. She had not woken me.

I dressed sitting on the edge of the bed. Trousers. Linen. The work tunic. Boots. I drew the leather pack from the chest and seated the stylus in my palm. Cloak across the shoulders. I did not light a lamp.

I crossed the residence wing and took the chamber stair. Five flights down. The binding the token held ran ahead of me along the wall of the stair the way a hand runs ahead of a body through a place it knows. Lamps in the iron brackets held steady. Third landing. Fourth. Fifth.

The chamber lay open below the foot of the stair.

* * *

Sable stood with the seventh holding along the southern wall.

She held the wall without turning when my boots sounded on the stone. Her right hand lay flat against the wall at the height of her hip. Her left rested on her own sternum, the place a working hand sets its left when the right is reading and the left holds its own line clean. Her shoulders were squared to the wall. The set was formal, the formal a hand makes when the reading is not for spectators and the hand is inside it alone.

Speaker Hardin sat on the southern apprenticeship bench.

He had drawn it three feet back from the wall, the angle a host of the stone clan sets when a sovereign of another house is reading and the host is here to witness without crowding. Hands on his knees. Back straight. The cairn and axe seal on his throat caught a slate grey wink off the lamps. No axe on his hip. He inclined his head one half degree as I entered. He did not speak.

I crossed the floor. The script along the chamber walls held a quiet glow. The Mother’s door waited on the eastern wall behind me, keeping its own silence. I stopped by Sable’s left shoulder. Did not crowd the wall.

She turned her head a quarter inch.

“I have read it,” she said.

The voice carried the same formal her body had taken. Archaic and thinned along the close. Three hours of reading her mother’s hand through the stone had laid a small careful steadiness into the reading the chamber sent back to her.

“Tell me,” I said.

She drew one quiet count.

“My mother left a negotiation at the seventh holding. Not for me. For the working-hand who would attempt the reading. She knew the working-hand would come at the inner core’s refusal. She knew the inner core would ask a cost above sovereign-peer. She wrote a framework at the southern wall so the working-hand could read the cost’s grammar before paying it. The framework is the negotiation.”

She drew a second count.

“The door’s working-grammar requires a permanent cap on the working-hand’s highest-carried sovereign-tier capability. The capability is not named. It is the working-hand’s choice. The cap holds at the present mark. The capability cannot grow past it.”

A third count.

“My mother set the holding so the working-hand could read the cap before the door read it for him.”

She turned from the wall.

The gold and amber eyes, flecked the way her kit’s were, found mine. They did not close. They had not closed since the touch at the reception door. They carried three hours of her mother’s working in the holding she kept at the pulse, and they carried it open.

“Read it,” she said. “Read it before you go to the door.”

I set my hand on the southern wall, on the seventh holding.

* * *

The reading came the way a hand reads a thing another hand has laid in a stone for the next hand who would need it. A framework for negotiation, a discipline shaped in the form of a question that reads itself only to the hand that needs the answer.

I read it. I read it twice. I read it through the carrier Sable had set across the Bond.

The framework named three things. The cost was a permanent cap on a sovereign-tier capability the reader currently carried at the highest tier. The capability was the reader’s choice; the door did not select, the hand offered. And the cap stayed put, past the reader’s death.

I read the third part again.

Sovereign Inscription at Lv 5 was the highest sovereign-tier capability my hand held. The door would accept its cap. The inscription would hold at Lv 5 permanently. I would forfeit the ceiling of Lv 6 through Lv 10.

The cornerstone working at the compound was the highest I would ever lay. The Domain of the Forge was the largest I would ever extend. The line that had carried me from Tobias’s apprentice bench to the Mother’s door here in the working hall at Ironhold was a finished thing, ending at Lv 5.

The cap was the seal closing the climb.

I read it. I did not name it in language. Sable read me reading it. She said nothing.

* * *

I took the stylus from my pack and crossed the floor to the door.

The Mother’s door held the eastern wall in the silence it had worn since the reception. The script along the outer rim stayed steady. The inner core stayed closed.

I knelt by the working circle.

I did not route.

I drew the small slate I had carried in the pack since the compound, plain working stone, cut by hand on Tobias’s bench, the grey veined kind a hand takes to a job when the job calls for testing a grammar by a held trial before he lays it into the stone proper. I set the slate against the inner edge of the circle.

I read the script along the door’s outer rim as the first attempt had read it. Intent. Binding. Warding. The three layers held steady in the quiet glow of the lamps.

I lifted the stylus.

I began to inscribe.

The slate first, not the door.

The stylus took the script of the outer rim in a clean stroke that set the door’s grammar onto the slate’s grey veined face. I did not draw from memory. I read the door’s stroke through the routing the Bond carried, and I laid the same stroke into the slate in the cadence the door’s hand had used eighty-three winters back.

I was not reading anymore.

I was writing.

The shift ran the floor as the floor takes it when the hand by the circle stops being a reader and becomes a maker. The chamber knew the difference. The lamps along the walls held a half degree warmer than they had through the first attempt. The seventh holding by Sable’s right brightened a thread.

Second stroke. Third.

The script along the door’s outer rim began to brighten beneath the matching strokes on the slate.

Fourth. Fifth.

The outer rim flared a glow that ran from the southern edge of the door’s face up across the apex and down the northern edge, the way a hand lays a brightening when it is being matched. The door read the slate. The slate read the door. The two grammars met along the inner edge of the circle the way a hand recognizes its own grammar inside another hand’s stroke.

The inner core opened.

Not all at once. A seam. A vertical line down the door’s center that ran from threshold to apex at the pace a thing eighty-three winters set in stone takes when it sets itself to read the next hand to come.

The inner core read me back.

The Bond pulled inward toward the breastbone as the inner core’s reading reached the line in my hand. A count. Two counts. Three.

The chime came.

Skill: Reality Inscription. Threshold crossed at sovereign-peer + carrier-line reading. Lv 1 unlocked.

The notification did not land as a promotion on an existing line. It landed as a class, a class above the tier of Sovereign Inscription, one the Mother’s door had been waiting eighty-three winters to read in a hand whose grammar matched its own.

Reality Inscription.

The grammar that lets a hand write changes into the line of reality itself.

I read what the door had just shown me. I read what the Mother Working was.

* * *

The script of the inner core ran the framework how the slate had read the outer one.

It was a conversion. The corruption could not be removed, extracted, or cured without ending the carrier itself.

The working had been laid into her own line as the carrier itself. To remove the working was to end the carrier. To end the carrier was to end Sable.

The Mother Working rewrote it.

It took the cull’s leftover and laid it into a thread the Bond could carry permanently. The corruption became a permanent feature of Sable’s line. It no longer ate her. It no longer ran a clock. It rested along the carrier the same as her cultivation. The Bond carried it.

She would live. The corruption stayed. The Bond carried it forever.

I read it twice.

The Mother Working was a working that taught the Bond to carry a thing it had not been built to carry. It taught a carrier to hold a cull’s leftover without finishing the carrier.

The answer Sable’s mother had written to a working she had also written.

I held it below language.

The door read me reading it.

* * *

The cost ran across the slate.

The inner core set the cost of the framework the way the seventh holding had named it. The capability was Sovereign Inscription. The cap was Lv 5. The cap stayed past my death. The working was a continuous sovereign-tier inscription of five hours. When it ended, the discipline’s ceiling capped permanently at Lv 5.

I read it plain.

The capability that carried me from Tobias’s bench to this door is the capability I forfeit to use it. The hand that reads the Mother Working is the hand who cannot grow past the reading.

I read it again.

I had drawn five strokes onto the slate. The five strokes had opened the inner core. The inner core had read me back. The Bond had run its holding at the pulse through every count.

The slate did the next thing without me.

* * *

The script across the door’s face flared.

It flared the way a thing flares once it has decided.

A hum opened in the palms of both my hands on the same count, the door’s binding resonance reaching across the floor through the circle to the slate by my left and the stylus by my right. A steady line carried across the skin of both palms, neither flutter nor flare, the way a working lays its hand into a hand it has chosen.

The door’s script ran down the eastern wall, across the floor along the inner edge of the circle, and into the slate.

The grey veined face took the script.

I read the strokes burning into the stone beneath my left hand. Intent. Binding. Warding. The door drew the full grammar I had drawn only five strokes of. The script ran the slate’s surface in a careful burn that read as a thread of heat the palm felt while the line bound itself across the floor into the hand.

The burn finished.

The slate carried the full outer script across its face. The hum in both palms stayed.

The door had bound itself to my hand.

I had not asked.

* * *

Sable turned from the seventh holding.

She did it on the count the slate’s burn finished. She had read the binding through the Bond the same way I had read it in my palms. Her eyes found mine across the floor.

She did not speak.

She crossed the floor at the steady pace of a hand whose waiting has reached the point that names the next thing. Stopped by my right shoulder. Her left hand came to my shoulder. The cool palm settled. The holding at the pulse ran from her hand into the Bond and into the hum in my palms along a single carrying line.

Speaker Hardin stood from the southern bench. He crossed in the formal way a stone clan elder moves across his own host’s floor when the host has a thing he needs to name within the reader’s hearing. He stopped just shy of the circle. Did not enter.

“The door has chosen,” he said. The voice ran the deep measured pitch the stone clan school carries.

I did not look up from the slate.

“It has bound itself to your working-hand. The binding will hold your working-line through the inscription. Five hours of sovereign-tier continuous working would have unmade a Sovereign-tier carrier without it. With the binding, the working holds. Your line will not break.”

He drew one count.

“The binding holds in one direction. To break it is to shatter the chamber’s southern half and the eastern wall. The bonded carrier dies at the shattering. There is no refuse-without-cost option. There is the working at the cost the door has named, or the working broken at the cost the chamber names.”

He inclined his head toward Sable. The gaze did not press her.

“The choice is the Sovereign’s. The cost is the Sovereign’s. The binding is the door’s. The Speakership of Ironhold holds the chamber until the working-hand sets the working down.”

He did not wait for an answer. He stepped back to the bench and sat. Hands on his knees. The set was the steady carrying of a host who had named the thing the room needed named and would name no more.

I read the slate through my left palm. The outer script held steady across the grey veined stone. The hum in my palms ran on. Sable’s hand on my shoulder carried the holding at the pulse. The seventh holding under her mother’s hand stayed lit, a thread.

The chime came.

Level 86 → Level 87.

Level 86 → Level 87.
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The notification did not sit the way one sits when the line it names is a thing the hand has climbed to. It sat the way a door has taught the hand to read.

It stayed below words.

* * *

Sable’s hand stayed on my shoulder.

She did not speak.

The cool palm carried the holding at the pulse. The Bond sent the door’s hum up my left hand from the slate, across the floor along the inner edge of the circle, into the open seam of the inner core on the eastern wall. The seam held a finger’s width.

I had not chosen.

I had not lifted the stylus from the slate. The five strokes I had laid sat across the grey veined face beneath the door’s burned script. The stylus rested along the slate’s southern edge the way a hand sets a tool when the next stroke is not yet his.

The framework of the Mother Working ran the inner core. The door had opened it to me. The cost ran the slate where the door had set it down. The binding sat in both palms. Sable’s hand stayed on my shoulder.

The door has chosen. The cost is named. The capability is mine to offer. The working is mine to inscribe. The choice that remains is whether I inscribe.

Her hand did not move.

The Bond carried the holding through the wrist and the hum through the hands the way a line carries a household across a floor through the count between the choice named and the choice executed.

The slate carried the door’s script under my left palm. The stylus rested along the slate’s southern edge.

I did not lift it.

The chamber kept the silence between the binding and the inscription itself. The stylus would lift on the first bell. What it would cost to set the Mother’s Working down in full sat unread under the next morning, and the morning was already coming on.


CHAPTER 25: The Choice

I carried the slate up the chamber stair in the middle of the morning with the hum still running in my palms and the door’s script burning slow across the grey-veined face.

Sable came up at my left. Her hand had found my elbow on the third landing and stayed there through the climb — not steadying me, carrying her own choice through the contact. The Bond ran the steady hold in my wrist. The slate’s script burned along its slow banking, as the door itself had set it.

Five flights. The lamps in the iron brackets sat steady. I read the antechamber wards of the upper court open as I passed, the way a working read a thing it had been given the keys to.

I came out into the audience hall of the upper court on the second bell after sunrise.

The household was already there. Not in the stations they had held for yesterday’s session over the slate. They were moving.

Vessa paced the south side of the hall in the formal walk she kept when she was reading a working out near the edge Compound Awareness reached when it stretched. The slate’s burned script ran under her dark grey gaze at her own even pace. Her hand rode the small of her back. Coat closed to the throat. She had not slept since the slate had come up.

Kira stood by the eastern window. Her hazel-flecked eyes never left the thread the slate’s qi-trace carried through the Bond’s read. Her shadow-craft set across her shoulders. She had read the binding from a quarter-bell behind me up along the upper landing, then crossed to the window to read the eastern approaches in the same beat she read the slate.

Lyra stood by the north column with the bow grounded butt down against the stone, her arms crossed over her chest, her hazel gaze fixed to the door of the hall.

Thessaly waited by the east table. Her hand rested over the slate from the session that had laid out the cost — Lyra’s three lines down the right edge, Vessa’s Article III brief along the left. Her amber eyes carried the gold she ran when she was reading a working’s grammar in depth. Her scales banked bronze and gold along the line of her cheek.

Sable’s hand was on my elbow as we crossed the southern threshold.

I crossed the hall.

I set the slate down beside Thessaly’s elbow. The script burned on through its slow steady banking, the way the door had set it. The slate rested against the wood with the weight of a thing that had decided.

Vessa stopped pacing.

Kira turned from the window.

* * *

I named the cost the way a working hand named a thing the room needed to read on the count it was given.

“The door has bound itself to my working-hand.” I kept my left palm against the slate’s edge so the hum would carry through the Bond’s network to the four reading me. “Reality Inscription unlocked at Lv 1. The Mother-Working is a conversion, not a removal. The cost is Sovereign Inscription’s permanent cap at Lv 5. I will inscribe at the next reading.”

I did not soften it. I did not stack qualifiers. The reading I’d carried up the stair was a grammar I could lay down plain.

The hall took the silence for one count.

Sable’s hand left my elbow.

She crossed three steps east of me and stopped. Her eyes never found the slate. They found my face. The archaic flourish she had been holding through Halan’s Crossing and Crown court and the Speaker’s reception was already gone — I read it gone before she opened her mouth.

“No.”

The voice was modern speech clean through. No archaic flourish. No bonded to close the line. The way a woman said a thing she had decided before the room could decide for her.

“I will not accept it.”

She didn’t look at Vessa. She didn’t look at Thessaly. She didn’t look at Lyra. She kept the line on me.

“I will accept the death instead.”

The line landed the way a line landed when the woman setting it down was not asking the room to talk her out of it.

* * *

Vessa came off the south wall.

“Sable.” The dark grey gaze read the room’s working as fast as it read a battlefield. “If you go down at the clock the carrier-line collapses. The Bond’s working-grammar runs through the carrier. Every working at the compound that holds at the bonded-network destabilizes inside the season. The Seal Network reads a missing carrier at the network’s foundation. The Domain at the cornerstone reads it. Tobias’s apprentices read it. The compound’s wall-stones read it. The household reads a hole at the place a working-line lived for three years.”

The voice ran the operational steadiness she ran down the long hall.

“The cost of you going down is not the cost of one carrier. It is the cost of the working-grammar the household was built at. I am not arguing for the inscription at sentiment. I am naming the load the network does not survive without you. I am the Steward-Commander. I am giving the read.”

Sable didn’t look at her.

“Captain-of-the-House.” The address was the title Brodd had given Vessa back during the first Crown waystation. Sable returned it cool. “I read the load. I have read it since the morning I read the working at my mother’s hand. I have not changed.”

Thessaly came around the east table with the token still in her hand.

“Sable. Threnn Vaelaris.” The amber and gold of her ran her voice as fast as she’d read the Council packet. “The working at this stone was built for your mother to carry, and the working at this stone was built for me to read at the inner core’s dragonkin half. My great-grandmother’s cousin was the carrier the cull took. The Mother-Working framework was built so the dragonkin-line would not be finished at the same stone that finished her. Refusing the inscription refuses the line’s preservation. Your mother set the working at the stone and your mother set Halren’s hand at the half that reads the dragonkin line. I am the half. You are the carrier. The working is the line. I am asking at the family’s stake.”

The scales along her cheek banked gold as she closed.

Sable stayed on me.

“Last carrier of Halren’s hand.” She said it back to Thessaly without taking her eyes from me. “I have read it. I will not be the reason for the cost at the working-hand who carries the household.”

Kira spoke from the window.

“Two days.” The voice was her shadow-craft, sparser than it had run back in the cottage. “The Stillness archive reads the chamber’s outgoing-channel mark at the routine pass at two days. Malachar’s forward-read is live at the door’s resonance now. The Council closes on the chamber at two days regardless of choice. The Speaker’s-hand correspondence at the second-bell carries oath-breach. Refusing the inscription does not save the carrier. It seals the carrier inside the clock and closes the chamber against the working-hand at the Council reading. The window for saving you closes at two days. The chamber closes either way.”

Sable’s jaw set.

Speaker Hardin stood beneath the northern arch of the audience hall.

He had not come into the room. He held the formal stillness the stone clan’s elders kept when they were inside a sovereign’s choice without being party to it. The cairn-and-axe seal at his throat sat steady. No axe on his hip.

“Sovereign.” The voice ran to the same depth it had run down in the chamber. “Ironhold carries the oath-breach at the wall regardless. The Speaker’s-hand correspondence is drafted at the working-desk. The Council reading lands at the second-bell after sundown two days hence. The cost to Ironhold sits at the same weight whether the working-hand inscribes or breaks the binding. I name it so the Sovereign reads the Speakership’s load and does not weigh it at his choice. I am not in the choice.” He inclined his head a half degree. He drew back a step into the arch. He did not withdraw further.

The hall stilled.

Sable read it on me.

“You lose the upper-tier of your class.” She didn’t raise her voice. She held still. She held it to modern speech and to the plain way a working hand named a working’s loss. “Sovereign Inscription was the working-grammar you built your career at. The cornerstone working at the compound was the first Sovereign-tier working you laid. The Ashenmoor reading was the first you laid at a stranger’s stone. The Crystal Wastes ridge was the first you laid against a sovereign-tier enemy. You climbed at it from Tobias’s bench to a Mother’s door at a working-hall eighty-three winters sealed. Lv 6 through Lv 10 is the climb you stop at the cap. The Domain of the Forge at its largest extension. The cornerstone working at the largest stone. The working-hand you become at Lv 10.”

She drew one count.

“I will not be the reason you are capped.”

* * *

I did not negotiate.

I did not name the carrier load back to her. I did not name the household’s cost back to her. I did not name Thessaly’s stake back to her. I did not name Kira’s two days back to her. I did not name back to her the grammar collapse Vessa had read. The four of them had named the reading along the line of the working, and the reading was already laid out for the room.

I stood by the east table with the slate under my left hand and the hum running and the steady hold gone from the wrist where Sable’s hand had been.

I waited.

I read her through the Bond’s carry across the rupture.

When she had drawn the count and the next count had not made her speak, I said the line a working hand named a thing already set into a working.

“The choice has been mine since the door bound itself to my hand.”

I did not say it as a counter. I did not say it as a closing. I said it the way a working hand named what a working had already done.

Vessa stopped mid-step.

Thessaly’s hand stilled over the token.

Kira did not need to argue.

The choice was not in the room to settle anymore.

* * *

Sable still stayed.

She was the only one in the hall not yielding.

The hall turned to her the way a room turned to a carrier line that had not let go of the working as it closed.

Lyra uncrossed her arms.

She set the bow against the north column in the careful angle a ranger used when the bow was not the next tool. She crossed the hall in the clean steady walk she walked a road in. She stopped just inside the radius of Sable’s working. Hazel met gold and amber-flecked across the count a bond carried.

“He chose. Let him.”

Three words and one breath, named because the thing was true.

Lyra did not move closer. Did not press. Did not soften the line.

She held the gaze.

Sable read her.

The read went through the Bond how the steady hold had carried mother’s work along the southern wall. Lyra’s certainty was the certainty Sable had been waiting through the count for. Lyra was not arguing for the inscription. Lyra was not arguing against the cost. Lyra was naming that I had made the choice and that the choice was mine to make. Sable’s refusal had been about taking the choice from me. Lyra had named what Sable was doing.

Sable closed her eyes.

She held it the count it took a working hand to read a thing it had not let itself read on the prior count.

She opened them.

“I read you.” The voice stayed modern. The line was for Lyra. The eyes were for me. “I will not take it from you.”

She crossed to my right shoulder.

Her hand found mine against the slate’s edge. The steady hold opened back through the wrist along the line it had carried during the descent. The hum carried it through the slate.

The hall held one count, the count a household kept once it had made a choice the room would now carry together.

* * *

Vessa was the first to move.

“Working-plan.” She came around the south side of the table in the operational cadence. “First-bell tomorrow morning. Ethan begins the five-hour Reality Inscription at the chamber’s working-circle. Hardin holds the chamber’s outer perimeter against any Council pass during the inscription. Kira holds the upper-court against the eastern shadow approaches — Malachar’s forward-read may push from that line. Thessaly at the southern apprenticeship bench. Dragonkin band through the Bond at the inscription’s inner core through the working-hours. Lyra at the audience hall’s western window with the bow. I run the long hall and the Speaker’s correspondence at the upper side and the courier line at the lower. Sable at the working-hand’s right shoulder at the inscription. The Bond’s carry-line through her is the conduit for the conversion.”

She named it once and did not name it again.

Thessaly set the token down beside the east table with the careful hand a scholar used for a thing she was about to write into. “The dragonkin line holds at the inner core at the carrier-line. I will not break the line through the hours. I will read alongside.”

Kira from the window: “Eastern approaches at the cadence.”

Lyra by Sable’s shoulder, voice clean: “Western window.”

Hardin nodded once to me from the arch, his hand against the outer frame. Slate-grey eyes steady. The restrained tell of a Speaker who had named the load and would carry it. He withdrew the same formal way he had come and was gone inside the count the hall took to release him.

The household dispersed.

Vessa to the slate.

Thessaly to the library to prepare the working’s grammar.

Kira out the eastern arch to read the shadow approaches.

Lyra to the western window with the bow.

The hall thinned in the steady movement of working hands going to the workings they had been given.

I stayed by the east table.

Sable stayed at my right shoulder.

Her hand stayed over my hand against the slate’s edge.

The slate’s script rested in the slow banking the door had set down across the chamber’s working floor. The hum ran the slate under my left. The steady hold ran her hand under my right. The two carrying lines met in the wood where the working-circle had met them three hours before, down in the chamber.

I read the silence behind the back of my head where the counting of the working had lived for a long stretch of the year, and read what was there now.

The door was reading me through the slate in a slow steady carry.

The new pressure was not language. Was not a voice. Was not a thing that named itself. It was a line behind the back of the head, the way a working ran when the hand it carried was being braced by a working one stone over.

Sable’s hand carried weight against the slate’s edge under mine.

The chamber lay a stair below us and the door stood against the eastern wall of it and the inscription would come on the first bell of the next morning.

The choice had been named in the audience hall and the inscription would be set down across the working-circle, and between the two the slate carried the door’s script in the wood under our hands.


CHAPTER 26: The Mother's Work

The first bell rang somewhere above through the upper court’s stone and reached the chamber as a soft long pulse the floor of the working carried up through the soles of my boots.

I knelt along the eastern arc of the circle facing the door.

Sable was at my right shoulder. Her hand had not gone to the slate; it had gone to the place where the base of my neck carried the Bond cleanest, and it stayed there under the weight a carrier set when the carrier was the conduit and not the hand at the work. I read her by the holding pressure at her pulse and by the new draw I did not have a name for yet.

Hardin sat on the southern apprenticeship bench. He had been there since the third bell of the night before. The cairn-and-axe seal on his throat caught the lamplight. Slate-grey eyes steady. He had not spoken. He would not speak through the five hours. The Speaker’s hand on the frame anchored the chamber’s outer working.

Thessaly stood by the bench’s far end with the archive notes open under her left palm and the Vael-Threnn ledger flat beside it. Her amber eyes carried the gold undertone she ran when she read the grammar of an inscription at depth. The scales along her throat banked at a slow bronze. She kept her eyes down. She was already reading the inner line along the Bond’s channel before I asked it of her.

The slate sat in my left palm. Its script burned with the slow steady banking the door had set since the binding. The stylus sat in my right hand in the grip Tobias had taught me on the bench in the first season, the grip my hand kept over the cornerstone, the grip the Mother’s Working would ask of me for five hours.

The first bell finished its pulse.

I drew the first stroke.

The stylus met the door’s eastern face along the circle’s outermost arc and the door responded to the stroke my hand drew. Not to the outer script. To a deeper layer the outer script sat on. The first glyph laid itself into the stone at the speed my hand moved and the stone took it at the speed the door read it. The grammar opened. The same opening grammar Sable’s mother had set into the seventh holding by the southern wall, the grammar Halren of Vael-Threnn had carried into the inner core. The Mother’s Working recognized her hand in mine.

Sable read it through the Bond’s contact on my right shoulder. Her thumb pressed once against the base of my neck. Acknowledgment. Conduit open.

The working had begun.

* * *

The first hour ran the outer framework.

I laid the outer script across the door’s face at the rate the door set. The strokes ran the intent layer first, the binding layer second, the warding layer third. Each layer asked for the craft the framework had set into the stone. Each layer answered when I gave it what it asked for. My hand moved by the grammar of the circle and the door took the inscription at the slow steady draw a stone took a working it had been waiting on for eighty-three winters.

I was Sable’s mother’s hand for the outer half.

I read the recognition in the door’s response. The script knew the line in my hand the way a stone knew the chisel that had cut it. Her hand had set the grammar into the framework. My hand carried the grammar forward. The Bond on my right shoulder ran her hand across the line Sable’s mother had reached across eighty-three winters to set it on, through her daughter, through her daughter’s carry, into the hand that could use it.

Thessaly read the dragonkin line along the inner core’s threshold before I reached it. She kept her silence. The amber-and-gold knowing carried across the Bond along the channel Thessaly’s scholarship ran when she read at depth. The line runs along the inner core’s eastern face. I have it. Not language. The shape of language, carried across the Bond as thought.

I inscribed at the speed the door asked of me.

As the first hour closed my right wrist began to ache with the small pull a hand knew when it had been over the stylus past its rhythm. I read it where I read my own carry and I inscribed through it.

The two finger tremor in my right hand came back.

It had been silent since we rode out — through the Crown court and the ride east. Through Lyra’s cabin and Vessa’s relay stable and Kira’s window. It came back in that first hour at the four cycles per second a clock hand had once measured. I read it where the hand read its own carry. I did not stop. The stylus kept its grip. The strokes laid clean. The tremor ran under the inscription and the inscription ran over it.

The first hour closed.

* * *

The second hour opened the inner working.

The door’s inner core opened to receive me through the seam the outer framework had unsealed. The script along the inner threshold brightened to a slow glow the way a banked hearthstone brightened over a banked fire reading the night. The inner core read my qi signature and read again the dragonkin line Thessaly carried through the Bond on my right shoulder, and the two lines met inside the grammar of the door’s stone.

The inner working asked.

I gave it Halren’s hand.

The dragonkin line ran through Thessaly’s channel and through me and through the slate in my left palm and through the stylus in my right and through the grammar of the circle and into the door’s inner script. I was Halren of Vael-Threnn’s hand for the inner half. I was Sable’s mother’s hand for the outer half. The two halves met along the line of the inscription and the grammar carried them as one hand, because the two builders had set the framework so the line that could carry both was the Mother’s Working itself.

I read the grammar as it laid into the stone.

The tremor in the right hand had spread to the left. The slate’s script burned my palm the way a door’s binding burned a carrier when the carrier held the binding through the inscription’s full draw. Sweat ran down my hairline. The circle kept its floor steady. The two finger tremor in the right hand ran at four cycles per second under the stylus.

I inscribed.

Sable’s hand stayed against the base of my neck. Thessaly’s eyes stayed on the ledger. Hardin sat the bench.

The second hour closed.

* * *

The third hour opened the conversion.

The line of the inscription reached the point the inner core’s grammar set for the conversion itself and the door’s inner script lit to the resonance the framework had been built around. The Bond on my right shoulder ran something I had not felt before, not flutter, not skip, not the half second pull through the wrist. A draw. A long slow draw along the line Sable carried.

Her corruption began crossing the Bond.

It did not move the way a clock had once read it, the way Vessa had once read it, the way Lyra had once read it. It moved along the grammar’s own line, the one the inscription had opened in the door. The corruption pulled up out of Sable’s carry into the inscription I was laying into the inner core and ran along the Bond through her hand on my neck and through me and through the stylus and into the script of the door.

Sable did not speak.

She did not move.

Her two locked tails, the counter rhythm tails that had been pressed under the formal robes since the autumn close, the cost locked tails that had carried half a year of corruption management at their banked draw, began shifting along the base of her spine. I read it through the Bond as the framework set it. The counter rhythm was not breaking. It was aligning. The two locked tails were finding the framework’s two hand carry through her body. The working in the door was the working in her tails. The framework had been built to make her body the carrier of the conversion along the line her body had been built to carry.

I inscribed through it.

Her thumb on the base of my neck kept the same pressure it had set at the first stroke.

* * *

The fourth hour ran the conversion at peak.

The corruption crossed the Bond at full carry and met the line of the inscription along Sable’s carry and the inscription took it. I read it through my right shoulder where Sable’s hand was, through the slate in my left palm where the door’s binding burned, through the stylus in my right where the inscription laid the dragonkin line and the mother line together into the door’s stone.

Her foxfire flared.

Once. Bright. Contained. Not the half engagement she had carried since the autumn close. Not the moderated draw she had set through the Crystal Wastes ridge and through Malachar’s threshold. The full opening the framework gave her body when the cost lock came off the counter rhythm tails. The light along the chamber’s floor caught her seven working tails and they reached to the full extension of the engagement radius they had not opened to since before the lab. The two once locked tails carried the converted line under their new grammar, along a line no carrier in the whole record had carried.

The framework rewrote her.

It did not erase her. It did not unmake what she carried. It moved the corruption out of the place where it had been eating her and into the line the inscription opened for it, the one the Mother’s Working had been built to hold, the path Sable’s mother and Halren of Vael-Threnn had set into the door eighty-three winters before so a carrier could live with it. The corruption stayed in her body. It stayed along her line. It would always stay. But now it ran where the Bond could hold it forever.

She was rewritten.

She was not dying.

The two once locked tails carried in their new shape the dual line Bond no carrier before her had held. The converted line ran along the inner of the two and the bonded network line ran along the outer and the two carried together as the Mother’s Working framework had built for it. She was the first.

I inscribed the last strokes of the conversion’s script.

* * *

The fifth hour closed on the inner core’s final glyph.

I drew the last stroke at the rate the door called for, and the script along the inner core sealed the conversion within the framework’s outer line, and the Mother’s Working locked.

The chime sequence ran through the back of the head where the counting once lived and where the silence after Lyra’s cabin had been living.

Skill: Sovereign Inscription. Cap reached. Discipline holds at Lv 5 permanently.

Skill: Mother-Working Inscription. Threshold crossed at sovereign tier conversion. Lv 1 unlocked.

Skill: Domain of the Forge. Regional resonance opened at Ironhold stone. Capability expanded. Regional scale unlocked.

Level 87 → Level 88. Mother-Working conversion completed.

Level 88 → Level 89. Domain regional expansion stabilized at Ironhold stone line.

The five chimes ran clean. Two distinct earnings on the same beat, one for the conversion’s completion, one for the regional reach. Neither was the door handing a thing over. The cost was already paid. The two levels were my craft settling into what the conversion had set into the stone. The rate was the door’s grant, not the new climb. The Mother-Working Inscription would not advance this way again. The capability was not a general framework for rewriting wounds in any stone. It required a prepared framework set decades ahead by a hand who knew it would come, a carry built by intent across generations, and a cost bearing hand who paid into the inner core. No one who lacked any one of the three could read what I had just laid into Sable. The Reality Inscription that had crossed the threshold within the door was not the continuation of Sovereign Inscription past its cap. It was a different discipline entirely, and its growth ran on different anchors. The Sovereign Inscription discipline had ended at Lv 5. The Reality Inscription was the new line.
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The Mother’s Working resonance in the door carried through the chamber’s stone into Ironhold’s broader stone line, and the compound’s cornerstone bound along the western reach now resonated with Ironhold’s chamber where the two stones met on the regional reach. Compound Awareness extended along the linked stone line. I read the eastern range by Kal-Drin’s broad shoulder and Ven-Hardar’s sharp twin summit and Mor-Sael’s long ridge, I read the Halan river along the western shore where the Crown camp had stood three weeks back, I read the Iron Cut stretch by the Greenstone fords where the Sevenfold Hand cadre was moving through the fourth week window. All of it at once through the regional resonance, the way I had once read the compound through the cornerstone.

The chamber held.

* * *

I stayed kneeling within the circle.

The slate in my left hand had burned through. The door’s binding had released as the conversion sealed and the script on the slate had gone dark the way a banked working banked itself out. The stylus in my right hand sat still. The two finger tremor was gone. The conversion had taken it. The conversion had read it as part of the carry the inscription had reformed and had unwritten it.

Sable was silent at my right shoulder.

I turned my head.

I looked at her.

She looked back.

Her amber eyes, flecked with gold, carried a steadiness I had not read in her before. The corruption was permanent along her carry and she held it now to the steady draw she had not had since before the autumn close. She did not weep. She did not smile. She held my gaze for the count a carrier stayed with a craftsman when a working the two of them had carried together came to its close.

The 4.5-month clock was gone.

She lived.

She was changed.

I read it in her tails first and in her eyes second. The seven working tails were settling now from the full opening they had reached at the conversion’s peak, banking back to the rest a carrier ran when the carry was not at engagement. The two that had been locked into the counter rhythm since the autumn close moved with them now, no longer pressed under, no longer held to the contained draw of cost management. They were not hidden cost anymore. They were part of the nine again, carrying the new dual line the framework had given back to her.

Her eyes did the second reading. They caught the chamber’s lamplight the way a worked stone caught light after a hand had passed across it. The gaze did not waver. The reading behind it had shifted. She was settled into the carry the steadier draw gave her body, and the carry was the one her mother had set the framework to give her, and the reading behind the eyes was the reading of a carrier who had been given her own life back at the cost the man beside her had paid.

She lifted her hand from the base of my neck and brought it to my sternum and set her palm flat over the place the Bond ran clean through the bone. The new draw settled into the contact point. A steadier carry than the dragonkin warmth had given, one that did not flutter and did not skip and did not pull. It stayed. Steadier register, right at the sternum. The converted line ran along the inner of her dual carry and met the bonded network line along the outer and the two met under her palm.

The chamber’s script along the walls dimmed with the slow careful banking a sovereign tier working set itself to at the close. The door’s outer script along the eastern wall dimmed alongside it. The inscription was done.

Hardin rose from the southern bench.

He had been there five hours unmoving. He did not speak. He inclined his head a half-degree toward me and a half-degree toward Sable. He drew back through the southern arch with the formal economy he kept and was gone within the count the chamber kept him.

Thessaly closed the ledger under her left palm and closed the archive notes under her right. The scales along her throat banked back to bronze. She kept her eyes down. She rose and crossed to the western arch and waited there in the formal stillness a scholar kept when the working she had read at depth had finished and the carriers needed the room.

Sable did not move her palm from my sternum.

I did not move my hand from the stylus in my right.

The stone cool of the chamber’s floor began to warm the way a stone warmed when a sovereign tier working had banked into it, the slow steady heat the cornerstone had carried through the compound the morning after the first Sovereign tier working three years back. Morning light through the upper court’s eastern slit had reached the stair behind us and run down to the chamber’s western threshold and laid a long pale stripe across the circle’s outer arc. The light caught the edge of Sable’s robe on the floor and stayed there.

Her palm stayed over my sternum.

The new draw carried between us the way a carry runs when a thing has been done and will not be undone.


CHAPTER 27: The Closest Center

Evening came down on Ironhold in the slow grey way the stone clan kept after a working had set into the chamber’s foundation, and the guest quarters Hardin had given the bonded household to share sat in the western wing of the upper court, down a long pale corridor that smelled of cedar and bench-oil and the faint grit the chamber far below had left in the air.

The chamber was still there. I read it along the underside of my awareness the way I read the compound from the cornerstone. The Domain ran a slow steady banking through the stone beneath the floor of the quarters, and the door in the lower court held the banked line set into it by the inscription during the fifth hour, and the stretch of the Iron Cut where the Sevenfold Hand cadre was moving showed along my reading like a far light on a long shore. I didn’t work at it. I let it sit. The body did not yet feel like a body that had spent five hours over the working. It felt like a body that had set down something it had carried for ten months and not yet noticed the lack of weight. My shoulders held their old line. My right wrist held the grip it knew from the bench. The two-finger tremor was gone. I had read it three times since the chamber’s close to confirm it.

The lamp burned at half-wick.

Vessa and Thessaly and Kira had separate quarters down the hall. Vessa kept the courier station, Thessaly worked with Hardin over the southern apprenticeship bench reading the banking the door’s archive ran after the conversion, Kira held the eastern watch she had kept since the Stillness archive’s countdown closed during the conversion’s hour. None of them were here. The household had given the room its position without saying so. That was how the household spoke.

Sable stood by the south window in a plain linen shift, the formal robes folded against the chest beneath the sill, her seven working tails settled to rest and her two formerly locked tails carrying the doubled current along her body in the new shape the framework had set into her during the conversion’s peak. She had stayed quiet through the afternoon. She had read the chamber through the Bond and let her carry settle into a register she had not used in the long stretch of the year. Her shoulders sat straighter than the modern slouch and looser than the archaic’s formal set; the body had found the new posture before the rest of her caught up to it. She turned her head when she heard me on the threshold.

“You are at the door,” she said.

I read the register first. Not the old archaic from before the corruption, the one that had carried my smith and my forge-warden across the Crystal Wastes. Not the modern the corruption had broken, the one that had carried her through Halan’s Crossing and the ride east. A third register. The voice carried the inscription’s line as her body now carried the converted current through her tails. Plain words, the ones she had just spoken, in a register older than modern and newer than the archaic she had set down during the autumn close. Her own.

“I read you,” I said.

Lyra stood against the eastern wall.

She had hung the bow on the wall hook the way she always hung it in a room she would sleep in, the upper limb canted so a hand could take it down in one motion, the quiver below it on the same hook a half-hand down. She had stripped to a sleeveless wool tunic and dark trousers; her boots stood at the wall’s base, lined neatly the way a ranger lines her boots when she means the room to be a room. Hazel eyes found Sable first. Found me second. She didn’t perform the moment. She performed no moment.

“The chamber kept,” she said.

“It kept,” I said.

“Good,” she said.

She said nothing else. The hazel eyes carried the weight she had set across the upper court during the naming of the cost the day before, the line that had named what Sable was doing and made the household coherent under the conversion. He chose. Let him. She had spoken that into the room and the room had taken it.

I crossed from the threshold.

The floor was old planking over stone, warm in the way a chamber’s foundation warms when the chamber far below is banking a sovereign-tier working to its close. I felt it through the soles of my boots. I walked the long way through the room because Lyra and Sable stood against opposite walls, and I wanted them along one wall before I set my hand on either of them.

I went to Sable first.

She did not move from the window. She kept her gold-amber eyes on mine in the slow steady draw the steadier register carried now, and when I reached her she set her right hand on my chest below the sternum, where her palm had rested through the chamber’s close, and the steadier weight beneath my breastbone settled into the contact in the same register it had set during the inscription’s seal.

“Come to the wall,” I said.

She read what I meant before I finished the sentence.

She crossed with me to the eastern wall. She did not look toward Lyra as we crossed. She looked at Lyra when we got there. The Bond beneath my sternum carried what the two of them ran through it along the wall — Sable’s read of Lyra steady in the new register, Lyra’s read of Sable steady from the floor she had set during the naming of the cost. Neither of them spoke. Neither of them needed to.

Sable set her left hand on the back of Lyra’s neck.

The contact was light. Sable’s claws resting, the pads of her fingers against Lyra’s nape in the angle a carrier sets when she is offering and not directing. Lyra read it. Her eyes did not close. Her jaw did not tighten. She moved her head a half-degree into Sable’s palm in the lean a ranger leans into a wall she trusts, and then she leaned her forehead against Sable’s shoulder for one count. One count only. She straightened again. The lean had been Lyra-shaped consent. The straightening was Lyra-shaped readiness.

Sable’s other hand found mine.

The three of us along the eastern wall in one register. Sable’s palm on the back of Lyra’s neck, Sable’s other palm on my hand, my free hand on Sable’s hip where the linen shift’s seam ran. The Bond carried all three of us through the doubled current beneath my sternum. The converted line along the inner carried the read between Sable and me. The bonded network along the outer carried Lyra into the same draw through the points she had set — Sable’s nape, Sable’s palm, and now, when my hand moved from Sable’s hip to Lyra’s calf along the wall, the warmth her body kept behind the calf where a ranger’s stance sets its weight when she stands watch. The warmth of Lyra, read behind the calf. A new line, one the Bond had not had a name for before. I read it within one breath.

We went to the bed.

The bed was narrow but wide enough for three the way we meant to lie. The lamp burned low beside it. Linen sheet drawn back from the corner Sable’s hand pulled it from, blanket folded by the foot. The window slit in the south wall ran a thin pale stripe of evening light across the floor. None of us spoke through the undressing. Lyra’s clipped intake of air against the cool, Sable’s quiet in the new register, my own quiet — the three of us in one hush. Lyra’s tunic over her head and onto the floor by her boots. Her hand to her braid where she always sets it before bed, loosening the strand by her nape without thinking. Sable’s shift slipped off one shoulder and Sable let it fall. The linen pooled around her hips and stayed there a count before she stepped clear of it. My shirt to the foot of the bed. The lamp did not move.

Lyra went first.

Sable set the pace from the side. Her palm on Lyra’s lower back, her other palm on my shoulder, the same eyes reading the run of both of us and adjusting her hold on Lyra’s hip when Lyra’s clipped intake skipped on the first stroke. Lyra rode me in her own count — her hands on my chest, her hips holding a tight clean run that the ranger sets when she is keeping the pace, her hazel eyes open through it as they had stayed open back in the cabin two weeks before. Sable’s seven working tails brushed within reach, light against Lyra’s thighs and against my hips by turns. The two formerly locked tails carried the doubled Bond among the three of us on the same count, the converted line running along the inner and the bonded network along the outer and the two running into one carry that crossed all three of us at once. I felt Lyra against my body and I felt Sable through the Bond on the same count, and the two reads did not crowd one another. They sat in different registers. Lyra held the touch of skin, Sable the line through bone. The household had room enough for both.

Sable’s palm on Lyra’s lower back moved with Lyra’s hips — not directing, matching. She read the ranger’s run as she had once read a working’s line over a forge-bench, and she let the count be Lyra’s. When Lyra’s chest moved against mine at a faster count, Sable’s palm followed. When Lyra leaned forward an inch, Sable’s tails brushed lower along Lyra’s thighs to keep the touch steady. The seven working tails were not deployed to engage. They were present. The two formerly locked tails carried the doubled current on the conversion’s own count, and that current did not assert itself. It carried.

Lyra came on the count she had set.

She didn’t cry out. She said my name. One syllable. Clipped, clean, clean at the edge of a stroke — Eth. Not the silence Kira had brought to the cabin window. Not the rapid-fire Thessaly had run before going quiet. Lyra-shaped. Her hands tightened on my chest through one stroke and her hips kept the run through the peak and her eyes stayed open on mine through the count the body carried it. Sable’s palm on Lyra’s lower back kept the touch in the register the Bond carried through it.

Lyra slid off in her own count.

She didn’t leave the bed. She moved to the bed’s edge and rested on her side with her hand on my calf in the same warmth the new line had set, and she watched. She watched Sable cross to me. Hazel eyes steady. The watching was not performance and it was not distance. It was the household’s own way, here in the bed. Her free hand rested on the cot’s edge where her palm always sets when she stands watch, fingers loose, the small tendon by the wrist quiet. Her shoulders held the set they carry in the moment she stands down from a watch’s full attention to its second mode. The line Sable had set into Lyra along the eastern wall stayed in her shoulders now.

Sable came over me in her own count.

She rode me slow in the register the new current kept her at. Her eyes open on mine the way Lyra’s had been open. The seven working tails settled to rest around her hips and the two formerly locked tails carried the doubled current between her sternum and mine on the count the conversion had set into her during the fifth hour. The steadier weight ran along the inner of the doubled carry and through her palm, which had not left my chest since we crossed to the wall. The count she set was not the count she had ever set before. The old archaic from before the corruption had run faster. The modern the corruption had broken had run in a register that was almost not hers. This one was hers.

“My smith,” she said.

Once. At the peak. In the new pitch. Plain. The two words in the register that was hers now, on the count she had not had at any prior crossing.

She came one stroke after the words.

She made no cry. Her hand on my sternum kept the touch in the register the steadier weight carried. The two formerly locked tails ran the doubled carry through the count of her peak and the seven working tails banked to rest around us. Her eyes stayed open on mine through the count the body carried.

I followed on the next count.

The two points carried me through. Sable’s palm on my sternum along the inner of the doubled carry. Lyra’s hand on my calf in the warmth the new line ran. The Bond ran the doubled current through the sternum and the bonded network through the calf and the two met in my body on the count the peak ran. I made no sound either. The carry ran through me in the register the new shape had set for the three of us tonight, and this current did not pull at me as the inscription had pulled during the chamber. It steadied. The household’s line through the calf and the bond’s line through the chest, and the body between them carrying both. My hand stayed on Sable’s hip. Sable’s palm stayed on my chest. Lyra’s hand stayed on my calf. The peak ran out across a count, then a second count, then settled.

The lamp did not move.

After: the three of us across the bed in the close way the household keeps. Lyra slid up to my other side as Sable settled to my right. Lyra’s hand crossed from my calf to my sternum, to the place Sable’s palm had set, and rested next to Sable’s hand. The warmth of Lyra and the steadier weight of Sable both reading on the same count along the bonded network’s outer line. Sable’s nine tails curled around us close: the two formerly locked tails between Sable and me carrying the doubled current, the seven working tails draped across Lyra’s leg and over the bed’s edge at rest. The lamp still burned low.

Lyra spoke first.

“At the upper court,” she said. “When I said he chose. Let him.”

I read what she meant before she finished the sentence.

“It was a choice for me too,” she said. “I chose the household. I chose the bonded carry-line. I chose this.”

That was the line. The hazel eyes carried it as the ranger sets a thing when it is named and will stay named. Sable read it through the Bond along the doubled current beneath my sternum. The new current carried Sable’s read of Lyra in a draw that was acknowledgment and not performance.

Sable spoke second.

“I have carried you at the Bond’s reach since the back room at the forge,” she said to Lyra. The register older than modern and newer than her archaic. “The crossing was set in that room, by the line I spoke at the door. Tonight the carry was honored.”

Brief. Both lines. The household’s grammar, here in the bed. I lay between them and read nothing for one long count. The chamber far below ran its banked line along the underside of my awareness, and the stretch of the Iron Cut and the river and the eastern range all sat at their distances and asked nothing of me. The room asked nothing of me. The two hands on my chest asked nothing of me. The body lay in the register a working hand’s body lies in when a thing built to need it has stopped needing it.

Lyra reached up.

She snuffed the lamp.

The room went to dark on the slow even banking a wick gives a chamber when it is set down across a count. The pale stripe of evening light along the south wall had been gone since we began in the bed, and now only the chamber far below ran along the underside of my awareness, the door’s outer script holding the banked line in the lower court, the Domain’s regional resonance reading up through the stone beneath the floor. I read it once and let it go.

The three of us across the bed in the dark.

Sable’s palm on my sternum. Lyra’s palm on my sternum next to hers. My pulse beneath them carrying both. The doubled current along the inner and the bonded network along the outer, the converted line running steady, the household’s carry running steady, the two banding through my chest on one count. The chamber far below hummed in the new pitch the framework had set into it, and somewhere along the edge of the room’s quiet the Bond’s doubled carry beneath my sternum read three.

I drew a breath.

Sable drew a breath on the same count.

Lyra drew a breath on the same count.

Three counts on one breath. The chamber’s work was done and would not be undone — but the road home still ran past the Iron Cut, the Sevenfold Hand still held it, and the count that mattered now was the one waiting on the western road.


CHAPTER 28: Departure

Three mornings later the chamber held what the working had banked into it, and the body that had carried the inscription’s weight through the fifth hour walked the lower court stair without asking the legs to do it.

I read the body the way I read the chamber. My right wrist took the bench grip without the tremor. My shoulders held the line a long carry had set down. The new working behind awareness ran the Domain across the regional scale, a steady banking that did not pull on me, and the chamber door below carried the Mother-Working’s seal at the slow even draw the framework wanted now.

Sable kept the stair beside me.

She had rested two of the three days and walked the upper court the third. Her body’s new pitch steadied. The two formerly locked tails carried the doubled current their conversion had given them and did not press the carry. Her seven working tails settled into rest. She took the stair at her own pace for the first time since the autumn close in the lab. No favoring of the left leg. No half pause on the third tread. No weight she had carried since I brought her home from the back room of the forge.

She set her palm against my forearm as the stair made its second turning and read what I was reading.

“You read me at the stair,” she said in the new voice. “I am at the stair.”

“I read you,” I said.

We came out into the lower court before the chamber threshold.

The script along the door ran as the Mother-Working had sealed into it. Hardin’s stone clan held the outer perimeter along the line he had set yesterday and the day before, two watch stones bracketing the corridor and a third by the keeper’s bench, the Speaker’s correspondence already moving through Vessa’s drafting up in the audience hall.

Sable laid her palm flat against the script, level with her sternum.

The position was the one her hand had taken on first contact during the Speaker’s reception. Same height, same flat, same draw of the wrist. The script hummed under her palm at the new pitch the framework had set into the door through the fifth hour. Not the wrongness she had carried there during the first reading. Not the burden the corruption had run beneath her palm before the conversion. The line of the working was tuned to her own now, reading her by the carry that was hers.

She closed her eyes for one count. When she opened them, the gold and amber draw of her gaze settled across the script and read the seal by the current that was hers now.

“The carry is set down,” she said. “The hand is at the door.”

She lifted her palm.

The script held even. The door did not speak. It did not need to. Sable had closed it on behalf of the line of working hands that had carried it forward across the reach of eighty-three winters, and the line had been carried.

She did not turn yet. She kept her palm a finger’s width off the stone where it had rested. Her eyes never left the script.

“I am not the carrier I was at the autumn-close.” Her voice sealed the line in the third pitch that had set into it. “The corruption is at my working-line at the band that does not eat. The two tails carry the dual-channel at the spine. The body the mother left at the door is the body I take from the door. I am the carrier rewritten. I am the carrier alive.”

She turned and we went up.

* * *

By second bell the audience hall held the formal manner the upper court kept for departures. Speaker Hardin sat behind the southern table that headed the room, Vessa beside him with the Article III filing folded against her palm and the Speaker’s correspondence between them. The five of us stood across the floor before that table — me center, Sable off my right shoulder, Lyra off my left, Thessaly a half pace behind Lyra with the folder of her three days’ research under her arm, Kira beyond Sable with her satchel slung at her hip and the eastern shadow already worked into her stance. Skitter kept the keeper’s post out in the corridor. He would rejoin us by the gate.

Hardin rose.

His slate eyes found mine. He carried the formal close his clan kept for a working that had set into the foundation, and he carried it without performance. The beard beneath his chin was newly combed. The plait running down his right side hung the way a Speaker’s plait hung when a working hand had been received into the chamber.

“The chamber holds at the working-hand line,” he said. “Ironhold carries a sovereign-peer at formal record. The working-hand will carry forward at the recipient-carrier line at the chamber. The Speaker’s-hand correspondence will hold the working-record at the eighth-century oath’s seal at the Council’s reading line.”

He touched the beard beneath his chin once.

The gesture was the one I had read after the engagement in the upper court, restrained, brief, set down. He did not perform the carry.

A small object rested against his right palm.

“I would set this at the working-hand’s keeping,” he said.

He stepped out from behind the table.

He crossed to me across the floor and turned the palm. A ring lay against the leather of his hand — small, a grey-veined stone on a thin silver band, the cairn and axe seal cut into the face by the grammar of discipline his clan kept for kinship within the chamber. The script running the inner band held the kinship-line Ironhold’s stone-line ran. A clan working. Kinship work. The seal across the face read by the carry I had pressed my hand to the door with.

“The seal is at the chamber’s working-hand line,” Hardin said. “Take it at the keeping a working-hand keeps at a stone-clan ring.”

I took it.

The script running the inner band caught the hand of mine that touched it and read me by the working I had set the inscription to. The cairn and axe sat across the face by the line a clan eye would read across the western reach. I slid the ring onto the smallest finger of my right hand. It fit the inscription’s draw.

Hardin nodded.

He said no more. He stepped back to the southern table.

Vessa moved.

She crossed to Sable across the floor and offered the courier paper. “The Article III filing is at the Crown record at the count of yesterday’s second-bell. The seal carries the sovereign-peer protection at the Bonded household.”

Sable took the courier paper into her left hand. “I read you.”

Vessa nodded once and returned to her place beside Hardin.

Thessaly stepped forward half a pace.

She pressed the folder against her right side by the binding the library oilcloth had given it. Three days inside the conversion’s working. Her amber eyes carried the inscription’s read and the plain feeling she had taken after the upper court, not performance, not flourish.

“My great-grandmother’s hand carried a working-line Halren’s working-hand carried at the inner half,” she said. “The names she carried, his working-hand had set. I have the line at the folder.”

The line was plain. She did not say it loud. She did not say it as triumph. She set it across the floor between us and let the carry hold itself.

Kira moved last.

She crossed to me along the angle the eastern shadow let her cross, satchel at her hip, slate in the inner pocket. She did not perform the moment either. She raised her right hand into the air between us, the height a tactical brief lived in.

“The Stillness archive’s reading-hand ran the chamber’s outgoing-channel mark at yesterday’s routine pass,” she said. “The reading was at twice the routine cadence. I have not named the reader. Someone reads the mark with carry. I will track it from the compound.”

I nodded.

Hardin lifted his hand once off the table — palm out, fingers in the form his clan kept for a line of working hands carried. Not farewell. Acknowledgment. The hand stayed lifted for one count. He set it down.

We crossed to the corridor and went out.

* * *

Midday by the outer gate.

Skitter had the morning’s road recon written across the slate by his collar strap. Eastern road clear, 14 miles. Switchback B clean. Watchpost at mile 9 holds at second-bell. He chittered the abbreviated working-form by Lyra’s hip when she came up alongside him and bumped her thumb against the slate’s outer rim in acknowledgment.

We mounted.

Lyra took the point astride the dust-grey. Vessa rode the column’s center with the courier paper in her inner satchel. Thessaly flanked Vessa, the folder lashed to her saddle. Kira held the tail. Sable rode my right astride the chestnut mare she had ridden east. Her hand brushed mine across the pommel the moment the mare settled. The Bond beneath my sternum carried the contact by the current the conversion had set into it.

Hardin stood by the gate.

He raised one hand as the column passed. Palm out. The same acknowledgment his clan kept. He did not speak. The watch stones flanking the gate banked their script the way a clan set when a line of working hands was carried forward.

We rode down the switchbacks.

The Domain ran the regional scale alongside the road. I read it by the run of the new craft line — the chamber in the lower court banking behind us, Ironhold’s stone-line holding the chamber’s outgoing line, the eastern range’s outer wall coming up by the second mile, the road west along the inner read. The compound far in the western reach sat in the regional resonance like a faint coal under a long banking, the cornerstone’s working still sealed, Ironhide’s hand holding the south wall’s repair stone. I read it in one draw and let it sit.

The Sevenfold Hand cadre held the Iron Cut stretch.

I read them across the regional scale as a faint pressure of qi ahead on the homeward road, three days out — a working pressure carried in the regional resonance, the cadre’s working hands seated in the Cut the way I would have read from the cornerstone had I been in the western reach. The clock now read across the regional scale.

I marked it.

Lyra glanced back from the point and read my face. “Three days out,” I said.

“Three days,” she said. She turned forward.

* * *

We made the first waystation by dusk.

The Crown waystation marking the first day sat against the same outer wall it had sat against the morning the column approached Ironhold. The same standing stone held the southern corner. The same third-cycle waystone held the keeper’s post. The same old dwarf road keeper worked the lamp line, his hand finding the third lamp the moment the column came in through the gate.

The lamps came up in the order the road keeper had set across the eastern road network. Outer wall first, inner gate second, the standing stone’s banking lamp third, the keeper’s post last. The sequence ran the same it had run at the Halan waystation along the southern approach. The Crown’s rhythm for a road keeper.

I dismounted by the inner gate.

The body held the carry a day’s ride set into it. Sable came down beside me off the chestnut and the new draw sat across her shoulders. Lyra off the dust-grey set the bow against its hook in the wall the way she always set it under a roof she would sleep beneath, the upper limb canted.

The Domain settled across the regional scale with the close of the day.

I read it through the standing stone that held the southern corner. The Mother-Working Inscription ran the working-line, the Reality Inscription ran it alongside, the Domain’s regional resonance running through Ironhold’s stone-line and west across the cornerstone’s bound reach. The third-cycle waystone by the keeper’s post hummed where my hand touched it, the angle a working hand took on a Crown waystone at the close of a day.

The standing stone read me.

The Domain’s regional resonance reached a new threshold under the waystone’s read. The current behind awareness shifted by the work the chamber had set into me through the fifth hour, and the threshold seated, and the chime arrived.

Skill: Domain of the Forge. Regional resonance stabilized at first-cycle Crown waystone. Capability holds at regional scale.

Level 89 → Level 90.
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The chime banked.

I read the screen behind my head and the line of working along the inner wall where the discipline reach had once climbed, and the climb was not there. The space where the Sovereign Inscription discipline would have read the waystone at a Lv 6 draw, then a Lv 7, then up to the Lv 10 I had built toward since the cornerstone — the space was a wall. Not a door. Not a stair. A wall set at Lv 5 the discipline would not cross by any working from this hour forward. I reached for it once out of habit. The reach met the cap. The cap did not give. I had paid for it in the working circle of the chamber and set the cost into Sable’s body, and the wall along the inner reach was what the cost felt like under my own hand. I let the reach down. I did not regret it. But the reach had been there the better part of seven years, and its absence carried.

I lifted my hand off the waystone.

Sable read me through our contact beneath the sternum and did not need to say it. She set her shoulder against mine for the count the chime had taken, then drew off half a step toward the gate’s inner wall to give the column room for the keeper’s check.

I went to the mare by the inner gate.

The road west ran out from the waystation’s outer wall along the path the keeper’s post lit. Halan’s Crossing three days off. The compound eight. The lamps banked as the road keeper had set them across the network. Sable came up at my right by the gate. Her hand brushed mine across the saddle and the steadier carry beneath the sternum settled where we touched.

The wind ran in from the west.

It carried the cold of the eastern range falling behind us off the column’s tail and, far along the inner edge of the regional resonance, the faint coal smell of banked compound smoke from the cornerstone’s working in the western reach. I did not need the Domain to confirm it. The wind carried it along the same path the road would carry from this point west.

The road ran west.


CHAPTER 29: The New Quiet

Day twenty-seven of the return read through the regional Domain before the eastern road brought the compound into the eye.

The road had carried us back at the slow pace the return wanted. Halan’s Crossing in the second week, one day on the summit grounds while Vessa filed the Article III escalation through the Crown courier’s hand and brought back the formal acknowledgment in a slate pouch she tied inside her saddle. King Aldric’s sigil sat in the seal. The Crown’s record ran along the terms the sovereign accord carried. We had ridden out the next morning.

Seven more days west. The road past Greenstone. The long valley before Iron Cut.

The Sevenfold Hand cadre had held the eastern stretch through the second week the way a held breath holds, and the chamber’s working had named the day they would let it go and ride. That day put me a quarter-day east of the Cut, in the saddle, the regional resonance running the valley ahead of the column like a hand laid flat on a long table.

I read them before the road gave them up to the eye.

They were massed in the dead ground east of the Cut the way a cadre masses when it means to take a stretch of road — not a line yet, a pressure, seven signatures drawn close around a center the way filings draw to the pole before the field is named. The lead hand sat at that center. I had carried the far light of it since the chamber, a far light on a long shore; now the shore was a quarter-day off and the light had edges, and it had turned its read up the road toward us, and it was reading me.

I did not raise a working. I let the resonance sit open and let it be read.

The cadre read it. It read the reach the resonance carried off the cornerstone and the conversion the fifth hour had set into me, and it counted — I felt the count run through the pressure the way a scale finds true under a weight, the slow even settle of a thing being measured by something that knows how to measure. The lead hand weighed the engagement against what I now carried. The count took the length of three breaths. On the second of them the reading reached deeper than the chamber should have left anything to reach: the two fingers of my right hand, where the conversion had unwritten the tremor in the fifth hour, stirred against the rein — one cycle, then the old four-per-second finding its rate under a hand that had no business that deep. The cadre’s reading had found the one thing the working had taken from me and set a touch to the place it had been. For that breath the count could have gone the other way. I held the rein, and the mare, and the two fingers, and did not raise a working, and let the reading finish.

The pressure shifted. Not toward me. The lead hand turned the center the three degrees a cadre turns when it has finished a reading and not a fight, and the seven signatures came off the dead ground and drew east in the order a disciplined cadre keeps when it withdraws by a decision and not a rout.

At the turn, the lead hand marked me.

A single press along the resonance, clean and set where it knew I would read it. Not a threat and not a courtesy. And under it, set the way a careful hand sets the thing it means to be read second, ran a reading-line I had last seen beneath the Council’s correspondence in Hardin’s chamber. The cadre did not answer only to itself. We have read what you are. We do not spend the cadre on it today. The press held one beat, the length a thing takes when it means to be read and not missed, and then it lifted and carried east with the rest.

I read it for what it was and sent nothing back. There was nothing to send that the holding had not already said. The two fingers stilled against the rein as the reading lifted off me. The seal had held — but it had been read, and a sealed thing read once is a thing that can be read again.

The eastern pressure fell away off the road I rode, the three degrees and then the whole of it, and the valley before Iron Cut ran empty under the regional resonance for the first time since the autumn close.

Not flight. A reading. They would carry their work to a quieter day.

Lyra read my face from the ridge above the valley and did not ask. I shook my head once. She turned the dust-grey forward.

Iron Cut went quiet behind us.

The road carried the column west into the foothills’ lower reach by the eighth day, and the last rise lifted under the mare’s gait where the foothills dropped into a long descent toward the western reach.

The compound came up in the eye.

I read it through the regional Domain before the road brought it into sight. The Domain ran the compound’s full state under awareness: the cornerstone working in the foundation’s seal, the south wall’s repair stone carrying the line Ironhide had set, the gate staff resting by the keeper’s bench in the inner courtyard, the workshop’s benches running the morning’s work, the cottage hearth on the banked carry the household kept when one of the bonded was gone. I knew what was waiting before the road brought it up.

But the eye carried what the Domain could not. The south wall under the morning’s full sun. The inner courtyard ringed around the central well. The cottage in the western corner beneath the old elm. Smoke from the chimney lay low along the carry the cornerstone’s working ran through the stone. The wind ran east-to-west behind the column and pulled the road-dust out from under the mare’s gait.

The south wall lay open to the sun.

Ironhide stood against the southern face along the third course. His broad mass fit the final ashlar to the mortar’s set, the eye rune at his brow holding the slow steady banking that meant a Master Construct working near the close of its set. Tobias stood beside him with the chalk along the inscription seal he was laying down the ashlar’s outer line. The repair I had left Harken running after my return from Halan’s Crossing sat at its closing stones. Construct and smith ran the same work.

I read it through the eye and the Domain in one draw.

Sable read it beside me. Her hand against the chestnut’s rein eased where the new carry set its contact into her wrist. The two tails that had once been locked carried their dual line on the steady carry the conversion had left them, and the seven working tails settled into rest beneath her riding cloak. The gold and amber fleck of her gaze ran the south wall along the same path my eye ran it.

“They kept it,” she said in the new band.

“They did,” I said.

We came down the rise.

Harken read the column from three hundred paces and raised his hand as the gate-disciples kept it for the household’s own return. Not the formal lift Pell ran for a courier. He held the hand up for one count, then turned back to the stone.

Pell stood inside the inner gate with the gate staff held to the formal receive.

The outer wards opened across the gate’s threshold from the contact the regional Domain set into the cornerstone’s working. The wards read me by the conversion the fifth hour had carried into me, and the cornerstone working in the inner foundation answered the same. Pell touched the staff to the gate’s outer iron, and the gate carried open under his hand.

“Working-hand,” he said.

“Pell,” I said.

We came through.

The inner courtyard ringed the central well. The cottage door in the western corner stood half-cracked under the morning sun, and below the threshold, a small white shape crossed the door’s outer line.

Ember came along the courtyard’s central path at her small fox-kit gait.

Her single white tail carried to the half-lifted angle she kept when reading a thing that came toward her on a line she trusted, and the gold and amber fleck of her eyes ran Sable in the chestnut’s saddle from twenty paces, reading her by the carry the Bond’s network now ran through all the bonded, steadier than before. The kit did not pause. She crossed the courtyard along the small focused line a kit runs when her mother has come home.

Sable swung down from the chestnut and went to her knees against the courtyard stone.

Ember came to her over the last six paces in the small careful step the kit kept when a thing was being given to her, and Sable opened her arms above the stone, and the kit settled into them at the angle the conversion’s new carry asked of Sable’s body.

The kit’s small body read the changed mother-spirit through the contact and did not pull back.

Sable cradled her against the chest. The kit’s single tail curled into the small fold kits keep beneath the mother’s hand. The seven working tails curled forward over the courtyard stone, and the two tails that had once been locked settled along the carry the kit’s body lay against, and the steadier carry beneath the sternum reached down through Sable into the kit, and the kit read it and turned her small face into Sable’s collar.

Ember closed her eyes.

The household had read the gate.

Vessa came across the inner courtyard from the long hall in the southern keep, the Article III courier paper in her left hand and the Crown’s slate pouch in her right, and stopped beside the central well. There was no run in her. The military formal carry sat across her shoulders along the line a return wanted. She lifted the paper.

“The accord holds at the Crown’s record,” she said. “Filed at the summit’s second-bell. The Crown’s working-hand acknowledges the sovereign-peer line at the bonded household.”

“I read you,” I said.

Thessaly came from the library’s outer door in the western keep with the bench folder under her arm and her amber gaze finding Sable on the courtyard stone first. She held back from crossing. She stayed by the library threshold and let the kit’s moment carry. Then she nodded once toward me down the workshop path and went back through the door into the library’s quiet.

Kira stayed in the eastern shadow along the inner wall and read the eastern ridge at the steady watch she would keep through the rest of the day.

Lyra dismounted by the inner gate and walked the dust-grey toward the watchtower’s stair the slow way she always walked a horse after a long return, the bow over her shoulder and the satchel at her hip.

The household had received the column in its own way.

I dismounted beside the central well.

Sable rose with Ember in her arms and crossed to the cottage door in the western corner beneath the old elm. She kept her eyes ahead, no look back at me, and no need of one. The steadier carry beneath the sternum kept the contact between us along the line the Bond had set into us in the fifth hour, and the new draw behind awareness ran the cottage hearth the same way the Domain ran the cornerstone’s working in the foundation’s seal.

I let her go in.

I crossed the courtyard at the long walk the day’s last hour wanted and stopped by the workshop bench for one count to read the south wall.

Ironhide set the final ashlar.

The mortar along the inner course carried the mark the inscription set into the stone, and Tobias laid the closing inscription seal down the ashlar’s outer face, his chalk steady along the run his hand had carried since the autumn. The seal sealed. The south wall’s repair closed along the line a finished working carries.

The sun ran down toward the western reach.

I went to the cottage at sundown.

The door sat half-cracked the way Sable had left it. The small lamp on the side table burned down to the half-wick the cottage kept near the close of a day. The hearth along the western wall ran the banked carry the cornerstone’s working ran through the inner stone. Sable sat on the rug before the hearth with Ember in her lap. The kit had not moved from her arms.

Sable turned toward the door’s threshold and read me through the contact the new carry kept beneath the sternum.

The changed band of her face met the contact. The gold and amber fleck of her gaze settled on mine. The cost paid in the chamber’s fifth hour sat in her body along the line the conversion had set into her, and the carry made permanent sat across her shoulders in the line she had carried home, and the kit in her lap read all of it on the small focused way a kit keeps when reading her mother.

She said one line beside the cottage hearth in the third band.

“The hearth is at the working-hand line. The hand is at the hearth.”

“I am home,” I said.

She set Ember down against the rug.

The kit curled into the rug’s far edge at the small angle a kit takes when the household’s coherence runs along a line she trusts. Her eyes stayed open this time. She watched.

Sable stayed along the rug’s inner line. I crossed to her in the count the hearth’s banked carry asked, and knelt against the rug beside her, and she set her hand on my forearm where the steadier carry beneath the sternum had set the contact.

At the back of my head, the space sat in the new draw.

It was not the silence I had carried through the second half of the road. It was not the absence the space had kept since the cottage night before we rode east. It was a live working.

The regional Domain ran on a steadier banking than it had borne since the chamber sealed in the fifth hour: the cornerstone working in the foundation’s seal, the south wall’s repair stone under the closing inscription Tobias had laid down the southern face, the watchtower’s outer perimeter under Lyra’s stair, the eastern shadow along the inner wall under Kira’s read, the library’s benches under Thessaly’s quiet, the long hall’s reading bench under Vessa’s record, the cottage hearth under Sable’s hand. The Bond’s dual carry ran all five bonded on distinct lines inside one draw, and Ember along the rug’s edge on the small carry the kit kept within the household’s network. The Mother-Working Inscription read the cottage hearth as a Domain-recognized working stone runs.

The space was not empty.

The space was the working.

The thing the chamber had taken in the fifth hour had taken a tool. The thing that had come up where the tool had kept its place was not another tool. It was the grammar.
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The screen banked.

I sat against the rug beside Sable and Ember and let the day’s last light run down the cottage’s outer wall. Inside the regional Domain, the way a thing carries when it sits along the edge of the sun’s fall, a single signature lit on the eastern ridge above the compound.

I read it along the regional resonance’s outer reach.

A figure on the ridge. Stillness working in her hand, but not the courier’s signature I had read in the lab in the autumn, nor the Stillness archive’s hand Kira had marked on the chamber’s outgoing channel. A different hand. A First Voice messenger. I knew her by the discipline she carried in her own hand. She stood along the ridge’s outer line beneath the slow lift the dusk gave it. She made no move to hide. A small piece of slate sat in her palm at the height a worker keeps a thing she is reading.

The slate in her palm carried a line of inscription I read in one draw.

It was a piece of the Mother-Working framework.

The other half. The half the chamber’s working had needed to seal beside her too. The framework had set its eighth-century inscription into the chamber in the fifth hour, and the cornerstone of it had carried west to me through the regional Domain, and the line she carried had lit along the working the line mine had lit on. Two points. The chamber and the messenger. The framework now sat across two points within the working’s reach.

The slate in her palm did not give the First Voice the conversion itself. It did not give her the Mother-Working. The cost was paid by my hand, and the working was written into Sable’s body, and neither had crossed her threshold. What it gave her was an observation channel — the framework’s other half reading the conversion across distance, the way a courier reads a record at the formal remove. She could read me by the line the framework had set beside her. She could read what the conversion had done. She could not write into the working, and she could not pull the conversion apart through it. Not from there. Not yet. But she could read what she had not been able to read in any year of the working since the autumn’s lab, and she could now follow along the framework’s reach what she had only been able to follow on the surface before. The reading was the danger. Whatever she did to the working from here would be done by a reach she had not held before tonight.

The framework had lit on her side because the conversion sealed; she could only read across by the channel the chamber had opened. She had not intervened sooner because she had not had the reach before. She had it now.

She read the compound through the slate in her hand. She did not move. She watched.

I read her through the regional Domain in the open and let her read me back along the same line. The discipline in her hand and the inscription behind my head ran the same line down the eighth-century working’s seal. She knew I was reading her. She kept the slate lifted for one count more.

The dusk took the eastern ridge.

Her signature withdrew east at the cadence a worker keeps when a watching has finished. Not flight. A reading. She had read what she had come to read, and she had set the slate against her hip, and she had gone.

I let her go.

The cottage hearth ran the banked cadence beneath the cornerstone’s working. The new draw behind my head ran the regional Domain across the compound’s stone. Sable’s hand sat on my forearm in the contact the steadier carry beneath the sternum kept. Ember curled along the rug on the small focused band a kit keeps when the household is whole. The eastern ridge sat at the cadence of a thing that would come back. The road west had ended by the cottage door, and the road east had opened with the messenger’s withdrawal, and the new working behind my head sat along the band the working wanted it to sit on.

I drew a breath. Sable drew a breath on the same count. Ember’s small body lifted and fell against the rug a half-count after.

The compound was quiet. It was not the silence I had been working in. It was the silence after.
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