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The Series

Book One: My F-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

Book Two: My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

Book Three: My D-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me (coming next)


CHAPTER 1 — Tutorial Boss

T

he bard got to the third verse, the one where five boys and a girl in blue saved a mill from the river. Andy's own mouth was shaping the chorus.


Blue, blue, the Songbirds flew—

He shut it. Too late. Jess had seen.

"Boss," she said, delighted. She sat across from him with her boots up on his knee and her hat tipped back. The clouded stone chained to its brim swung when she leaned in. "Boss. You know the words."

"Everybody knows the chorus. He's sung it four times."

"Five," said Diana. She had the field-book open beside her cider and was tapping out syllables with her pen. "And the third line is a foot short every time. He makes it up by holding flew like a man who can't find the latrine in the dark. I have it noted." She tapped. "Fucking amateur."

"It's catchy," said Andy.

"So is the pox."

On his other side, Sara was humming, plainly unaware of it. Her fingers kept time on her knee, and the tune was the chorus, note for note, a shade better than the bard sang it. Andy didn't tell her. Some debuffs you let run.

The Foxwell taproom smelled like wet wool and woodsmoke, and half the valley had come up ahead of the water to stand three deep at the bar, because the Culm had come over its banks yesterday and shut the river road.

"Three days," said Jess. "We walked out of this inn like heroes, boss. Sunrise and everything."

"Closing cutscene," said Andy. "Then the river said no."

Under the rain on the shutters ran a sound he had been trying to ignore all night, a low heavy rushing under the floor, like a freight train still passing, car after car.

The bard finished to pounded tables and held up a sheaf of broadsheets, a penny a print, woodcut included.

"You want one," said Jess.

"I do not want one."

"You want one so bad. Literally look at your face. Look at him, Di."

Diana looked at him over her cracked lens. "He has the face of a man about to preorder the deluxe edition."

"That's a low blow."

"I am a demon." Her left wrist lay stiff on the table, still raw pink in three healing lines above it. "Low blows come with the horns. You summoned the horns."

"I summoned a summons. I got a librarian."

"You got rule nine, which I wrote, in a book, which you signed." She tapped the field-book. "In ink, Andy. I have you in ink."

Sara stopped humming. She turned her head and looked at him full on with her golden eyes. It landed in his chest like a crit, same as always.

"Tomorrow," she said, "is Wednesday."

The table went quiet. "I know," said Andy.

"I wanted to be sure you knew. You like to count." She smiled, small, and went back to watching the fire. "I counted as well."

Jess took her boots off his knee, slowly, and set one back down on his thigh instead, higher. "And I'm just here," she said. "Sat about. Like a lamp."

"You're not a lamp."

"No. A lamp gets lit." Her real voice dropped two notes. "Boss."

Diana closed the field-book on her pen. "Wednesday is hers," she told the ceiling. "Thursday is mine. This morning was breakfast, and breakfast does not count." Her tail slid out from under the bench. The violet spade at its tip came to rest on the toe of Andy's boot, as if it had wandered there by itself.

Every gamer instinct Andy had said the same thing. This was the safe zone, the inn where the music played and the mobs stayed outside.

Then the floor by the hearth bulged.

* * *

I

t rose like a blister, three planks lifting at once with a groan of old nails. It was right in front of the fire, right where Jess had chalked her door on Thursday night. Black water pushed up through the cracks until the fire hissed and spat.


"Oh, you cunt," said Jess, on her feet. She wasn't talking to anyone in the room.

The boards burst. The Culm came up through the floor in a column as thick as a man, and a body came up inside it.

It had been a man. It was swollen white and soft as bread left in a bowl, its face gone to a pale lump with two eyes and a mouth hanging open on brown water. When it rose on its column to the waist, its arms weren't arms anymore. They were two long ropes of river that came out of its shoulders and kept coming.

People screamed. The closest was a drover at the bar, a broad man with a red beard, and he turned around with his cup in his hand to look.

The water arm went into his mouth.

It went into him, a fat stream of brown river poured down his throat like a funnel into a cask. His cheeks blew out. His eyes bulged and went red at once as the little vessels in them burst. He clawed at his face while the water kept coming. His chest swelled under his shirt, and then water ran out of his nose and his ears in two thin brown streams. He went down on his knees while the river still poured into his open mouth. His stomach gave with a wet pop. The drover fell on his face in a spreading pool of the river he'd swallowed, and he didn't move again.

The drowned man on the column turned its swollen white face toward the rest of the room.

"Out," said Andy, and his voice came out calm, the raid voice, flat and loud, the one people obeyed. "Everybody out the front, up the hill to the church. GO. Sara, the door."

Sara was already moving through the crowd, touching shoulders and turning people toward the door. "Please," she said. "This way, please. Mind the step. Thank you." As she went, a breath went out of her and a gold line drew a sword from her palm. Her borrowed cloak stayed over her shoulders. Whatever was folded under it stayed folded.

Andy grabbed the boar-spear from beside their table, and when he looked at the drowned man, his INSPECT went out of him like a breath. Two points of qi left his chest. The read came up bright and cold over the swollen head.

RIVER WIGHT · REALM D (FOUNDATION) · UNDEAD · BOUND TO WATER

Andy's hand stopped halfway to the Peacemaker. Six rounds left in the world, and a hellfire slug would flatten on Foundation tempering like a coin on a rail. The gun was off the table.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. It's a tutorial boss."

"It is a dead farmer," said Diana, beside him. "Sacrifice fodder that went off in the wet." She shoved the field-book into her coat and rolled her sleeves back. The burned left one went up with a wince.

"Tutorial bosses are always dead farmers. That's how you know."

When the wight's column surged, the rest of the floor by the hearth gave way. The river came into the taproom knee deep and cold as a knife, and the wight rode the flood toward them.

* * *

T

hey backed out into the square and up it, and the square was a lake.


Andy took it in fast, because you always took in the map. The inn stood at the bottom. The square sloped up from it under a foot of running water to the church at the top of the hill, its wide white steps already crowded. Down the lane beside the inn, the mill race came off the hill in a stone channel and dove into a culvert mouth set in the inn's foundation wall. A grate of rusted iron bars closed the mouth, and three bars in the middle had rotted clean through, as the innkeeper had warned at supper. The race poured in through that grate and ran under the inn with the freight-train roar that had shaken the floor all night.

Behind them the wight came out of the inn's front door, cracking the frame.

It didn't walk. Its legs hung still while the column carried it, and it reached. One arm whipped forty feet up the square and slapped a man off the church steps. The water closed over him, but Sara was there, hauling him up by the collar and pointing him up the hill.

"Why isn't it chasing?" said Andy.

"It is chasing," said Diana. "It is chasing very effectively."

"No. It's not climbing. It's reaching." The column trailed behind the wight, back through the inn door to the hole in the floor, and under the floor ran the race.

"It came in on the race with the flood," he said. "In through the rotten bars, along the culvert, up through our floor. It's bound to the water, and the race is feeding it. The flood's its range. That's the build." He pointed the spear at the grate. "And that hole's its door in. Lace the door, boil its feed, and it's got nowhere to go."

Jess was already looking at the grate while the stone at her brim started a thin high whine, like a kettle in another room. "How's a girl lace a grate, boss?"

"Thorns. Pin it to the bars. Di." He turned. "Can you boil a river?"

Diana pushed her glasses up her nose with one finger and smiled the smile that, in Andy's experience, ended with somebody on fire.

"I can boil a river," she said. "I don't know about this one. Let us find out."

She drew on the buff she'd taken off him at breakfast, and its numbers flickered up over her head.

DIANIZOBILAL · BUFF · HP +28 · QI +40 · 06:58:12

Andy blinked at it. "That's not forty-four."

"Every previous buff of yours was proportioned to your own little realm," said Diana. "This one is a quarter of mine. Modest tonight. It grows every time I do, and I intend to grow obscenely."

"Sara," he called, up the hill. "Hold the steps. Nothing gets up them."

"Yes. Thank you," said Sara, and planted herself on the bottom step with her sword low. The wight's arm came at her up the square, a flat whip of brown water, and she cut it. The gold went through, the water fell apart into rain, and the end of the arm hit the steps as a harmless splash. The wight jerked back, but the arm grew again out of its shoulder.

"Jess. Grate. Now."

Jess went down the slope into the deeper water by the channel, up to her thighs, little, fast, laughing. Her own knife was in her hand. She nicked the stone frame of the grate four times, two on each side of the rotten hole, at a bored pace, as if she were checking a fence. The wight's pale head snapped around on the column, and both arms came whipping back down the square toward her.

"Ngaím," said Jess.

Divan always hit her the same way. A shiver went through her from the shoulders down while frost bloomed on her bottom lip, and the four nicks in the stone went violet.

Thorned violet cords came up out of them, wire-thin and singing. Two laced across the rotten hole like new bars, thorns and all. The other two leaped to the column where it trailed into the inn door. They climbed it like ivy to the body riding on top, and knotted around its waist and its throat. Frost spat where the thorns went in. Then the cords shortened, singing like wire under strain, and reeled the wight down the square toward the bars.

On her hat brim, the stone screamed. It was thin, high and unbroken, a woman's voice and a rat's voice at once. Jess shook her head so it swung and smiled at the air.

"Got him," she said. "Pinned like a moth, boss. Di, he's all yours."

The wight came sliding along the bottom of the square on its own leash and slapped into the grate a yard from Jess. She hopped up onto the stone frame out of the water, laughing. Once the cords had it tied to the bars, both water arms went slack and dropped into the flood.

Diana walked down the slope. She didn't hurry. She stepped up onto the channel wall a few yards above the grate, held her right hand flat over the race, and said, "Vûr."

The fire came out of her palm black, a flame with light behind it. It threw every shadow in the square sideways and hit the race like a forge quench the size of a house. The race went to steam in one white explosion, and the boiling water poured down the channel onto the grate in a scalding wall. Jess yelped and threw her sleeve over her face. Andy was already running down the slope with the spear when the steam hit him like an open oven door and made his eyes stream. Tied to the bars, the wight boiled where it hung. Its skin went gray and lifted off it in sheets.

Diana held it. She burned through the buff's twenty-eight and into her own blood. Black cracks ran smoking from her palm to her wrist, and her bad left arm shook at her side.

The wight was cooking in its own river. It did what the drowned always did. It went for cold water, and the only cold water left was ahead of it, down the long culvert under the inn, where the boil hadn't reached.

The bars were six inches apart. So were Jess's thorns.

It went through them anyway. The swollen white body pressed into the grate, and though the iron went into it, it kept going. It went through in strips. Iron and thorn cut it like a cheese wire cuts a wheel. The strips came out on the culvert side white and soft, gray at the edges, with the river still running out of them. A hand went through between two bars, whole, and then the arm behind it in three pieces. The face pressed into the grate and came apart along the bars in four long ribbons that hung there with the teeth still in them. Its guts oozed between the bars, dark and stringy, and hung in loops. Then the thorns tightened. The cords cinched through what was left like wire through wet bread, and the last of it slopped through the grate in pieces onto the culvert floor. The stink came a second later, river mud and the eggy reek of long-drowned meat.

Andy reached the grate and put the boar-spear through the bars. He drove it down into the lump that was left of the skull until the point grated on the culvert floor. The brainpan burst. A last gush of brown water came out of it, and then the skull ran dry. Andy's HUD ticked: RIVER WIGHT SLAIN (THE PARTY). Under the inn, the roar dropped to an ordinary river. Out in the square, the flood lost its shape all at once and lay down.

* * *

W

hen the steam cleared, Andy drew the spear back through the bars, gray to the lugs.


Diana stepped down off the channel wall with steam rising off her sleeves. Her glasses had fogged white. She polished them on her coat and squinted at the grate.

"Fuck me," she said, mildly. "Into strips. It wanted the water so badly it put itself through a cheese grater for it." She put her glasses back on. "That is a very good sentence. I would like it entered."

"Entered," said Jess, coming up behind her. Her knuckles were boiled pink where the sleeve hadn't covered them, and she sucked one. Behind her the thorn cords were withering to frost on the bars, and the stone on her hat had gone quiet. She looked at the inn, at the black water standing in the taproom door. Her face went flat, a look Andy had caught on her maybe twice since he met her.

"My door," she said.

"I'm sorry."

"It took my door, boss. Scoured it right off the boards. I was on my knees all Thursday night for that." She looked at the river where it went under the inn. Her voice came up two notes into the sweet one, the one that always meant she'd get even, later, and slowly. "Naughty river. I'll remember you." The stone at her brim made one small sound, like a sigh, and swung.

* * *

T

he red-bearded drover was still in the taproom, face down where the water had left him. Andy went in and got him.


He was heavy and cold like meat from a cellar. When Andy got him over his shoulder, water came out of his mouth and ran down Andy's back under the brigandine. Andy carried him up the slope and laid him on his back on the bottom step of the church. Then he sat down beside him. The man's eyes were open and red to the rims.

Andy blinked, and on the inside of the blink there was Hester, the way there was always Hester now. Then the drover again. He kept his hands still at his sides until they stopped wanting to come up.

Sara sat down on his other side. "May I, Andy? Please." She was already sitting. She didn't say anything after that. She leaned her shoulder against his and stayed there. After a while the rain ran off both of them the same.

Andy's eyes still stung. He pulled up his sheet, because that was what you did after a boss.

[ SHEET — CHANGES SINCE LAST READ ]
[ SARAFAEL · FIRST-ARRIVAL MARK · 1% → 2% OF HER TOTAL STATS · +1% PER REALM SHE CLIMBS ]
[ TECHNIQUES: + DEVIOUS PERVERT F- · PERMANENT · RANK FIXED ]


Andy looked at the second line for a long moment. It was the only stat on his build that kept growing, and it was hers. Then he looked at the third line.

"Oh, Godd Howard," he said.

"What," said Sara.

"Nothing. The System is being a dick." He closed the sheet. PERMANENT. RANK FIXED. A joke it had decided to keep, like a cat with a dead bird on your pillow. "It thinks I'm a pervert."

Sara frowned at him. "Tomorrow is Wednesday," she said.

"That doesn't help my case."

"No," she agreed, serenely. "It does not."

The bard had fled up the hill with his broadsheets. One lay pasted to the step at Andy's feet, soaked, with the print running. The woodcut showed six children in blue, five boys and a girl, holding hands in a ring around a mill, with little songbirds flying over their heads. Andy peeled it up, smoothed it on his knee and looked at it a long time.

"Hey," said Andy, "that's a real party."


CHAPTER 2 — Wednesday, Kept

A

goat was eating Andy's bootlace when the bell went off over his head.


The church bell hung one floor up, in the belfry above the loft. When it swung, the loft rang like the inside of a pot. Forty grown townsfolk sat up in the straw at once. The goats screamed. The one on Andy's boot kept chewing. Over by the ladder the old ringer hauled on his rope. On the seventh stroke, clean white letters lit in the corner of Andy's eye.

BELL · SEVEN STRIKES · 07:00

Andy lay there and looked at it. There wasn't a clock face in town. There were bells and an old man on a rope. The System had been turning one into the other since his first morning here, in silence. He'd thought the time was just there, like it was in every game he owned. "It's localizing," he said out loud. "It's been localizing since day one."

"Good morning," said Sara.

She was sitting against the wall beside him with her knees drawn up under her borrowed cloak and her wings folded flat beneath it. Straw dust had settled on her shoulders, so she'd been sitting there a while. Her orange-red hair was full of straw. Her left palm lay open on her knee. The cut across it from the purge had stayed crusted gold for five days, and overnight it had closed to a thin gold line.

"It is my Wednesday," she said.

"I know."

"I wanted to hear you say it." She tilted her head. "You told the goat."

"I was talking to the System."

"The goat was closer." She plucked the goat off his boot by its collar and set it down facing the other way with a polite push. "Thank you," she told it.

* * *

T

he water went down all morning. By ten the square was cobbles again under a skin of brown silt. The inn stood with its door off and its taproom full of mud to the knee. Andy's boar-spear was still leaning on the inn wall where he'd left it, still gray to the socket. He scrubbed the head clean in a rain barrel and kept his eyes on the sky while the water turned.


At noon they buried the red-bearded drover in the churchyard. His name had been Wat. Somebody had combed his beard flat for him, and it was the only part of him the river had left looking like a man. Andy dug. He took the spade from the sexton's boy unasked, because digging was a thing you could do with your hands until your hands stopped wanting to do anything else. Two feet down, Hester was in the dirt for one blink. Then only dirt. He kept digging.

The reeve came to find them after. Aldric Nokes was a thin gray man who wore his chain of office under his coat, as if it embarrassed him. Five days ago he had read the bill by the taproom door, looked at them, and gone home. Now nine of the flood's children slept in his house, the taproom said, and he had the eyes of a man up all night with every one of them.

"I owe you for the square," he said. "Foxwell does. I'll say so to anyone."

"You don't owe us anything," said Andy.

"Then I'll say it anyway." Nokes looked at Jess on the churchyard wall, swinging her boots, sucking a pink knuckle. His mouth went tight. "And I'll say this, since it's my job to. The river took the bill off the taproom wall. Your bill, mistress. The Crown's."

Jess took the knuckle out of her mouth. "Did it."

"The Crown rider carries fresh ones. He's been stuck up the valley since the rain. Now the road's open he'll be through tomorrow or the day after. My man will have a new bill up by the door before the rider's watered his horse." Nokes rubbed his eyes. "There's no door to nail it to yet. The taproom's all mud. But he'll find a wall."

"Ta, reeve," said Jess. "Was it a good likeness? On the last one?"

"There wasn't a picture."

"Rude," said Jess, wounded. "I've a lovely face. Literally iconic. Ask him." She pointed her knuckle at Andy.

"She does have a lovely face," Andy told the reeve. It was true, and it was the only part of the conversation he knew how to handle.

Nokes looked between them for a while. Then he nodded once, like a man shutting a gate behind him, and went back down the hill to his nine children. A fresh bill with Jess's name on it, across the square from where they slept. Andy ran the number like he'd run any respawn timer and hated it.

Jess swung her boots. Her voice went low and flat. "Fresh notice, boss."

"I heard."

"With my name on." She smiled at the churchyard, small and sharp. "Spelled wrong, I expect."

"How do you spell Jessamine?"

"Depends who's asking," said Jess.

* * *

T

he belfry was ten feet square, with louvered shutters on four sides and the great bronze bell hanging mouth-down in the middle. A ladder went up to it through a hatch in the loft ceiling. The bell rope came down through its own hole beside the hatch. Below, forty people and eleven goats were trying to sleep, and the goats were losing. Andy went up after the ten bell with a stub of church candle in one hand. At the foot of the ladder, Jess made a show of settling into the straw beside the rope with her hat over her face.


"Watch is mine," she said from under the hat. "I'll be right here. Right here, boss. Under the hatch. Do try and keep it down."

"Nothing's going to happen."

"Mm," said the hat.

The belfry floor was old planks and pigeon feathers, with a cold draft coming up the rope hole. Andy set the candle on the ledge of the north shutter, spread his coat beneath it, set the Peacemaker by his head and lay down in his shirt and pants. The candle threw the bell's shadow huge across the roof beams. He stared at the underside of the bell and thought hard about bell-founding.

The hatch creaked, and Sara came up through it. She lowered it behind her with care, and it didn't make a sound. She stood in the candlelight. She unbuckled her belt. She stepped out of her boots and stood them side by side against the wall. She took her cloak off. Then she lifted her dress over her head, folded it, because she was Sara, and set it on the cloak. Then she unfolded her wings.

They came out of her back with a sound like a sail filling. Gold, and the candlelight came through the long feathers at their edges. She stretched them once, wingtip to wingtip, and the belfry was too narrow for them. One tip brushed the wall, the other brushed the bell, and the bell gave a tiny bronze hum.

She was naked. Her long red hair came down over one breast and left the other bare. Her skin was pale where the cloak always covered it. Her nipples were tight with the cold, pink under a fine dust of gold. Between her thighs she was smooth, and the same gold-dusted pink. Her chest didn't rise. It never did, at rest. Andy forgot every word in every language he had.

"Andy," said Sara. "It is my Wednesday. May I lie on you? Please."

His mouth went dry. "Yes. God, yes."

She knelt astride his hips. His hands came up off the coat for her waist before he'd told them to. Sara caught his wrists an inch short of her skin and pinned his hands flat to the boards on either side of him. She was much stronger than he was.

"No. Forgive me," she said kindly. "It is a drill."

"A drill."

"You do not touch. You are touched. We practice the first part properly, so that when we come to the rest we do it well." She let go of his wrists. "Stay, please."

They stayed. It was the hardest thing he had done all week, and he'd fought a wight.

Then Sara started on his shirt. She did it button by button from the collar down, with the care she'd used on her own dress. She folded each side back off his chest. She put her palm flat over his heart and held it there until it was pounding hard enough for both of them. Then her fingertips went down the middle of him, slow, rib by rib, to his belt, and stopped there until he said her name.

Then she unbuckled him. She worked his pants down over his hips to his knees. He was hard, with nowhere at all for it to hide, and Sara gave it a long, serious look.

"Yes," she said, with great satisfaction. "That is correct."

Then she lay down on him, the length of her warm, dense, heavier than a person had any right to be. His cock was trapped between her belly and his own. She folded her arms on his chest and put her chin on them, a hand's width from his face. Her wings came down over the two of them like a tent, clear of the flame on its ledge. With the candle behind the feathers the world went gold and smelled of her. She slid up him and lowered her face until her lips brushed his. She hovered there, a breath short of a kiss, so every word landed on his mouth.

"Tonight I may do with you as I please. This pleases me."

The hatch creaked again. Diana's horns came up through it first, polished, the thin gold filigree on them catching the candle. Then her glasses, then the rest of her. She climbed into the belfry, shut the hatch, and shoved the glasses up her nose with a knuckle.

"I have had one eye to the rope hole since her boots," she announced. "I am joining this."

Sara lifted her head. "It is my Wednesday."

"It is, and I do not dispute it. Thursday is mine, and I intend to arrive at it with data." Diana began unbuttoning her coat with her right hand. "This is research. I am requisitioning you, belower, for the qi."

"For the qi," said Sara.

"Entirely for the fucking qi."

Diana's clothes came off like she was angry at them. She did it one-handed, her left arm held close, the three lines above the wrist still raw pink. Her violet hair came down. She was soft everywhere Sara was dense, generous at the hip, with a pink blush that started at her collarbones and went all the way down. Her tail lashed once, then curled around Andy's ankle as if it had settled a question. She got down on her good side on the coat beside him, half across Sara's back, with her cheek on Sara's shoulder blade and her hip warm against his ribs. Her glasses went crooked. Sara's wing lifted for her, then came down again over all three of them.

"Oh, fucking hell," said Diana into the warm gold dark. "It is like being inside a lamp."

Andy lay pinned under two naked women with his pants around his knees and his hands flat on the floor. This was the best and worst moment of his life, and it was going to go on for some time.

Sara began to move. She rocked against him once, slow, the dense length of her sliding up his cock and back. Then again. She was hot as a stone left all day in the sun, and her chest didn't move against his while his heart slammed under it. She watched his face while she did it, grave as a student at a lesson. "I should like to feel you get harder," she said. "Please do."

"Hands, please," said Sara.

"They're down."

"You were thinking about it."

"I'm always thinking about it."

"Yes," said Sara. "That is also correct."

Diana lifted her head off Sara's back and looked at her from three inches away, studying her like a page. Then she kissed her. It was light and quick, and Sara went still on top of him. Then Sara pushed herself up on one elbow and kissed her back, just as light.

Diana's right hand found Sara's ass, cupped it frankly, and stayed. Sara reached back blind, took Diana's wrist, and moved the hand up under her to her breast. It was exactly the courtesy she'd used on the goat. Diana's knuckles lay against Andy's chest. Her thumb went across Sara's nipple an inch above his skin. Sara made a small sound in her throat that went all the way down Andy's body.

"Your people," said Diana, breathless, "hunted mine for a thousand years. That was a very good kiss." She settled her cheek on Sara's shoulder again. "Belower." She said it warmly, like darling.

Andy's face went hot for a new reason. Diana had used that word since their first month together, always about angels. "Di. You can't call her that."

"Why ever not? She likes it, I adore saying it, and the three of us are naked, Andy, so the etiquette is entirely ours to compose."

"I have decided to like it," said Sara. "It is not the same."

"Where does it come from?" Andy asked.

Sara was quiet for a moment, still up on her elbow. Above them her wing shifted, and the gold light moved across all three of them. "It is what they called us in the Pit," she said. "When an angel went down hunting and was caught, they cut off her wings at the root. They kept her on the lowest ring to carry lamps along the edge, so the next hunters coming down could see her from above. A belower. One who would never go up again." She said it plainly, as she said everything. "There were a great many of us, for a long time."

The belfry went quiet. Below the hatch, a goat coughed.

"And she calls you that," said Andy.

"She calls me that warmly." Sara's wing tightened over the three of them, its long feathers lying over Diana's bare back. "It is rude. Her people were rude for a thousand years, and mine were right. Now she is lying on me with her hand on my breast. I won, Andy. I do not need to mind the word." She looked at Diana. "You may keep it, dear."

Diana, for once, was speechless. She tucked her face into Sara's neck. Her tail tightened on Andy's ankle. Her thumb moved once more across Sara's nipple, slowly, as if to say she was keeping that as well.

From under the hatch came Jess's voice, muffled by straw and hat. "S'cute, boss. Stop fussing an' let 'em have it."

"You're meant to be on watch."

"Watch is ears an' all." Straw rustled. "Thursday, mind, you fuck her till she knows who's boss. Been asking for it all week." Somebody in the straw below shushed her.

"I heard that," said Diana into Sara's neck.

"Meant you to."

Diana slid her hand out from between them. Sara lay back down on him and started again, slower this time, with Diana's chin on her shoulder and Diana's eyes on Andy's face over it. Each long slide of her belly up his cock pulled a noise out of him he'd have died of in any other room. His hands came up an inch. "Hands, please," Sara said, and they went back down. Diana watched him with her lips moving. "Your breathing has gone to pieces," she told him. "I am counting it."

Below, straw crunched under a heavier step than Jess's, and an old man's voice complained about witches in the way. The ringer. Sara lifted her head and smiled down at him, like a hostess whose guest had arrived exactly on time. She drew her wings in tight over the three of them. Then the rope went taut and the bell swung over their heads.

The first stroke came through the planks and up his spine, and his ears rang with it. Sara rocked against him on it, one slow slide. On the second stroke she did it again. The belfry hummed in their teeth. Diana said "Fuck," with real feeling, and clapped her good hand over one ear. Sara kept the drill to the bell, one slow slide for every stroke, gold dark and bronze roar, until every muscle he had was locked. On the ninth stroke he was a breath from the edge, and it went down the bond into her. Her whole dense length shuddered on him. Her wings jerked tight, and a small cracked sound came out of her that she plainly had not planned. On the tenth Sara stopped. On the eleventh she lay perfectly still on him, and the stroke rolled through both of them and away down the valley. 23:00, said the corner of his eye.

"Eleven strokes," said Diana. Her voice had gone thick. "He lasted eleven strokes. Recorded."

"That is the drill," said Sara. Her voice was not quite steady. She laid her cheek on his chest and drew her wing over all of them. "Now we stop. Thank you, Andy. You did well."

"Now?"

"Next Wednesday is also mine." She looked enormously pleased with herself. "Your part of it came down the bond. It is more every time, Andy. I should like to know how much more." "Hands, please."

They had come up again on their own. He put them back. A while later Sara went still and heavy on top of him, asleep. Andy lay under two women in the gold dark, hard and miserable, and grinned at the bell like an idiot.

"Nothing printed," said Diana, low, into Sara's hair. "No buff. No line on any sheet. I would like that entered as the experiment's result."

"Entered," said Andy. His voice cracked.

"Thank you." Her tail moved on his ankle. "There is a further matter. Six days ago Sara made a rule, and I wrote it down, because I write everything down. Whichever of us he reaches for first keeps every Wednesday after." She lifted her head off Sara's shoulder. Her eyes found his over the top of Sara's head, the crooked lenses gleaming. "I was at the rope hole, Andy. Your hands came up. They never arrived. That is not a reach. I noticed."

"That's a technicality."

"I am a scholar. Technicalities are what I eat." She laid her cheek on Sara's shoulder and closed her eyes, smiling. "Tomorrow is Thursday, Andy. I have read the calendar and the rule, and I have read you." Her voice went lower, and definite.

"Thursday. I shall want a door that locks."


CHAPTER 3 — Thursday

D

iana shot the bolt on the mill-loft door, tried it, worked it back and forth twice more, and turned around holding a list.


"Item one," she said. "The door locks."

"I saw."

"It goes on the list anyway." She squared the paper against her palm. It shook.

The loft ran the length of the mill under a steep roof, and it smelled of flour and cold river. Sacks stood along both walls in fat white rows. At the far end a hatch in the floor opened onto the millstones. Under the stone floor below them, the race ran past the stilled wheel with a low wet hiss. The hatch was a bare square of planks that anyone below could push straight up. Andy didn't mention it. One small window at the gable end showed black. The moon had been dark since Tuesday.

Diana had made a bed. She had made it like she made notes, in layers: clean sacks laid flat, two blankets over them, a third folded at the foot, and her purple coat spread over the lot. She had lit a candle-end before he came up the outside stair, and it stood on an upturned bucket by the bed.

"Item two," said Diana. "It is midwinter. The year turns tonight. I consulted three calendars, and two of them agree." She frowned at the paper. "That part is irrelevant. I wanted the longest night." Pink climbed her throat. "Item three."

"Di."

"Item three is that I would like you to take off your coat, and I could not decide how to phrase it, so I wrote coat." She turned the list around to show him. It said COAT, underlined twice.

Andy took off his coat and dropped it on the sacks. Two nights ago this woman had boiled a river with one bad arm. Now she was reading him a checklist with her hands shaking, and it was the cutest thing in two worlds.

"Item four," Diana said, and stopped. "Item four is illegible."

"What was it?"

She folded the list into a small hard square and tucked it down the front of her dress. "I have lost my place. This is a fucking disgrace. I have lectured to halls of four hundred, Andy, and I have never once lost my place."

Then she grabbed his hand with her good one and pressed his palm flat to her breast.

"There," she told the rafters. "Item four." Under the cloth she was warm and soft, her heart pounding, and her nipple came up stiff against the middle of his palm. Andy stood still with a handful of the smartest woman on the plane and grinned until she looked down.

"Do not grin. I am aware it was clumsy."

"It was perfect."

"It was a draft."

He kissed her. She made a startled sound into his mouth, and her glasses knocked crooked against his cheek. Then she kissed him back, hard, with her good fist in his collar.

He got the scarlet laces open and the dress off her. She helped badly, with her elbows in all the wrong places, and fought the left sleeve one-handed because she kept that arm straight. The folded list fell out onto the boards. When the dress came over her horns it caught on the gold filigree, and she swore at it. "You ill-tailored cunt of a garment," she told it, in perfect lecture cadence. Then she stood naked in the candlelight, wearing only her glasses and the ink on her right middle finger, heavy in the breast and round in the hip, her violet hair loose on her shoulders. This time the pink ran on past her throat. She scrambled onto the blankets one-handed, as if to get away from his looking. That only gave him two dimples at the base of her spine, one on either side of the root of her tail. Those two dimples went straight into long-term storage.

Diana rolled onto her back and put her right forearm over her eyes. "You are looking."

"Yeah."

"You are also dressed. That is grossly unfair, and I want it fixed."

Andy hauled the brigandine off over his head and dropped it with a clank. The shirt went after it, then the boots, one hopping step at a time, then his pants. Diana watched him through a gap between two fingers she clearly thought he couldn't see. When he straightened up, the gap got wider.

"Oh," she said to the rafters. "Well. That is going in."

"That's the plan."

"I meant in the book." She shut her fingers. "Come here before I write a footnote."

He knelt between her knees and kissed the inside of one of them. She jumped as though he'd bitten her. "Di. Breathe."

"I am breathing. I am breathing a great bloody deal." She peered at him from under her arm. "What are you doing?"

"What's it look like?"

"It looks like you intend to put your mouth on me." Her thighs tensed under his hands. "I have read about this. It is substantially overrated in the literature."

He put his mouth on her. She was already wet. She was always wet, she'd told him once in a lecture he'd needed to sit down for. Wanting you is all of the preparation. He licked her slowly from the bottom of her pussy to the top. She tasted of salt and clove, hot and spiced, all demon. Her lips were soft and swollen under his tongue. When he found her clit and circled it, she said "Oh," in the startled voice she kept for errors in her own footnotes.

"That is—" She stopped. The forearm went back over her eyes. "Continue. Please. For the data."

He continued. Diana kept her right arm over her face and her left lying stiff at her side. Every few seconds she made a small suspicious noise, as if her body had made a claim she meant to check later. Andy slid two fingers into her and curled them. The noise she made at that was the best sound of his year, and he groaned into her for it.

Her answer came half a beat later and bigger, like lag on a hit that landed twice. Every time he groaned against her clit, her hips came up off the blanket a moment later, harder each time. He figured out the timing on the third rep and abused it shamelessly.

"Fuck me," Diana said behind her arm, with feeling. "Fuck me, fuck, Andy, that is—don't you dare stop—"

He didn't dare. She came with her thighs locked around his head, her heels drumming on his back, a long cracked noise coming out from under her arm. Her pussy pulsed against his tongue in hard slow waves. Her tail lashed sideways into a flour sack. A white cloud burst up into the candlelight and came down over both of them like snow.

When she could talk, she lowered her arm. Her glasses were crooked and floury. Her face was pink to the horns.

"That," she said, "was not overrated."

"So the literature's wrong."

"The literature can go fuck itself. I shall write to it." She sat up, spat flour, set her glasses straight, and knelt on the boards in front of him, naked, with flour in her hair. "Stand up. No. Yes. Stand there. Before I do this, there is a word."

Andy stood. His cock was so hard it hurt, inches from her face, and she was carefully looking at the rafters. "A word."

"For what I am to you. I have considered it at length." She held up a finger. "Consort is a word for women with crowns. Lover is a word for songs, and I have heard the bard." She tried a word in Demonic and threw it away. Then a word in the angels' tongue came to her. Her lip curled, and she wouldn't let it into her mouth. "No. Those are all too dignified, and I chose this one on purpose."

She looked up at him over her lenses. "I want to be your whore."

"Di—"

The finger went up again. "Yours, and Jessamine's. A loved one. A good one." Her voice held.

"Jess signed off on this?"

"Jessamine proofread it. Enter it."

She dug her field-book out of the coat on the bed. It was her grimoire when she wanted to sound important. She put it in his hands open to a clean page with her pen on top, and Andy wrote it down word for word while she checked his spelling upside down.

I want to be your whore. Yours, and Jessamine's. A loved one. A good one.

"Good," said Diana softly. "Now it is true."

She shut the book on the pen and set it on the bucket by the candle, square to the edge. Then she put her hand on his cock.

It happened behind her eyes in one blink. The shy one left the room. Whoever came in instead didn't blush and didn't make lists. She sank her teeth into the inside of his thigh and growled into the bite. Her tail came up off the floor and wrapped once around his thigh, sure as a rope on a cleat. When she spoke again it was Demonic, low and rough, words he didn't have. She didn't wait for him to understand them. She took the head of his cock into her mouth and then the rest of him, all the way down, until her nose was against his belly and her horns were cold on his skin.

Her tongue found the underside of him and stayed there while she pulled back slow. Then she took him deep again. She cupped his balls in her good hand and looked up at him past her crooked lenses, eyes laughing. Andy put a hand on one of her horns to stay standing. She hummed around him in Demonic, and his knees nearly went.

Every groan he let out came back up out of her throat a moment later, louder. Then she came with him in her mouth. Her thighs clamped together, her tail cinched rigid around his thigh, and she cried out around him, muffled and shaking. She kept her pace through it.

"Di. I'm going to—"

She held him deeper. He came down her throat in long hard pulses, and she swallowed every one with her eyes shut, shivering from her shoulders to her toes, the way she shivered at a footnote that proved her right. A cold thread pulled tight behind his navel and drew. Frost-light came off his skin for a heartbeat and went into her.
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ASTRAL QI 16/32 ticked in the corner of his eye. Half his pool had gone down her throat.

Diana let him go slowly and licked her lips. "That is the best thing I have ever eaten. I shall want it for breakfast." She stood up. She put her good hand flat on his chest and shoved. He went down on his back on the blankets with a whump and another puff of flour, and she climbed on top of him before it settled.

Her voice had gone rough, with the Demonic still under it. "You are going to put that in me now and breed me with it," she said. "Then I am going to sit on it until I cannot walk."

The word hit him low in the gut, and the glint behind her lenses said she knew it. He should have been done. Her tail cinched tighter around his thigh, and he was nowhere near done. She reached between them, lined him up, and sank down on him in one long wet slide to the deep end of her. She stopped there with her mouth open.

"Oh," she said. Then she rode him. Her soft thighs gripped his hips. Her right hand braced on his chest, and she held the left close against her ribs. Her walls held him hot and tight all the way up and all the way down. Her glasses slid down her nose and flew off into the blankets. She rode straight on, her eyes on his face. Andy got his hands on her hips and hauled her down harder. He groaned. She came right behind it.

She came loud. Her pussy clamped on his cock in long rolling pulls. She threw her head back and let out a long string of Demonic that sounded like a prayer and a threat at once. She didn't stop moving for it. She ground down through it with her eyes half shut. The second it ended she leaned down and kissed him, hard and sloppy, saying into his mouth, "Again."

"You're going to kill me."

"Breed me first." She rocked faster. "Then you may die."

Ten minutes later he wasn't joking. He had been at the edge since she sank onto him, close enough to ache. Every time he got near, she came first, and the clench of her dragged him back harder than before.

She came again leaning back with her good hand braced on his knee and his thumb on her clit, and she laughed all the way through it. Her tail found his balls and curled around them, warm and sure, and squeezed on every downstroke. The next time she was bent over him, panting Demonic into his neck, and then Common broke through it. "Fill me," she said against his ear. "Fill me up, you gorgeous idiot." Then she bit his ear, hard. Sweat cut clean lines through the flour on her breasts. The candle burned down a finger. His thighs shook.

Finally he rolled her under him, because his arms were the last part of him still working. She locked her heels behind his back and pulled. He moved in her slow, because slow was all he had left. A dozen strokes later the hold on him let go.

It rolled in gentle as a tide and kept rolling. He came inside her in long slow pulses with his forehead on hers, buried as deep as he went, and her heels and her tail held him there. The cold thread pulled again behind his navel. Frost-light went out of him and sank under the skin of her belly. Then it climbed pink to her collarbones and faded. ASTRAL QI 0/32 blinked in the corner of his eye.

Half a beat behind him and bigger, she came again. It shook her from the horns down. Her walls milked him in hard fluttering waves. She pressed her face into his shoulder and laughed out loud.

The System didn't print a word about her. The day's buff already sat on her.

He rolled onto his back and took her with him. She lay on him with her cheek on his collarbone and her tail draped loose across his legs. She patted around the blankets until she found her glasses, and put them on.

"I tried to get myself bred," she said.

"You did."

"Several times. Loudly. In two languages." She considered this, unembarrassed. "I would like that entered."

"You want tried to get bred in your grimoire?"

"In the margin. Small."

When she lifted off him, his come ran down the inside of her thigh. She caught it on two fingers, looked at it with scholarly interest, and licked her fingers clean, holding his eyes.

She lay back down beside him and pulled the third blanket over them both.

Andy turned his head and kissed her temple, next to the root of her horn. She made a small pleased noise and pretended she hadn't. Then she pinched the candle dead.

"Flour burns," she said into the dark. "Whole mills have gone up."

Up the square, the church bell struck. Twelve strokes came through the gable window, and 00:00 printed bright in the corner of his eye.

"The year turns," said Diana. She was already half asleep. "I was occupied."

* * *

I

n the morning she walked up the square to the church step with a hitch in her stride and her chin in the air. She had flour in her hair and the field-book under her arm. Sara and Jess sat on the step with a loaf between them. Andy came up behind Diana with two cups of water from the pump. Jess looked Diana up and down once, slowly, and put down her bread.


"Well," said Jess. "Did he fuck you till you knew who's boss?"

"Repeatedly, and with considerable scholarly rigor," said Diana. "I would like a fucking cushion."

"Miller's man went up your hatch at first light for a sack," said Jess. "Come straight back down without it. Hasn't said a word since."

Pink came up from Diana's collarbones. She lowered herself onto the step with care, opened the field-book, and cleared her throat. "Item one. A claim, under Sara's rule. Last night his hand was on me before anything else happened, and then he kissed me. Two reaches. I claim every Wednesday."

Andy choked on his water. "You put my hand there."

"Procedure. The kiss stands."

Sara folded her hands in her lap. "He did not reach," she said. "You did. The kiss answered your hand. I am sorry. Rejected, dear."

"You cannot reject a claim you are party to. That is elementary, belower."

"I can," said Sara pleasantly. "I just did. Thank you for asking."

Diana turned a page with her nose in the air. "Then I appeal."

"To whom?"

They both looked at Jess. Jess picked her bread back up, tore off the crust, and chewed it over.

"Calling it for both of you," she said finally. "Nobody reached proper, so nobody wins the Wednesdays. Sara keeps next Wednesday, like she booked. After that it's open. Thursday stays Di's, 'cause look at her walking. It's giving saddle sore." She pointed the crust at Diana's hip. "Bless."

"Forgive me, but that is not how a rule is called," said Sara.

"Is now," said Jess. "I'm the watch."

Diana wrote Thursdays: mine in the field-book, underlined it twice, and blushed all the way down her neck. Sara patted her knee. Andy put his face in his hands and grinned into them.

Then the hammering started down the square. A lathered horse stood head-down at the inn rail. The inn's door was back on its hinges over a raw new sill. Beside the door the reeve's man stood on a stool with a mouthful of nails, tapping a fresh sheet flat against the taproom wall. The crowned wheel at the top of it showed clear from the church step. Under it, in letters big enough to read across the square, was Jess's name. Jess stopped chewing.

The reeve's man drove in the last nail. Then he stepped down off the stool, turned around, and looked straight up the square at her.


CHAPTER 4 — The Blank Line

J

ess went down the square to read her own bill with her hands in her pockets and her hat on the back of her head. The reeve's man picked up his stool and got out of her road.


He didn't run. He walked the stool around the corner of the inn like he had urgent business on the far side of the building. On his way past he tipped his chin at the taproom door. Andy took the hint. So did Jess. She didn't slow down.

The square ran downhill from the church to the inn, with the pump halfway and the mill at the foot, where the race hissed under its stone floor. The inn's trough stood under the rail, brimming from the night's rain. A Crown horse drank from it with its flanks still dark with sweat, the crowned wheel stitched into each corner of its saddlecloth. Beside the taproom door, at the height of a man's eyes, hung the bill.

Andy came down behind her with Sara at his left shoulder and Diana a step back, walking with that hitch in her stride and pretending she wasn't. He'd fetched his gear from the mill loft and the belfry. The brigandine sat cold on his ribs, and the Peacemaker rode his hip. Its weight was the first thing that had felt normal all morning.

The bill was clean new paper, damp at the corners, with the Crown's wheel pressed in red wax at the top. Under it, in big square letters, it said WANTED, then JESSAMINE, THE CHALK WITCH, then ALIVE and TWO HUNDRED CROWNS. The last bill had carried a second line ruled under the sum and left empty. Andy had stood in this same doorway in the rain and asked whose name went there. Now he knew. Somebody at Vanorinal had filled it in with a careful hand: A. CHUNKING. At the bottom it said BY THE CROWN. They'd doubled the number while they were at it.

"Huh," said Andy. "I've got a bounty."

"Same number they had on me alone," said Jess. "You've got half of mine. Bit mid, boss."

"I'm flagged. I'm a red name. Anybody in this zone can jump me for a hundred crowns." His voice climbed and he couldn't stop it. "That's a mid-tier quest reward. I'm a side quest."

Jess tucked herself under his arm, small and warm, and leaned the brim of her hat against his chest to look up at the bill like it was a painting in a hall. She read it out in her grandest voice, the one she kept for doorways and buttering toast.

"Wanted. Jessamine, the chalk witch. A. Chunking." She tipped her head back to grin up at him. "Look, boss. We're engaged."

Sara laughed once, short, and put her fingers over her mouth. Diana shoved her lenses up with a knuckle. "Both names on one page under one seal. In every library I have catalogued, that counts as a marriage."

The taproom door banged open, and the Crown's courier came out wiping beer off his lip.

He was young and soft in the chin, with the Crown's wheel pinned at his collar in brass. He looked at the bill, then at Jess, and his mouth went sly. Saddle dust caked his boots to the knee. By the look of him he'd ridden all night to put her name on a wall, and here she was, four foot eleven in a witch hat, standing right under it.

"Chalk witch," he said. "Thought you'd be taller."

"Thought you'd be prettier," said Jess. "Your mother must've thought so too, right up till she saw you. Did she keep you in a bucket after?"

He went blotchy under the soft chin. "Mind your mouth. There's two hundred on the pair of you."

"There's two chins on you, an' nobody's asking after either." She stepped past him to his horse and flipped open his saddlebag like it was hers. A fat roll of the same bills sat inside, tied with tape. She tugged one loose. "Ta. One for my wall."

He grabbed her wrist. Andy had the Peacemaker out and pointed at the man's ear before he'd decided to, the hammer back under his thumb. Jess was faster anyway.

She looked down at the hand on her wrist and didn't pull. She licked the pad of her free thumb, dragged it through the chalk dust at the bottom of her coat pocket, and drew one quick sign on the back of his hand, light as signing a letter. The mark flared violet, bright enough to throw his shadow on the wall beside the bill. Jess shivered once, and her lips went white.

His fingernails went green. It started at the quick and spread. All five nails turned the color of pond scum, then black. The skin around them puffed and split. The man stared at his own hand. He let go of her. Then the nail on his little finger lifted at the edge like an old scab and slid off. It dropped into the trough with a tiny plop.

He screamed then. The ring finger went next, then the middle, the nails peeling up off raw red beds and falling into the water one after another. Blood welled out of each bed in a fat bead and ran down into his palm. The thumbnail clung longest. He tore at it with his other hand, which was a mistake, because it came away with a strip of skin still on it.

Five black nails floated in the trough. The Crown horse jerked its head out of the water and backed off them to the end of its rein, snorting.

Jess watched the nails go with her head on one side and the corner of her mouth going. She was having the best minute of her week.

"Teach you to grab," she said. "Grows back. Mostly."

Andy's stomach turned over and stayed turned. The wight coming up through the taproom floor three nights ago had been bloodier. That had been easier, because the wight was a monster and this was a mailman with beer on his lip. The man kept holding the raw ends of his fingers up in front of his face as if they owed him an answer.

So Andy did the one thing he was built for, and read him. His INSPECT went out of him like a breath, and a point of qi left his chest.
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His own pool, full again from sleep, dipped to 31 of 32 at the edge of sight and was back at 32 inside a breath. Andy looked at the hit points twice. Three. She'd done three points of damage, and the man wouldn't hold a rein right until spring. HP was the wrong number to watch with Jess.

Then the green moved. It had crossed the man's knuckles and was climbing the back of his hand toward the wrist, slow as ink up a wick. Andy read him again, and the frame came back with HP 28/32.

Andy ran it like a damage-over-time timer. A point in the time it took to read him twice, twenty-eight left. The man would be dead before the bend in the road, a Crown courier rotted to the elbow at Foxwell's trough. The next paper up the valley wouldn't be a bill. It would be a column of soldiers.

"Jess," Andy said. "Cap it."

"He grabbed me."

"I know. He's ticking." Andy kept the gun on the man's ear. "Dead couriers don't carry anything. I want this one to carry the hand."

Jess looked at him from under her brim for a long second. Then she sighed like a thief told to put the cake back, licked her thumb again, and wiped the sign off the back of the man's hand in one swipe. The violet went out. The green stopped where it was, halfway up the back of his hand, and stayed there.

"He touched her first," said Sara. She said it kindly, to the man, as if she were explaining a rule to a child who had broken it. "You should not have done that. Forgive me, but I find I do not mind at all."

Diana had her field-book open on the trough's lip, pinned flat with her stiff left forearm, and was writing with her good hand. "Five in under a minute," she said. "Shit, that is efficient." She glanced up at the man over her lenses. "Do stop shrieking, you blood slave. She left you the fingers."

The courier got his good hand on the saddle and hauled himself up. From up there, with the bad hand clutched to his chest and dripping on the horse's neck, he found his voice again.

"Alive, it says." He spat it down at Andy. "Doesn't say whole. There's men up this valley would sell their own mothers for twenty crowns, and you and the witch are worth two hundred."

"Then go show them your hand," said Andy, and kept the Peacemaker on him until he went.

He kicked the horse hard and went on up the valley road in the direction he'd been headed. The hoofbeats went away between the houses. Andy let the hammer down and holstered the gun. His hand was steady. That surprised him.

"You let him go," said Jess.

"I sent him. Every twenty-crown man between here and the pass is about to see that hand."

Jess rolled her new bill up small and stuck it in her hatband. "Let him tell every soul in the valley. Witch is at Foxwell, an' she's lovely."

"Also where we are," said Diana, and closed her book.

* * *

R

eeve Nokes came down the square at a fast walk with his coat buttoned wrong and his chain of office showing between the buttons. Somebody had run for him. He stopped at the trough and looked into it. For a long moment he watched the five nails turn slowly in the water.


Then he read the bill. He read it twice. His lips moved on the second line and stopped at the new name.

"That's my hand that put you on it," Nokes said at last. He didn't look up from the paper. "Not the ink. The ink's Vanorinal's. But I read your plates the night of the rain." He meant the race and class everyone wore over their heads. "Cursed summoner. I'd never seen one. Nobody has. I wrote that down, and the name you gave the innkeeper, and sent it south that night on the reeve's horse, because that's my job." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "I spelled it right, at least."

"You said the Crown rider was coming through," said Andy.

"He's not through, and they've stopped waiting on him. That was a courier, up from Corse in the dark with fresh paper and a horse he's ruined." Nokes glanced up the valley road. "Vanorinal wants these up fast."

He looked down into the trough again, at the five black nails turning. "I was home," Nokes said. "With nine children, all morning. Whatever happened to that boy's hand, I'll read about it in his complaint." He looked past them at the raw new sill his men had laid and the dry boards inside. "The taproom's dried out. My men boarded it fresh. You'll stay in it as long as you like, and nobody in Foxwell will take a copper off you for it."

The innkeeper stood in the doorway behind him, wiping his hands on his apron. He nodded once. "Taproom's yours. Fire's lit." Nokes walked back up the square and didn't look back.

"I like him," said Sara.

"He's going to get himself in trouble," said Andy.

"Yes," said Sara. "That is correct, and that is why."

* * *

T

he reeve's clerk found them in the afternoon, sitting on the inn bench in a thin sun. He was a lanky young man with mud to the knees from the Wednesday ride to the King's Post at Corse. "This was waiting there," he said. "It's not the reeve's." He held it out like he expected it to bite. It was addressed in a clerk's neat hand: A. Chunking, at Foxwell, by the reeve.


The seal was the wheel again.

Andy turned it over twice, then handed it to Diana, because she read faster and always grabbed paper first. She broke the wax with her thumbnail and read it out.

"The council of the Crown of Vanorinal, sitting on the fifty-eighth day of the season. To A. Chunking and his children after him: Ashe, the house and the county. Its lord is dead, and its claimant is dead." She stopped. Pink came up her throat. "His children after him. Well. I did make an attempt."

"Loud one," said Jess. "Miller's man still isn't talking."

Diana held the page out to Andy, pink to the collar. The second his fingers closed on the paper, the corner of his eye lit up.

[ HOLDING — ASHE — GRANTED: ANDY CHUNKING ]


"It knows my first name," Andy said. "The Crown doesn't. The System does."

That mattered more than the wax. Paper burned, and seals got argued over. In every game he'd ever played, the server's word beat the client's, and the server had just put his full name on a county.

A holding was a base. In every game he'd played, a base was where you built: walls, stores, people who worked for you, doors that locked. Diana had asked him for a door that locked. Somebody had just handed him a county of doors.

Ashe. The last time he'd been there, it was gray to the edge of the sky, every field and byre eaten down to ash-colored dirt where Malericha had fed. It would lie barren for a lifetime.

"I own a dead zone," said Andy. "They gave me the map she ate."

"Look at the wax." Diana tipped the broken seal to the light. "The same wheel as your bill. The same council, very possibly the same day. They want you in chains, and they want you landed. Alive, the bill says. A man with a county can be found."

"It's bait."

"It is a citation with no source," said Diana. "Ashe was never Vanorinal's to give. I should very much like to meet whoever thinks they owned it first. I suspect we shall."

Sara had gone still on the bench beside him. Her wings shifted under her cloak, once, hard against the cloth.

"It is yours, Andy," she said. Her voice was polite and quiet. "I am glad for you. I will not go back to that valley. Please do not ask me to."

Andy thought about the gray dirt, and Sara's sword at Jess's throat in that county. He didn't ask.

Jess sat on the end of the bench with the bill in her hatband and looked down the river road toward Corse, and south past it.

* * *

T

he taproom smelled of new pine and old river mud, and the fire was big enough to sit inside. Andy's spear leaned in the corner by the hearth. The innkeeper had brought ale and barley stew and left them to it.


Andy stretched his boots at the fire. "I'm a lord now. Lord Chunking. Do I get a hat?"

"You get a burned field and a quarrel," said Diana. She had her feet tucked under her and the field-book open on her knee. "You have a county. That is not rank, Andy. That is dirt with a name on it."

"I outrank you, though."

"You outrank nobody. You are a lord the way a bookplate is a library." She turned a page. "Consider the Queen whose council signed your county. She swallowed every realm she has in pills out of the Crown's vaults. A crown is a realm nobody had to break through to."

"So she cheated the grind," said Andy.

"Fucking frauds, all of them," said Diana. "I have read their genealogies."

Jess laughed into her ale. Then she reached up and unhooked the chain from her brim.

The stone hung off it, a cut stone the size of a hazelnut, clouded gray. It whined faintly on its chain. Malericha lived in there now, what was left of her. Jess held it out across the hearth, swinging.

"She had you put a sword to my throat," Jess said to Sara. "Thought you might want a word with her."

Sara looked at the stone a long moment. Then she held out her hand, and Jess dropped it into her palm.

The color left Sara's lips, and a breath went out of her. Then gold came out of her skin. It came in one thin bright wire from the center of her palm and slid into the gray stone like a needle going into cloth. Frost furred the stone white at the touch, then cracked and went up as steam. The stone screamed. It was a high, thin, furious sound, too small for the room and too loud for the stone, and it went on while the wire pulled slowly through. The skin crawled up the back of Andy's neck.

"She feels that," said Jess comfortably. "Down there."

Sara smiled. It came slow and private, and it didn't go away. Under her cloak her chest rose with a breath, then another. She only breathed like that when she was enjoying herself.

"This one is mine," Sara said softly, to the stone.

The wire went out of her palm, and the scream thinned to a whimper. Sara closed her fingers over the stone for a moment. Then she handed it back across the hearth to Jess, polite as passing bread.

"Thank you," she said.

"Any time," said Jess. She hooked the chain back on her brim, where the stone hung and whined.

Sara turned to the fire, and the light caught her face. In the gold of her left eye, near the black, sat one red fleck the size of a seed.

Andy's eyes went straight to it. The fire cracked. Across the hearth Diana's pen moved on the page, small and careful, and stopped. Andy didn't ask what she'd written. Sara looked into the fire with her hands folded in her lap, and her chest went still again.

Later the fire burned down to coals. Sara slept in her cloak along the wall bench. Diana slept upright in the corner with her lenses on. Jess came and sat on the floor between Andy's knees with her back against his shins. She'd taken her hat off, and her short platinum hair stuck up at the back where it had pressed.

"That circle I told you about, boss," she said. It was her real voice, the low flat one. "Time we went and stood on it."

"Under her city?"

She didn't answer. She put her hat back on and tipped the brim down over her eyes.

"Jess."

"South," said Jess.


CHAPTER 5 — Ardnowe

W

ren saw them from the gap in Bel's hedge, trotted out into the middle of the lane, sat down square in the ruts, and barked at them.


Andy grinned so hard it hurt his face. Behind him lay a day and a half of flooded lane and a cold night in a drovers' shelter with Jess's feet in his back. They were bound for Ferrow and Odo's forge, and Bel's door lay on the way. On the green, old Lambert had lifted his pipe to Sara's hood from his bench by the well. The boar-spear rode Andy's shoulder. The grant sat folded in four over his heart and crackled every time he breathed in.

"That's Wren," he told Jess. "She's the tank."

Jess looked down at the dog. The dog looked at Jess. Then Wren quit barking all at once, lay down flat in the lane with her chin on her paws, and rolled her eyes up at the witch like a summoned pet waiting on its next command.

"Smart dog," said Jess. "Bestie behavior."

Bel was out in the kitchen garden beside her cottage with her skirts kilted up and a fork in her fist. She straightened and looked the four of them over the hedge, the look she'd give weather coming in.

"You're in my lane," said Bel.

"Hi, Bel."

"You went off with two." Her eyes went to Jess, from the crystal points of the hat down to the small muddy boots. "You've come back with three."

"This is Jess. She's a witch."

"I can see she's a witch, lad. I've eyes." Bel stuck the fork upright in the dirt and came to the hedge. She looked Jess over like a heifer at a market. Jess let her. Jess had hexed a man in front of him for a grab at her wrist. "Bel," said Bel.

"Jess." Jess took off her hat and held it in front of her. Her voice came out flat and civil, one tradeswoman to another over a gate. "Ta for keeping him alive the first time."

"Didn't take much. He'd barely a cupful." Then Bel grabbed the paper rolled in the hatband and had it out before Jess could stop her. She unrolled it, read it, and looked up at Andy over the top of it. "Two hundred crowns. For the pair of you." She handed it back to Jess. "I'd have sold you for twenty."

"Stubble-fire," said Diana from the back, fondly.

"Demon," said Bel, cold as well water, and opened the gate.

* * *

B

el's cottage was one room, as he remembered it, with Wren's rag by the door. Bel crouched at the cold hearth and said one short word into it, the low sit a woman gives a dog she trusts. A pale shimmer traveled from her lips to the kindling. The kindling caught all at once, bright yellow end to end, and the smoke went straight up the flue as if it had been told where to go.


"Still the best spell I've seen in this world," said Andy.

"It's a fire, lad."

Andy sat at her table and tipped his bag out onto it. Three live rounds rattled out onto the boards beside eighteen empties, and the bag was bare. He opened the Peacemaker's loading gate and turned the cylinder. Three brass heads, three empty chambers. With a hundred crowns on his head, he thumbed the three loose rounds in. Six shots. After that the Peacemaker was a hammer with a nice grip.

He lined the eighteen empties up in rows of six and looked at them. The women could charge every one. Diana burned a pinch of ash with hellfire, Jess laid her circle on the base, and Sara's thumb seated the slug. That thumb was the party's crafting station. The weak link was the slug. You couldn't shoot ash at a man, and he had eighteen mouths to fill and zero lead.

"That's not many," said Bel.

"It's six. I need lead, and a mold, and Odo."

"Ferrow has Odo," said Diana, from the bench by the door. "Ferrow has everything. That is the fucking trouble with Ferrow."

Bel hooked the kettle onto the crane and swung it in over the flame. "You'll want coffee, after that lane. The lot of you."

"God, yes," said Andy. "Coffee." He should have known better by now. His eyes stayed on her anyway, the way they'd stay on a loot chest opening.

Bel ground a handful of dried green leaves to dust on a flat stone and tipped the dust into the kettle. Then she stood over it with her hands folded under her apron and sang under her breath, a plain tune with a count in it.

Leaf on the stone and the stone on the pot, sing it twice over and pour it hot.

She sang it twice over. It was a cooldown timer with a tune. Then she poured. The cup came to him pale green-gold and smelling like cut grass. Andy drank it anyway, because he was cold and it was hot. It was tea. Lately it was always tea.

"Bel," he said. "This is tea."

"It's coffee."

"It's leaves in hot water. That's tea."

"Tea's the beans, lad." Bel looked at him as if he'd asked which end of a cow the milk came out of. "Everybody knows that."

"Coffee is the beans." Andy's voice climbed, and he let it. "You say coffee. My System says coffee. I say coffee. Then this happens." He held up the cup. "Every time I ask for coffee. Every single time."

"He's done this every morning since Foxwell," Jess told Bel, blowing on her own cup. "Best bit of the day."

"The drink is correct," said Diana. "You are holding coffee."

Andy set the cup down before he threw it. His System had rolled the year over into January at Foxwell, and that same morning it had started swapping two drinks. Coffee and tea were plain English already. The System was reaching in on this one pair on purpose, because it was a dickhead. He pulled up his menu and glared at it. OPTIONS. TRANSLATE: ON. He thought about turning it off. Then he remembered Jess with it off, raw swamp drawl coming at him like a bucket of eels, and he left it alone.

Sara had already found Bel's iron pot. She stood with it in both hands and looked at Bel across the hearth, polite and hopeful, like a guest asking to use the good china.

"Please," she said. "May I bake for you? I should like to thank you for him."

Bel looked at the angel in her kitchen for a long time. "There's flour in the crock," she said at last. "Don't you burn my pot. Daylight's wasting." She took her cup back out to the garden. Diana trailed after her to sit on the bench in the sun, and Jess went too, still blowing on her tea.

Andy swept the brass back into his bag to give Sara the table. She drove the heels of her hands into the dough, folded it, drove again, until flour went up her forearms to the elbow. Then she covered it with a cloth to rise and stood guard over it.

Wren came up off the doorstep with her hackles stiff and a growl in her chest. Wheels on the lane. Andy was at the window in two steps with his thumb on the Peacemaker's hammer. A wagon came down from the green behind two plow horses, a man and a boy on the box and a load roped under canvas. In the garden Diana sat on Bel's bench in full sun with her field-book open, and Jess sprawled on the grass at her feet. Two plates in broad daylight, and a hedge as high as a man's chest. Six rounds. A man and a boy. He hated how fast he'd done that math.

Bel shouldered her fork, walked to the gap in the hedge and planted herself in it, so the wagon would have to look at her. "Demon. In," she said over her shoulder. "Witch, you too."

Diana shut the field-book on her finger, rose like a duchess leaving a bad play, and came in. Jess came in behind her, scowling. Andy pulled them back into the dark of the room.

The wagon stopped at the gap. "Afternoon, Bel," the man called. "Turnips for the fair at Corse. First wagon through since the water. You want owt?"

"Salt."

"Saw a hat in your garden."

"My sister's girl," said Bel. "She wants a husband. You got a spare?"

The man laughed and clucked to his horses. The boy on the box looked straight at the window as they rolled past. Andy stood still in the dark behind it and held his breath until the hedge took him.

"Sister's girl," Jess said by the hearth. "I'll rot that wagon's axle for half a copper."

"She called me in like a dog," said Diana. "Like a fucking dog, Andy."

Bel came in and leaned the fork by the door. "I call the dog in politer. You'll sit around back from now on, where the lane can't read you." She looked at the gun in Andy's hand, then up at his face. "And you'll put that away in my house."

He put it away. His hand wanted to shake, so he gave it the bag to hold. When the dough had risen, Sara shaped it, set it in the pot and buried the pot in the coals. Then she knelt on the hearthstone to watch it, as if it might try to leave. Andy came and sat beside her. Through the open door came the chock of Bel's fork in the garden dirt.

Sara was humming the Songbirds chorus. Bel came in at the open door to look at her pot, heard the tune, and stopped on the sill. "Them," she said. "The singing children. Have you seen them yet?"

Andy shook his head.

"Doing the Crown's monster work, they say, at that age." She glanced at the coals. "My husband was in the trade. It took him the ordinary way." She went back out.

Unbound summoners turned up in ditches, and the reeve wrote misadventure.

"Sara," he said. "You're humming the Songbirds song."

The humming stopped. Scarlet came up over her collarbones and climbed her throat.

"I was not humming," she said. Then, gravely: "The song was humming. I was nearby."

"Since Foxwell."

"Forgive me. It is a dreadful tune." She turned her head to look at him, and the fire was in her gold eyes. It found the red fleck in the left one, the size of a seed. Andy looked at it and kept quiet. "I should like to put it out of my mouth and put a better one in."

She went to the door with flour to her elbows and called across the yard in her clear church voice, so the rooks went up off Bel's barn.

"Mistress Bel! He wants the beans!"

Andy put his face in his hands. Bel came in wiping her fingers on her apron, her mouth fighting a pleased look and losing, and took a twist of cloth down off the shelf. "I'd these put by for the year's turn," she said. "Never got to them. Grind them fine. Keep the kettle at a roll till it goes black. And sing it twice over, mind. Once and it's weak. Three times and it's stewed."

"Twice over," said Sara, bright as a lamp, and Bel went back out to the garden.

The beans were small, dark and oily. When the smell came up off them, Andy's heart stood up in his chest. Sara ground them on the flat stone with her shoulder behind the hand-stone, till they cracked to grit and then to powder. She swung the kettle back over the fire and sat on her heels beside him, and sang Bel's song to it twice over, soft, with a lift at the end of hot that Bel's hadn't had.

The kettle came to a roll. The cottage filled with a smell straight from Earth. He sat on the hearthstone with his hands flat on the warm stone and breathed it. After a while, without asking, she put her floury hand over his on the hearthstone. Her fingers were hot from the hearth and heavier than fingers had any right to be. He turned his hand over under hers and held on. When the brew had gone black, she poured him a cup and held it out with both hands. It was coffee. It was black, bitter and rough as a gravel road. It was coffee. Andy drank half of it in one swallow, burned his tongue, and made a noise he wasn't proud of.

Sara watched him over the rim of her own cup, grave-faced, her eyes lit up like the fire. "Hereafter," she said, "please let me order your drinks."

"Sara. I'd die for you. Again."

"That is not necessary." She paused, frowning. "I accept, however."

When she lifted the pot out of the coals, the bread smell drowned the coffee. The quick read came up at the corner of his eye, and Andy read it aloud for her. "Siege-grade. Eight men a loaf. Holds walls." "Palatability, excellent. Method, taught." He grinned at her. "You baked a raid consumable, Sara. With a flavor stat."

Bel came in from the garden, sniffed once, and stopped dead. She took her own loaf off the shelf and set it beside Sara's, Bel's dark and dense with its scored cross, Sara's tall and golden with a crust that crackled while it cooled.

"Go on," said Bel. "Still field, is it?"

"Field-grade. Ration two." Andy winced. "Hers says eight men and walls."

Bel looked at the two loaves. "Well, fuck," she said.

* * *

B

y late afternoon Diana looked bored. She sat on Bel's back step in the thin sun, out of the lane's sight, with her stiff left arm cradled in her lap and her tail flicking at the dirt. Inside, Sara had her second loaf in the coals for the road. Diana said "Vûr," and a bead of black fire woke on her good hand. She walked it across the knuckles like a coin trick, a black hairline smoking behind it, and shut her fist on it. She watched Jess, who sat on the chopping block with her boots dangling, with the hungry patience of a scholar who had run out of footnotes.


"Jessamine," she said. "What do his people do to pay a man respect? When he has done a deed worth it. I should like to have it ready."

Jess's face went solemn. Andy was in the doorway with a slab of bread in his hand, and he knew that face. He kept chewing.

"Big honor, among his lot," said Jess. "It's called the Kittens. You only give it to a man you mean. I'll show you once. Watch close." She hopped down off the block and faced Diana squarely, like a duelist. Then she crossed her eyes sweetly up and away, poked the tip of her tongue out at the corner of her mouth, and held up two fingers in a V beside her cheek.

Andy had told Jess about that face in the autumn, and he'd told her, "Don't." He chewed his bread slower.

Diana studied it like a ruined page in a bad hand. "The eyes go up, and both together," she said. "The tongue to the left, or is the side free? And the fingers. Two, apart. Is the number significant?"

"Two's traditional," said Jess. "Three's rude."

"The syntax of it. Fucking exquisite." Diana's lips moved, committing it, and her pen went into the field-book. Then she turned to Wren, who lay in the sun by the woodpile, and gave the dog the face, full and solemn, two fingers of her good hand up beside her cheek. Wren looked at her for a long moment and sighed through her nose.

"Excellent," said Diana. "The dog was moved."

Andy leaned his forehead on Bel's doorframe until he could breathe again. Out in the yard Jess said, kindly, "Again, Di. You're getting it." He wanted to see Diana give a man that face more than he'd wanted anything in a while.

* * *

A

t dusk, with the second loaf cooling for the road, they walked down to the well for water, all four of them. Bel's bucket had a hole in it, and Sara had offered to carry it full anyway.


Lambert sat on his bench beside the well with his pipe. The green was gray in the failing light, too dim to read a plate across. Lambert rose halfway off his bench for Sara, a courtesy he kept for her alone, and nodded to her hood. "Lady."

"Good evening," said Sara. "Thank you for your warning, before."

Lambert put the pipe back and sucked it. "No iron these two Thursdays gone," he said to the hood. "Not a wheel."

"Good. Thank you," said Sara.

Lambert tapped the bowl out on the bench. "Carter come up from the south road yesterday. Says there's Crown men on every bridge of the city road. They stop every cart and read the folk on it before they let it over."

"Reading their plates," said Andy.

Lambert answered the hood. "Reading them, aye. Like a bill."

"Collectors," said Diana. Her voice had gone flat and clean, her fight voice. "The Queen's. They read for a living. Every plate that crosses a bridge, her captains will have read by nightfall."

Andy's own plate hung over his head like the name over a raid boss. CURSED SUMMONER. Reeve Nokes had already sent it south. "So the city road's out," he said.

"The city road is a page with a reader on every line," said Diana. "We go around. Ferrow first, then south. Where a bridge is watched, we take it in the dark, and we skirt Corse itself."

"Long way," said Jess. "Good. Long ways have more fights in 'em."

Sara looked at Andy and waited. Lambert had warned that hood once, unasked, and Andy let the old man hear the vote.

"Ferrow, then south in the dark," he said. "Hands?"

Four hands went up in the dusk. Jess put hers up highest, for the fun of it.

They filled Bel's bucket and turned to go. Sara carried it, and the water ran out of the hole in a thin silver thread down her skirts. She let it. They were halfway across the green when Lambert spoke again behind them, to Sara's hood.

"Fair at Corse, Wednesday, Lady," Lambert said, and put his pipe back in his mouth. "The singing children are coming."


CHAPTER 6 — Odo

O

do Emberhand saw Diana coming across the square and hit his own thumb with the hammer.


He stood under his leather awning beside the coppersmith's with his beard tucked into his belt and his thumb in his mouth. The red climbed out of his collar into the beard until it met the gray. The forge behind him was banked and ticking.

"Master Emberhand," said Diana. She stopped at the awning post with her stiff left arm tucked into her coat and looked him over through her lenses. "You have trimmed the beard. It is a significant revision."

"Lady," Odo told his anvil.

Andy tipped his bag out on the anvil's flat before the silence got any longer. Eighteen empty casings rolled out with a bright clatter, and he lined them up with the side of his hand. "We lost the mold at Ashe, and the last of the lead. I've got six rounds and a hundred crowns on my head. I need slugs, and a mold I can cast more with on the road."

Odo picked up one casing and turned it in his scarred fingers. Tong-shaped burns ran up both his forearms, white on brown. "Twenty-four I drew you."

"Six are in the gun."

"Mold's easy. I kept the pattern." He jerked his chin at a shelf in the back of the shop, crowded with wax and clay shapes like a toy box. "Lead I've got. Off the church roof at Tullwater, before they put the slate up." He spat on the anvil and went to wake the fire.

The mold took him the afternoon. He packed sand around the pattern, poured bronze in white and broke it out dark, then rasped the two halves until they shut like a jaw. Andy's HUD hung a plain line over the cooling mold when he looked at it: MOLD, TWO-HOLE · MAKER: ODO EMBERHAND (DWARF) · QUALITY: FINE.

Then Odo set the lead to melt in an iron ladle, and Andy did the math he'd been dodging since Bel's.

"Lead's been the choke point since Ashe," he said to Diana, low. "He's fixing it in an afternoon. So now the choke point's you."

"My hand," said Diana. She turned the good palm up. The old split ran across it, pink and shiny. "The fire comes out of it, and it splits doing it. Twelve a night. I set that cap the first time we loaded, and I am not revising it."

"Eighteen empties. Two nights at a fire."

"Of which you will get one in peace, if the Crown is distracted." She tucked the hand back into her coat. "Your famous gun runs on a split palm, Andy. Plan accordingly."

Odo poured. The lead ran into the sprue silver and smoking. When he cracked the jaw, two slugs dropped onto the bench, dull gray and round as peas from a pod. Andy's HUD tagged them FINE, same as the mold.

Every slug he'd poured on the road had come out lumpy, and lumpy lead wobbled past thirty paces. These were round. Round lead flew true. Odo had just handed him range, and range was what he'd want against numbers.

Odo poured again. Sara stood at his elbow with her hands folded and watched each pour as if it were theater.

"May I?" she said, and Odo grunted. She picked up a slug, still warm, and pressed it between her thumb and finger. It dented. "It is soft," she said. "It will seat well."

"Dwarf's down bad for you, Di," said Jess. She had climbed onto the lid of the quench barrel with her boots dangling, and she was watching the back of Odo's neck go purple.

"The mug hugger has excellent taste and poor timing," said Diana.

When the bag held three dozen slugs and a short bar of lead lay cooling beside it for the road, Andy asked what he owed.

Odo looked at Diana, then at the floor. "Same as last time."

"Absolutely fucking not," said Diana, pleasantly. "Once is a citation, Master Emberhand. Twice is a subscription."

Jess fell off the barrel lid laughing. Odo went red down into his shirt and wiped his hands for longer than they needed it. "Wasn't asking that," he muttered. He took a jug from under the bench, filled a horn cup, and pointed it at Andy. "Tell me what it did."

So Andy told him, like a clip for a buddy who'd built half the rig. "Malericha. End of the fight. We'd thrown everything we had at her, and nothing stuck. So the gun came out. Two in the chest. She took a step back. Then I put one between her eyes." He swallowed. "The back of her head went across the frost behind her."

Odo listened with the cup halfway to his mouth. Then he drank it down.

"Good," he told the anvil. "That's the price."

* * *

T

he well-house stood across the square from Odo's awning, at the south end of Ferrow's one long street, like a tooth. Andy had kept his back to it all Monday afternoon.


Diana walked straight to it. She put her good hand flat on the wall at hip height and held it there, head tipped, reading the stones. Somebody had scrubbed a patch the size of a door paler than the rest.

"About here," she said. "The top of me struck about here."

Andy's mouth filled with copper.

It came all at once, like it always did. It was a Saturday, four hundred people deep, and a thing with hands as wide as a man's waist. Diana came apart at the middle like bread. What came off her in the air had hit his face and gone into his open mouth. He'd tasted her for two days. He could taste her now. He swallowed it. It came back up his throat. He swallowed it again and stood there with his fists shut, sweating in the cold.

Diana turned her head, and her lenses flashed.

"You are the color of old vellum," she said. "It is my wall, Andy. I am permitted to be morbid at it, and you are not." She took his wrist with her good hand and put his palm flat on the stone where hers had been. It was cold under his palm. "See. It is only a wall now. It has been corrected."

He breathed. Sara had come up behind him, close enough that her cloak touched his back, and she didn't say anything, which helped more than he'd have guessed. Jess leaned on the well-house doorpost and watched the street both ways for him.

The poster was pasted on the well-house door.

It was the woodcut from Foxwell. The same six children in blue held hands in a ring around a mill, with little songbirds flying over their heads. Big black letters ran across the top. THE SONGBIRDS · CORSE FAIR · WEDNESDAY. Under the ring, smaller, it read THE CROWN KEEPS ITS CHILDREN SAFE, over the Crown's wheel in red, the same wheel that sat in wax on his bill.

Andy's pulse jumped so hard it hurt. Every server had that one party everybody tuned in to watch clear content live. He wanted to watch these kids clear a dungeon.

"Guys," he said. "Guys. It's real. They're actually playing Corse."

"The choir kids," said Jess. "Lambert said, boss. Keep up."

"Lambert's a rumor. This is the patch notes." He jabbed the poster with one finger, right on the mill. "Six kids in blue. Five boys and their girl. They saved a mill from a river. They're a boy band that clears dungeons."

"The ballad," said Diana, "with the short third line."

"Corse is a crowd, boss," said Jess. "Every man in it reads. You voted on it. Your hand went up."

"We're skirting Corse. I know." He read the poster again anyway. Behind him, Sara hummed the chorus under her breath.

* * *

T

he Millstone sat on the square with its chimney going. Jory came out wiping his hands, the big soft man from the autumn, and looked at the air above Sara's head. Back then he'd spat at her title. Tonight he smiled with every tooth. "Back rooms are made up, lady," he said. "And there's mutton." Andy set the smile next to the spit and didn't like the pair.


The taproom was full of carters and lamp smoke. Two men at the end of the bar had their backs to the wall. The lamp hung right over them. Andy walked down the bar past them, close enough to read, and their plates came up plain: HUMAN · SELLSWORD, twice. The bigger one had a scar through his lip and a cloak too heavy for indoors. When he leaned for his cup, the cloak swung. A loop of chain hung at his belt, bright with use, with a cuff on the end of it.

Manacles. The bill said alive.

Back at the table, he drew a point of qi for each. BASTIAN VOSS · Human · SELLSWORD · Realm E. The other was mortal. A hellfire slug should drop either one. Neither man looked at Andy. They looked at Sara's hands, then at Diana's, then at the yard door.

They loaded after supper in the Millstone's yard, by a fire in an old cartwheel rim, because it took all three of them. Diana burned the ash. She scooped it from the cold edge of the fire into the cook pot and held her good palm over it. Black fire dripped off her hand into the pot, one round's worth at a time, stinking of sulfur. The ash took it and went soot-black, warm and stirring. Her palm split along the old line and bled a thread of black down her wrist.

"Twelve," she said, before anyone asked. "Twelve tonight and not one more."

Jess stood the casings on a mounting block and cut a circle the width of a finger on each base with the point of her knife. Each one closed with a click and a violet bead of light, and a small shiver went through Jess each time. She took a pinch of black ash, said "Gaiste" to it, and tipped it into the cup. Sara sat on an upturned bucket with the bag of slugs in her lap, pressed each one home with her thumb, and the brass squealed under every one.

Andy sat by the fire with the spear across his knees and his back to the wall, facing the yard door and the gate to the lane.

He'd picked the yard on purpose. The bill said alive. Those two would come when the women were busy, so he'd give them busy. Let them think a full hand was a helpless one. Sara's full hand held a slug, and at the forge her thumb had dented soft lead. The Peacemaker lay in his lap under his palm. A shot would wake the square and bring the reeve. After tonight he'd have eighteen rounds to get him south. The gun was for if the plan broke.

Between the fourth round and the fifth he leaned in and kept his voice under the crackle.

"Two at the door in a minute. The big one's Realm E, chain under his cloak, and they want me breathing. Sara, take the big one, please. Di, the little one's legs. Keep working till they're close."

"Shan't stop," said Jess, and cut the next circle. Diana's palm went on bleeding into the pot.

"Of course, Andy. Thank you for telling me," said Sara, and pressed the fifth slug home.

On the seventh round, the door opened.

The two sellswords came out into the firelight together, the big one in front. They'd waited for this. Every hand in the yard was full.

His HUD framed both men unasked, the second they cleared the door. HOSTILE, both, with METAL QI over the big one.

"Summoner," said Bastian Voss. He stopped six feet off with the chain loose in his left hand and a short sword in his right. "Crown wants a word. You come easy, nobody gets their pretty hands cut off."

Sara stood up off the bucket.

She did it politely, and the bag of slugs slid off her lap. She stepped between Voss and Andy with her left hand held out like a hostess and the slug still pinched in her right. Voss swung the chain at her face. A steel sheen ran down the links ahead of the swing, his drawn qi going into it, and the chain came fast enough to split a skull. That was the read from the table. Sara caught it in her left hand. The sheen guttered out between her fingers, and she yanked. He came off his feet toward her with his sword flung out wide. Sara put her right hand up to his face as if to hold him still.

"Forgive me," said Sara.

Then she put the slug in his eye.

She set it to the eye like she set them to the casings, and she pushed it home with her thumb. The eye burst around the lead with a wet pop, and the jelly ran down her wrist. She kept pushing. The slug went in through the socket and her thumb went in after it, to the first knuckle, then the second, into the soft behind the eye. Voss's body locked up straight. His heels drummed on the cobbles. A sound came out of him like a kettle, high and thin, and blood came down both his nostrils at once. Sara held him up by the face until the drumming stopped. Then she drew her thumb out with a suck and let him fold down onto his knees, and over. Andy's HUD ticked: HOSTILE SLAIN (SARAFAEL), THROUGH THE EYE.

The little one had thrown the instant Voss's chain moved, for the hand on the gun. Andy had come up off the wall with the Peacemaker at his chest. The knife missed the hand and met his face. It opened his cheek along the bone and stuck in the wall behind him. Hot blood ran into his collar.

Then the little one ran. He bolted for the yard gate. Diana took her bleeding hand off the pot and lifted it.

"Dûrz-ûm."

A band of shadow hurled off her fingers and wrapped his knee black. Black ivy sprouted off it and smoked as it tightened, a cuff of dusk in the firelight. His next stride came down on air. Then she shut it like a latch, with a click that rang in Andy's back teeth. The leg froze in the air, a foot off the cobbles. The rest of him kept going. He went down flat on his face with the leg still hanging in the air behind him. Legs. He'd said legs.

Andy was up, the Peacemaker jammed back in its holster. He took the spear in both hands and drove it down through the back of the man's free thigh.

It went in harder than he'd thought. The blade skidded on the bone, then went past it and hit the cobble underneath. The jolt went up his arms into his teeth. The man screamed. Andy leaned all his weight on the shaft. The leg bucked against it. Hot blood welled up around the iron and ran between the stones toward the drain. He held on. His stomach turned over and he held on anyway.

Jess crouched down by the man's head with her knife and tipped her hat back.

"Hiya," she said. "Who told you we were here?"

"Fat man," the man gasped. "The innkeeper. Sent a boy over to the Bell-house for us. Said the angel was back."

"Ta. And the Crown's word?"

"There's a column on the Corse road." He was crying now. "Collectors. A hundred of 'em. They're pasting your bill on every post down the Corse road. We thought we'd have you first. Please."

"You did," said Jess. "Look at you. You had him first."

Andy could have stopped her. He looked at the chain on the cobbles, at the cuff meant for his own wrist, and let her.

Jess took the man's wrist in her small hand and turned it up. She opened it from the heel of the hand toward the elbow, slow, as if she were cutting cake. The blood ran out over her fingers into the drain. She uncorked an ink jar from her coat with her teeth and held it under the flow until it filled. She hummed while she did it. The man stopped begging after a while, then stopped moving. Jess corked the jar and wiped it on his sleeve. The quick read came a beat behind her: HOSTILE SLAIN (JESSAMINE), BLED INTO AN INK JAR.

Andy wrenched the spear out. It came free like a boot out of mud, a sound that stuck in his ears, and he stood there with it dripping and his hands shaking on the shaft.

Sara came to him first. She wiped her thumb clean on her skirt, carefully, the front and then the nail. Then she drew it along his cheek under the cut and took the blood off.

"Hold still, please," she said, and he held still. His skin knew where that thumb had been, and he wanted it to stay anyway.

She went back to her bucket and picked another slug out of the bag on the cobbles. "There are six more," she said. "Diana, I am sorry. Will you go on?"

Diana looked at her own palm, cracked black to the wrist now and smoking, then at Sara's thumb. She went pink to the horns.

"Fuck me," she said. "Yes. Obviously. Six more."

Andy kept the flush for later.

They finished the twelve by the light of the cartwheel fire with the two men lying where they'd dropped. Diana bled into the pot round after round and swore at it under her breath. Jess cut her circles and hummed the tune she'd hummed over the jar. Sara seated each slug with the same thumb, and the brass squealed under it every time. That thumb pressed lead, and Andy made himself see a slug each time. By the eleventh he could.

[ DIANA — HELLFIRE, BOUND IN ASH ]
[ JESS — LAID CIRCLE ×12 (PRIMER) ]
[ LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 18/24 ]


Across the yard, a shutter in the Millstone's back wall stood open a crack. Jory's big soft face was in it. Andy looked straight at it, and it banged shut.

"We're gone before the reeve's up," he said. The cut pulled when he talked.

"Shame," said Jess. "I'd have liked a word with Jory." She tucked the ink jar away and patted her coat. "Hundred Collectors on the Corse road, though. That's a party." She hooked a finger through his belt beside the gun on her way past and tugged once, grinning up at him with blood to the wrist.

Andy looked south past the dark roofs. Eighteen rounds stood between him and the Crown.

A hundred Collectors were on the road to the Songbirds, and Andy wanted to go anyway.


CHAPTER 7 — The Collectors by the Hundred

S

ara stopped on the plank.


They had left Ferrow in the dark, and the cut on Andy's cheek pulled every time he talked. The road ran south along a hawthorn hedge as high as a man, with a wet plowed field on the right. Where the road bent, a plank crossed the field drain beside a stile.

"This is where I kissed you first," said Sara. "I should like to be kissed at it again. And quickly, if you would. There are men."

Three riders were coming up the road out of the south at a canter, low on their horses' necks, with the first light gray on their spear points.

He kissed her. She had asked for quick, so it was quick. She kissed him back hard enough to knock his teeth and let go. Then she turned to face the road with her hands folded, scarlet to the collarbones. "Thank you," she said.

Jess had hopped up onto the stile to see over the hedge. "Three," she said. "Imagine coming for us with three. Couldn't be me."

"Scouts," said Diana. "Blood slaves on ponies. They look, and then they run home and say what they saw." Her good palm was still cracked black from last night's work.

Andy drew the Peacemaker. He had swapped the wheel in the back room before they left: Odo's six round ones in, his own lumpy pours out and into his left pocket. Forty paces and closing. His HUD framed them unasked: [ HOSTILES ×3 — THE QUEEN'S COLLECTORS · REALM E · METAL QI ]. Same as Voss. He thumbed the hammer back until it clicked, put the front sight on the lead rider's chest and let the horse carry him onto it.

The crack slapped off the hedge. Black fire leaped from the muzzle. The slug took the lead rider under the collarbone. The fire went into him through a hole the size of a thumb and came out of his back in a smoking spray. He went off backward over the cantle. His foot stayed in the stirrup. The horse ran on past them with him bouncing on the stones behind it, and smoke came out of him in two places.

HOSTILE SLAIN (ANDY), the HUD said. Andy's hand shook, and he was grinning. Forty paces.

The second rider came straight up the road at Sara with his spear down, and a dull sheen of metal qi slid up the spear. A breath went out of her, and a gold line drew a sword from her palm. She stepped off the plank into the road and cut once, flat, through the shining haft and on at the height of his belt. The man came apart at the waist. His legs stayed in the saddle. The rest of him went off sideways into the drain and ended up propped on his arms in the black water, looking surprised. The horse galloped off down the road with two legs riding in its stirrups. "Forgive me," said Sara to the drain.

The taste of pennies came up in Andy's throat. Diana's top half, hitting the well-house stones. He swallowed and kept the gun up.

The third rider had already wheeled. He put a horn to his mouth, blew three long notes and galloped back south. Andy had the sight on his spine at sixty paces. Far off to the south, another horn answered. The word was already moving faster than he could shoot it. He didn't fire. He let the hammer down.

"Well," said Jess. "That's torn it."

Andy reloaded the empty chamber from his right pocket.

Jess fished the dead man's satchel out of the drain. It held wet bills with his name and Jess's under the crowned wheel, and a stiff slip of paper. Diana read it.

"Muster at Holt Bridge, Tuesday noon. One hundred." She tucked it into her coat. "Holt Bridge is twenty-five miles down this road. Today is Tuesday."

Andy ran it like a pull timer. "A hundred men, coming north up this road from noon," he said. "Ferrow and its reeve behind us. Open fields both sides." He looked over the hedge at the plowland. "Riders run you down in open fields. We can't outrun horses," he said, "and we can't go back. So we pick the room. You never fight a raid where the raid wants." He looked at Diana. "Tell me you've got a map in that book."

She had the field-book open on her stiff left forearm before he'd finished asking.

"Six miles past Marren Bridge," she said, "the road goes through a cut in the gorse. Sixty yards. Two banks, head-high and higher. At the north end a shepherd built a stone fold against the left bank, so there is only one mouth to get out of." She looked up at him over her crooked lenses. "Is that a room?"

"That's a choke. Bait, burn, wire, gun."

* * *

H

e laid it out on the walk.


"Collectors open with everything. I watched them at the weir in the autumn, every bow on the summoner at once. Now the bill says alive, so it'll be legs and nets. Same alpha strike, lower. So we give them a summoner to see. They dump it on a decoy, and while they're reloading, they're on cooldown."

"And then I burn them," said Diana.

"Then you burn the gorse. South end first, so the way back shuts before the way forward. The road turns into a chimney, and the only hole left is the mouth."

"Which is my wire," said Jess.

"Ankle height. Two of them. Can you?"

Jess grinned at him from under her hat. "Boss, I can take a man's feet off and leave 'em standing in his boots. I've been waiting all year for you to ask nice."

"And I?" said Sara.

"You're the wall. Anything that gets past the wire, you stop."

"I should like that." She walked on with her hands folded, pleased.

Diana turned her good hand over in the low sun. "I can lay a thread along each bank and light both with one word. It will take skin." She closed the hand slowly. "I have skin."

"Lay them late. When we see their dust."

"Yes, I had worked out that a fire held for four hours bleeds me for four hours," said Diana. "Thank you."

They crossed Marren Bridge before noon, in plain sight. The tollkeeper took one look at the plate over Andy's head and shut his door. "Forty paces," Andy said, for the third time, and Jess threw a clod of dirt at him.

The cut came up out of the heath two hours later, two long humps of gorse on either side of the road. The road ran through the middle, packed hard. At the north end the fold of piled stone stood against the left bank, with its gateway facing the road, and the road squeezed out past it between the fold wall and the end of the right bank. That was the mouth, wide enough for two men side by side.

Jess chalked the mouth. She drew a line across the road at the height of her own ankle and signed the end of it. Violet went out of her along the chalk. A shiver went through her from the shoulders down, and her lips went white.

FROST-WIRE SEVERANCE · SOUL QI −12, the read said.

She put two fingers on the chalk. "Ngaím," she said. A violet wire drew taut along the line from stone to stone. Frost furred it white, and it sang thin enough to hurt his teeth. She signed a second line five paces north of it, shivered again, said "Ngaím" over it, and stood up grinning with white lips.

Andy moved the Ashe grant from his coat into his shirt. Then he hung the coat on the boar-spear, jammed a knot of gorse root on top for a head, and propped it in the gateway of the fold, where it would show over the stones from sixty yards. He crouched behind the fold wall beside it in his brigandine and shirt sleeves with the Peacemaker in his lap. Sara stood behind the second wire. Jess sat on the fold wall with her boots hanging.

"That's you, is it?" said Jess, looking at the coat.

"That's me."

"Taller than you."

The sun went orange over the heath before the dust showed on the road to the south. Diana walked the top of the left bank then, with her right hand trailing down in the gorse. "Vûr," she said. A thread of black fire ran out of her fingertip into the dry gorse and lay there, low, ticking. It ran the length of the bank under the gorse like a fuse. Her fingertips split black and smoked. On the right bank Diana said it again, "Vûr," and came back with the old cracks on her palm open and smoking. She got down behind the fold wall beside Jess.

Then the column came.

* * *

[ HOSTILES ×40 — THE QUEEN'S COLLECTORS · REALM E ]


T

hey came up the road from the south at a jog in a column of twos, gray coats, bill-satchels and crossbows, with a pair in the middle wearing green on their sleeves. The rest of the hundred were dust two miles behind. A broad bareheaded man rode in front on a big roan, with a sword across his back.


Qi left Andy's chest. The read came up bright and cold over the roan's ears. He let the name go. Human · CAPTAIN · Realm D (FOUNDATION).

"Slugs flatten on him," he said. "Sara, he's yours."

"Thank you," said Sara.

The captain wasn't stupid. He halted at the south end and sent two men up onto each bank to walk the tops ahead of him. Then he brought the column in. Ten yards in, with the low sun behind them, the front men saw the coat in the fold gateway and pulled up. "Legs!" the captain bellowed. Ten crossbowmen ran forward twenty yards and knelt across the road.

"Wait," said Andy. "Wait for it."

The volley went off in one ragged clack. Seven bolts slapped into his coat below the belt, and it jerked on the spear like a hanged man kicking. Then the two green sleeves stepped out of the column and let go. Both rocked back on their heels with the draw. A net of leaf-green light splashed over the gateway, hissing, and pinned the coat's legs to the stones. Wood qi, Kemble's green. A crack of green light hit the spear and knocked it flat under the net.

"Cooldowns," said Andy. "Diana. Now." The cut on his cheek tore when he shouted it.

Diana stood up on the fold wall with her cracked right hand held out over the cut. "Vûr," said Diana.

Both threads woke at the south end first. Black fire stood up across the south mouth and ran north down both banks faster than a man could run. The gorse went up behind it in sheets. It burned black, a roaring black with light behind it, and the heat came down into the road like a hand. The four men on the bank tops went up with the gorse. One of them ran down the bank burning black from the boots up, beating at himself. His hair went up in one rush. He fell in the road and kept burning. At the north end the fire ran out of gorse and died against the bare stones of the fold. The cracks on Diana's hand tore open past the wrist and a hand's width up her forearm, smoking. She held it out anyway and laughed.

"Godd Howard," Andy breathed. "It just works."

The last few ranks got out the south end with their coats burning. The middle of the column stayed in it. The heat sucked the air out of the road, and men went down on their knees in it with black fire crawling up their backs off the gorse. The front ranks ran the only way left, north through the smoke at a dead sprint, straight for the mouth.

The first man hit the wire at a full run. The wire sang once. His feet stopped at it, and the rest of him went on. He landed on his face two yards past it on two stumps that steamed with frost. His boots stood behind him in the road with his feet still in them, side by side, as neat as if he'd stepped out of them for bed.

The second man hit it, and the third. The fourth saw it and jumped. He landed short, and the second wire took him at the ankles. Two more went the same way behind him. They piled up in the mouth, screaming, crawling over each other on their elbows, with violet frost blooming up the cut ends of their legs and the blood freezing pink where it ran. Their boots stood in two rows across the road behind them.

Out past the south mouth, clear of the fire, a crossbowman knelt in the road and aimed through the heat shimmer at Diana on the wall.

Sixty yards. His lumpy pours would have wobbled into the gorse. Andy thumbed the hammer back, held on the chest, and fired. The shimmer lifted it. The slug took the man in the side of the head, and the side of the head went away in a burst of black fire and bone. The bolt went off into the sky.

The captain came through the smoke on foot. The roan was gone. He saw the frost glitter on the wires and stepped over both like a man stepping over a gutter, sword up, eyes on Andy.

One round to know if the new lead changed anything. Andy shot him in the chest. The slug flattened on him and dropped to the road burning. The captain didn't look down. Once was enough.

Sara's breath went out once, and a gold line drew the sword from her palm as she stepped into his path. His strength drove her back a step when she caught his blade on hers. Then she put her left palm flat on his forehead, gently, like a mother feeling for fever. "Sarael," she said, and the color left her lips. SARAEL · HEAVENLY QI −8, the read said. Gold ran down her blade to the point and flared there. A gold cross seared into the captain's forehead under her hand. Gold pyre-fire stood up around his boots and climbed him. It came out of his eyes. It came out of his open mouth like light out of a lantern. He stood burning gold, still holding his sword. Then his knees went. He fell forward past her onto the road and burned there.

"Forgive me," said Sara, to the top of his head.

In the mouth, one of the footless men had found a dropped crossbow. He propped himself up on one elbow and swung it toward Sara's back. Andy shot him in the face. It was low. The slug took the man's lower jaw off in black fire, and when he lifted his head, the jaw stayed on the road. His tongue hung down his throat. He kept trying to scream, and the scream came out as a wet blowing noise. He kept at it until Sara turned around and ended it with her sword.

Andy's stomach went over. He leaned on the fold wall and breathed through his nose until it stopped.

Through the smoke at the south end, the runners were shouting. One voice carried over the roar of the gorse. "The iron! He's got a killing iron! The summoner's killing iron!"

The feed ran down the corner of his eye too fast to read, and then it summed. SLAIN (THE PARTY) ×25.

* * *

T

he gorse burned down to black ash and stood smoking. Sara climbed the fold wall and looked south. "The dust is a mile off," she said, "and coming."


Andy sat down behind the wall and loaded fast. Half-cock, gate, rod. Three empties punched out hot into his palm. Three of Odo's went in.

[ LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 14/24 ]


He looked at Diana's arm, cracked black past the wrist and smoking, then at the fourteen. Twelve a night, with a palm that only split. He didn't know what this arm made.

"Stop doing sums on my arm," said Diana. "It closes when I feed, which you know perfectly well. So the arithmetic is your problem tonight, not mine." She held his eye until he went red.

Three of the footless men, the second wire's, were crawling north up the open road on their elbows, leaving long red trails on the packed dirt.

"Diana," said Jess. "Want them? They're slow."

Diana watched them crawl. "No. Let them crawl. Their friends will find them on this road within the hour, and I want them to hear it from a man with no feet." She moved her cracked arm and hissed through her teeth. "And this hand hurts too fucking much to waste on a crawler."

"Your call," said Jess. She tipped her hat back and went off down the cut into the smoke, humming.

The green net had burned out on the stones. Andy pulled the seven bolts out of his coat and put them in his bag. The Hound's crossbow had ridden his back empty since Ashe. Then he put the coat on, scorched hem, holes and all, and picked the boar-spear up off the stones. His HUD was still open on the party. JESSAMINE · 65. It had been sixty-two this morning. He put it under her tally drill again, the circles she cut at every fire. She'd be cutting them in the ash down there.

Jess came back up the cut wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Drill go okay?" he said.

"Lovely, ta." She licked her lip. "Greedy of me."

Halfway down the cut, one of the dead Collectors sat with his back to the burned bank. His legs were stretched out in the road, his hands folded in his lap, and his hat set on his head straight and neat. He hadn't been sitting like that when Jess went down.

"For the crows," said Jess, as if he'd asked. "So they can find him."

Andy's hands had started to shake. He put them in his pockets.

"No fire left," Andy said. "Wire's still up. Over the wall and east across the heath, now."

The captain's gold fire had gone out. His sword lay in the road, too hot to touch. A brass order-tube hung on his belt, scorched but shut. Andy cut it free and shook out the paper. Diana read it over his shoulder.

"All four," she read. "Alive. Faces unmarked."

"Why should they want our faces?" said Sara.

South down the road, in the last of the light, the dust had become men.


CHAPTER 8 — No Worries, You Guys

"I

t is Wednesday," said Sara.

She said it into Andy's ear in a gorse hollow three miles east of the cut. Frost was in his hair, and her wing lay over the pair of them. Her breath came first, the one breath she took on purpose, for him, and then the words. Out on the Ashe road behind them the horns had gone all night. She had opened the wing after dark, alone with the party on the heath, and laid it over him like a quilt of warm gold. By morning frost had grown along the feathers, white on gold, and under it he was warm for the first time since Ferrow.

Her face was a hand's width from his, the orange-red hair loose across the pair of them, gold eyes wide awake.

"Yeah," he said. "It is."

"I wished to be the first to say so." Her collarbones had gone scarlet, and the scarlet climbed. "That is all. You may get up, if you please."

He didn't get up. Across the hollow Jess sat on a stone with her hat tipped over her eyes, and she spoke from under the brim. "Oi. Some of us are trying to sleep. Boss, the horns stopped an hour back."

Diana was up already, her field-book braced on her stiff left arm, scowling at a pencil line. The cracks up her right forearm had set black in the cold, and they split open again when she bent it. "They have stopped blowing," she said, "because they have stopped looking. They have gone to sit on the bridge."

Andy sat up. Sara's wing folded away behind her in one gold sweep and was gone under her cloak.

"Holt Bridge," he said.

"The only bridge over the Culm on that road. Every man who ran from the cut ran to it, and the sixty behind them will have turned back to it." Diana tapped the line. "If I wished to catch a summoner, I should sit on the one bridge he must cross and let him come to me."

"Choke point." Andy rubbed the frost out of his hair. The cut on his cheek had stiffened overnight, and it pulled when he talked. "So we don't cross it. Where's the next way over?"

"East and south. The Sett road crosses the Culm five miles above Corse." Her finger slid down the page and stopped. "And then the Sett road runs into Corse. Through the square."

Jess lifted her hat with one finger. "Oh, he's got the face."

"I don't have a face."

"You've got the poster face, boss. Proper fanboy. Bless."

He had the poster face. Wednesday. The Songbirds were playing Corse today, the actual famous party off the woodcut, and the road ran right through them.

"Hear me out," he said. "It's a fair. Twelve hundred people in one square, and every one of them is staring at the stage. Aggro's on the band. You read a plate face to face. Nobody reads the back of a head."

"That," said Diana, "is the most self-serving reading of a source I have met in any library. I said a crowd reads. I did not say which way it faces." She shoved her lenses up with a knuckle and frowned at the page. "Fuck me. At a fair it faces one way."

"We keep to the back. We go around the edges. We don't stop."

"He'll stop," said Jess.

Sara stood, shook the frost off her cloak and hummed four bars of the Songbirds' chorus. "I should like to hear the songs," she said, and that settled the vote.

* * *

T

hey walked eighteen miles of heath and frozen road, crossed the Culm where the Sett road crossed it, and came into Corse from the north-east at the turn of the afternoon. The streets were empty, and the noise came over the rooftops ahead of them like surf.


The square was packed wall to wall. On its south side stood the King's Post, a stone way-station with a lamp over its steps and a hitching rail full of the Post's horses. On the north side, in the low winter sun, a long blue wagon stood with its flank let down for a stage, hung with a blue banner. The Crown's wheel stood on it in gold thread, crowned and seven-spoked, the wheel off Andy's bill. Two Crown men in blue stood at the wagon's end with pikes.

The four of them slid in by a back lane to the way-station's eaves at the back edge of the crowd, in the shade. Andy leaned the boar-spear and the Hound's crossbow on the wall behind Diana and covered the backs. Jess glanced at the way-station wall at her back and hummed. She'd left a thief dead on his chain in its cellar in the autumn, and the Post's man had called up for the reeve. Every head stayed on the stage. Plates floated over every one of them, unread.

"Told you," he said, and Diana said, "You did. I shall be fucking insufferable about it later."

A thin boy in blue came out first with his chin up and sang the ballad. His voice went over the square clean as a bell and the crowd knew every word. Sara sang the chorus under her breath with her hood down over her eyes. At the line about the mill she took Andy's hand under her cloak and held it.

Then four men rolled a cage cart out from the fair pens, and the square roared.

The beast in the cage was a boar, black and bristled, with tusks like two curved knives and a back as high as Andy's chest. A rope ran from its hind leg out through the bars. A boy in blue stood at the rope's end, slight as a fence rail, with a round shield on his arm so big the rim brushed his knees.

"Kit!" the crowd chanted. "Kit! Kit!"

They dropped the cage door. The boar came out like a cannonball. It hit the end of the rope. Kit sat back on it with his heels in the boards. His heels scorched two smoking lines down the planks, and the boar stopped. A boy that size stopping a boar that size made the crowd scream. He was a cultivator, and they loved him for it. Diana's cracked right hand closed on Andy's sleeve and stayed there. "That boar outweighs the child ten times over," she said, to herself. The boar turned on him. Kit took its charge square on the big shield and slid two yards backward across the stage. Wood shrieked on wood.

An arrow went into the boar's left eye from the wagon roof, where a boy in blue knelt with a bow. A loop of cord came up off the boards under its foreleg. A third boy at the wagon's tail hauled it tight, and the boar went down on its chest. Kit dropped the shield and the rope together, stepped in with a short sword and put it in under the jaw to the hilt.

The boar's throat opened like a burst barrel. Blood sheeted out across the boards and off the stage's edge into the front row in a hot red fan. A woman shrieked, delighted, with her face dripping. The boar kicked, its back legs running in place on the planks, then slowed and stopped.

"Tank, ranged, trapper, bard," Andy said under his breath. "Full party comp. Clearing content live."

"You are vibrating," said Diana. The smallest boy hopped off the stage with a hat for the front rows.

"That," said Jess, "was sick, actually. Proper sick."

A girl stepped out to the stage's front edge, over the blood, in the blue livery with the gold wheel on her breast. Her hair was blue, a bright clean blue, in one long braid over her shoulder, and it shone to the back of the square like a flag. The square went wild for her.

"The Crown," she called, and her voice carried clear to the eaves, "keeps its children safe!"

"THE CROWN KEEPS ITS CHILDREN SAFE!" the square roared back. Diana's mouth went thin. She said the words over once to herself, quietly, as if she were checking a forged colophon.

The girl smiled out over the square, a wide bright stage smile, and the back of Andy's skull said wrong, quiet and sure. Then she laughed and spread her hands at the front row, where people were wiping blood off their faces. "No worries, you guys! It washes out!"

Andy's chest lit up like a scoreboard.

Those vowels. That was home. That was the Texas he'd grown up in: hot asphalt, air-conditioning, an aunt at a cookout yelling you guys across the yard. An American. Another Earther. Here.

He was moving before he'd decided to. He went sideways into the crowd, then forward.

"Andy!" Sara called after him, once, clear over the noise. His name, over a square full of people. He winced and went anyway.

* * *

T

he crowd closed behind him and grumbled. A big carter turned to shove back, looked up at the plate over Andy's head and read it. "Summoner," he said, like a man naming vermin. He spat on the cobbles and stepped wide. The next man did the same. Jess slid through behind him at elbow height, below every eye in the square. Andy came out at the front with boar blood soaking into his boots and the girl standing over him on the stage.


She looked down at him. Up close she had a heart-shaped face, a turned-up nose, freckles that looked brushed on and big gray eyes, and a small silver ring in her septum. Her eyes went up to the plate over his head, CURSED SUMMONER, and for one second they went blank, as empty as a doll's. Then the sweet face came back.

Habit put the frame up before he thought. INSPECT went out of him in a cold thread from behind the eyes, colder than at the cut, and came back in on the next breath. The frame came up hard and bright.

[ PIPPA · Human · SHOTAMANCER · Realm ? ]


Her name sat in red, with a small skull printed beside it. Andy knew what a red name and a skull meant in any game he'd ever played. He looked from it to the plate over her head, Human · SHOTAMANCER, plain for the front rows to read.

He knew the word. It was a word out of the worst back corners of the internet, a word that got accounts banned. Here it hung over a girl's head in clean letters. The front rows looked straight at it and cheered.

She was from home, though. She was a kid from home, stuck here like him. Kids from home made dumb jokes and picked dumb names. He told himself that, hard.

"Hey, cowboy!" Pippa pointed at the Peacemaker on his hip and grinned. "Come find me at the wagon after, okay?"

* * *

B

ehind the wagon the two Crown men stepped together in front of him with their pikes crossed. The near one was close enough to read Andy's plate, and he read it. His eyes went past Andy to Jess, who had come through the crowd behind him with her hat down, and up to the plate over her hat. WITCH. His face changed. His hand went to his belt.


"Captain," he called over his shoulder, toward the wagon's end. "That's the bill."

"Uh-uh." Pippa came around the wagon's end, wiping her hands on a cloth. "He's with me, you guys. Fan meet. I've got it handled, per the schedule. Thank you for your cooperation."

The pikes came up. The men stepped back to the tailboard and looked at the sky.

Four boys sat along the wagon's tailboard in a row, swinging their heels. Up close their plates read plain: Human · VANGUARD, Human · BOWMAN, Human · CHANTER, Human · TRAPPER. Kit had boar blood to the elbows. The one with the bow had a sour mouth. The trapper looked at Andy once and away.

Pippa walked him up the wagon's flank to the shafts, away from the tailboard, with Jess at his heels. She glanced at Jess, leaned on a shaft and dropped her voice under the crowd's noise. "So. Where?"

"Austin."

"Shut up." She slapped the wagon. "Round Rock. We're basically neighbors." Then she tipped her head and looked at his eyes like a clerk checking a label. "Austin, huh. You don't look Austin."

That one had followed him all his life. It still landed like a flick on the ear.

"Kidding! Oh my God, your face." She laughed, bright, a child's laugh for the guards. Then the child's laugh shut off, and the voice under it came out flat and quick, older than her face. "What year was it when you went? What'd I miss? Like, everything. Tell me everything."

"Uh," said Andy. "Does it matter?"

"It matters to me, buddy." Her eyes stayed on his face. "Okay, skip it. Games. Did they ever drop the sequel? The big one. You know the one."

"Everything got a sequel," said Andy. "Everything got a remake. Then they remade the remakes."

She laughed, a real laugh this time, short and dry. "Of course they did. Phones?"

"Bigger. Pricier. Same phone."

"Whataburger?"

"Still there."

She shut her eyes for a second at that. She listened to every answer with her body gone still, like a man taking news from a hospital. The questions came quicker each time. "So where's the big summoner headed, Texas?"

"South," said Andy, before he thought. Jess's boot came down on his toes, hard.

"South," said Pippa, and smiled. "Nice."

"Your plate," he said.

"Oh my God. Okay." She rolled her eyes. "Character screen gave me a list, I picked the funniest one. Don't make it weird, buddy."

Andy hadn't gotten a list. He hadn't gotten to pick anything. He wanted to believe her so badly his teeth hurt. She was from home. She'd shut her eyes over a burger joint.

"Kit, Ned, Ollie, Rafe," Pippa called, and pointed, tallest to smallest, one finger for each, the way a man at a sale counts heads in a pen. "And Dun's out with the hat. My guys."

The boys turned to her as one at their names, all four faces beaming.

Dun came around the wagon then, the smallest of them, Human · RUNNER, with a hat sagging full of coppers and his cheek round with a honey sweet from the crowd. He saw Pippa and ran to her with the hat held out like a gift.

She lifted her hand to ruffle his hair.

Dun flinched.

It happened before her hand got there. His shoulders came up, his eyes shut, and his chin tucked down to his chest, quick and small. Then her hand landed soft on his hair. He leaned up into it and beamed at her like the sun had come out.

"No sweets tonight, buddy," said Pippa. "We've talked about this."

"Thank you, Pippa," said Dun.

Andy had seen kids flinch like that on Earth. Kids learned it. Dogs learned it. You only learned it one way.

The joy went out of him in one long drop. A cold weight came up in its place and sat behind his ribs. He looked at the word again, over her head. He looked at Dun, smiling with the sweet in his cheek.

Beside the shafts, Jess was watching him. Her amber eyes were on Andy's face, flat and still, and he knew she'd caught him catching it. Neither of them said a word.

Pippa clapped her hands for the boys. Andy went back out through the crowd to the eaves with Jess at his heels and the cold weight sitting behind his ribs, and Sara's hand found his under the cloak.

"Forgive me. Is she from your home?" Sara asked. Andy opened his mouth and shut it again.

* * *

T

hen the crowd parted like water around a rock.


A bull came through the square on a rope, black as soot and the size of a haywain, with horns as thick as Andy's thigh at the root and a brass ring through its nose. The ring was the size of a dinner plate. One man led it, a stooped man in a leather apron, with the rope over his shoulder and his eyes on the cobbles. The beast walked behind him like it had chosen to. Its breath smoked. The cobbles shook under each foot, and the pressure of its realm came ahead of it like weather. The people nearest it went quiet. Andy's chest tightened when it passed the eaves.

"That's a raid boss," Andy said, and his voice came out wrong. "On a leash. Held by a noob."

"The Bull of Vanorinal," said Diana. "The Crown's war-beast. They walk it through the fair towns to remind the towns." She watched the man on the rope. "The rope is for the crowd."

The Bull's head swung toward them as it passed. One wet black eye rolled and found Sara under her hood. The nostrils flared wide and blew two long plumes of steam at her. The steam froze on the cobbles at her boots, and gold flickered once in her eyes under the hood. The aproned man said one word, and the head swung away. The crowd laughed at the bull and looked past the hooded woman it had snorted at.

Sara looked back at it. "It does not like me," she said, interested. Andy put himself between them on instinct, which was stupid, and Sara let him, which was kind.

The Songbirds came off the wagon in a line behind Pippa, Kit with the boar's rope coiled on his shoulder, Ollie singing a scrap of the ballad, Dun at the back with his hat. They crossed the square straight toward the way-station, toward the eaves where Andy stood.

Pippa waved to the square, both arms up. Halfway across she found him and waved harder.

"Bye, summoner!" she called, sweet as a bell.

Heads swung toward the eaves from many yards off. They found a man in deep shade, too far off to read, and the nearest backs were already turning to the procession. At the foot of the King's Post steps she brushed close by him with the boys at her back and kept her eyes ahead. Her voice came out of the side of her smile, low, for him alone.

"See you down south, Andy-from-Texas."

She went up the steps of the King's Post and in through its door, and the boys went in after her, every one of them, one at a time.


CHAPTER 9 — Wednesday, Declared

"A

 man who tells a stranger his road is a fool or a liar," said Diana. "Tonight you are a liar. I approve. It is the first lie I have heard you tell well."

Andy had told Pippa south, so they were walking out of Corse north on the Holt road. The sun went down red behind the hedges. Diana walked beside him with her field-book shut on her stiff arm and her cracked hand tucked into her coat. He had the boar-spear on his shoulder and the Hound's crossbow across his back.

"He's both, Di," said Jess. "Fool at the wagon, liar on the road. Somebody fetch him a medal."

"I was improvising," said Andy.

"You were gawping," said Diana. "The improvising came after, and it was adequate."

"Anybody Pippa told is waiting on the south road now," said Andy. "So we go north the long way. Holt Bridge, Marren, then west to the ferry."

"Straight through the column," said Diana. "It sat down on that bridge this morning, and this road runs into it."

"That's the lie's second job. If Pippa tells the bridge we went south, the column marches down this road to Corse to pick up our trail. The Post keeps horses. A rider could carry it tonight." He hoped one did. "Seventy-odd men on foot on a frozen road. You can hear that a mile off. We sit in the hedges while it passes, then we cross the empty bridge behind it."

"And if it stays put?" said Sara.

"Then we fight on the bridge."

"Thank you," said Sara. "I should like that very much."

Two miles up, the road bent around a big stone inn with its sign taken in for the winter. Its shutters were barred. Frost lay across the yard in one clean white sheet, unbroken by any boot. Andy stood at the gate and thought about Ferrow. A fat innkeeper there had sent a boy running for the takers the minute Sara walked in the door. A shut inn's keeper wintered in town, too far off to send a boy anywhere.

"Back door," said Jess. "Keep to the flags, you lot. No prints." She led them from the gate along the yard wall under the stable eaves, where the frost hadn't settled, then around the side on the flagstones. She slid her knife into the crack of the kitchen door and lifted the bar on the far side with a click. Then she swung the door wide with a bow like a footman's. "Home sweet home, boss. Smells like old beer and mice. Lovely."

Diana breathed the dark in and wrinkled her nose. "Barley piss," she said. "I drank a wine once, in the Veils, that glowed purple-red in the cup. It tasted of smoke and black plums, and a man who drank it sang in the street for a week. This is not that."

"Where's the Veils?" said Andy.

"Up," said Diana, and went in.

He filed it under wine country and followed her.

The kitchen was cold as a cellar. A stair went up from the taproom to a passage with two doors off it. The front room had a big bed under a sheet, a washstand, a chair, and a bolt on the inside of the door. The room beside it held two cots. Jess dragged hers under the shutter that looked down the road. "First watch is mine. Anything goes by, I'll count it." Diana rapped the wall between the rooms with her good knuckle, head tipped like a doctor at a chest. "One board of pine, Andy. Badly seasoned. Sound will travel. I tell you this as a courtesy, and I shall be taking notes regardless." Jess dropped her pack on a cot and pointed up at the front room's low black beam. "Try not to bring the roof down, boss."

Sara stood at the top of the stair with her hood pushed back. Her orange-red hair gave off its faint glow in the dark passage, and her gold eyes were fixed on Andy.

"It is Wednesday," she said. "I am declaring it."

"You declared it at sunrise," said Jess. "And at the fair. And on the road, twice."

"Then it is declared thoroughly." Sara took Andy's hand and walked him into the front room. She shot the bolt home behind them.

Moonlight came in through the crack between the shutters, a long blue stripe across the floor and the bed. Sara pulled the dust sheet off the bed in one snap and folded it on the chair. Then she turned to him. "I am going to take your clothes off now," she told him, in the voice she used for battle orders. She did it fast and neat. The crossbow came off his back and went against the washstand. His coat came off, holes and all. She got the brigandine's side buckles open with three quick tugs and hauled it off over his head. It hit the floorboards with a clank. She found the Ashe grant inside his shirt, looked at the wax wheel on it, and laid it flat on the washstand. The Peacemaker went on the chair, butt toward the bed, where his hand would find it. The spear she leaned in the corner by the door. Then his shirt came off over his head. She stood back and looked him over in the stripe of moonlight like a quartermaster checking a delivery, pleased with every item.

She undressed herself the same way, belt, boots, cloak and dress, and stood in front of him bare. Her skin was so pale the moonlight sat on it like frost on porcelain. Her nipples had drawn up tight in the cold, two points of gold-dusted pink on all that white. A scarlet flush was starting over her collarbones. Her wings stayed folded flat against her back, and she had both hands at her sides. Andy's mouth went dry. She had been bare for him in the belfry a week ago, and it hit him as hard as it had then.

"I should like you inside me tonight," Sara said. "Properly. I should like you to breed me, Andy. I am asking you. Please."

Then she held still and waited.

Her breath stopped. Her wings went dead-still at her back, and her eyes stayed on his face, unblinking. On a battlefield she gave orders and walked on before anybody answered. Here she would stand in the cold for an hour if his answer took an hour. She had taken a man's head off with one stroke in front of him. She had killed with a thumb. Right now the most dangerous woman he knew was standing naked in a shut inn, waiting on one word from him like it was the only word on the plane.

"Yes," said Andy. "God, yes, Sara."

Her breath came back in. Her wings fanned out wide in one slow sweep. Every long gold feather caught the moonlight at once and threw it around the room. She folded the tips forward to clear the beam. Then she came to him and kissed him.

She kissed the way she fought, all the way in. Her mouth was hot and her hands held his face. She kissed him until his lungs burned and he had to push her back by the shoulders and gulp air.

Sara blinked at him. "Ah. You need that." "I had stopped counting." She kissed him again, gentler, and lifted off to let him breathe between. Then she lay back on the bed. Her wings spread out under her across the mattress and off both edges, and the long primaries trailed down onto the floorboards like a gold rug.

Andy climbed over her. Up close her eyes were pure gold. In the left one, near the black of the pupil, sat a single red fleck the size of a seed. He kissed her eyelid and let it lie again.

He'd wanted this for a week, and he took his time. He put his mouth on her breast and drew on the nipple until her fingers locked in his hair. He worked his way down her belly with his lips, and she watched him the length of the trip with wide gold eyes, like a general watching a flank she'd only ever read about in reports. Then he pushed her thighs apart and put his mouth on her pussy. She was soaking wet and hot as a fever, and the gold dust on her came off on his lips. She shook under him, a hard shudder that ran up her spine and out along both wings to the last feather. Her hips bucked once. He pinned them with both forearms and worked her clit with the flat of his tongue, slow and patient. The long primaries on the floor rattled against the boards like dry reeds in a wind.

"Andy," she said. "Please. I should like the rest of you now."

He came back up over her, lined his cock up with her pussy and pushed into her slowly. She was hot, slick and tight around him, and the flush climbed her throat. Then his side of it came down the bond and landed on top of hers, his pleasure stacked on her own, and a small astonished sound came out of her. "Oh. Andy, I can feel you."

Then she held still again, trembling all over, her hands flat on the sheet. Her thighs shook against his hips. She looked up at him and waited.

Andy stopped. "Sara. You can move, you know."

Her eyes went wide. "I did not know that I was allowed," she said.

Andy looked at her wide eyes and understood. Whoever had been here before him had told her where to lie and when to stop. Then she wrapped her legs around him and moved.

She moved like she was learning a new sword. She rocked up to meet him, clumsy and eager on the first few strokes, then right on the beat by the fourth. She hooked her ankles over the backs of his thighs and hauled him in. Her hands came off the sheet and grabbed his ass with an archangel's grip, hard enough to bruise.

"Deeper, please," she said. "Harder, if you would. I should like to be quite full of you. Please. Thank you."

He gave her both. The bed knocked the wall. Her eyes stayed open and fixed on his, because blinking was a courtesy she forgot when she quit managing herself. A low sound came up out of her throat. Then a second tone came in under it, deep as a church bell, from a place past any human throat. It went through the board wall, through his chest and through the bed frame.

"Andy." Her voice was coming apart. "May I turn over? I should like your hand on the join. Please."

He pulled out, and she rolled over onto her knees and elbows in one motion. Her wings rose off her back and spread wide to either side. Her back made a long pale curve between them. Where the wings rooted into her shoulder blades sat the joins, two patches of deeper gold than the rest of her. They were the most private part of her. Only two people had ever touched them, and his was the hand she'd asked for. He put his palm flat across the left one, and Sara made a sound like she'd been stabbed. He pushed back into her pussy from behind, all the way, and she shoved back against him so hard the bed scraped across the floor.

After that her wings beat once on every stroke, a hard shake from root to tip that came through his palm on the join. She was saying words he couldn't follow now, old ones with long u-sounds in them, and the second tone rode under all of them. He fucked her hard and slow with his thumb pressed into the join. Every stroke reached her twice, once in her body and once down the bond. Her pussy tightened around his cock, then tightened again.

She came screaming, a cry that shook the shutters, her whole body bucking under his hand in hard spasms. Her pussy clamped down on him in a run of hard squeezes, and her wings went straight up to their full height. The primaries hit the ceiling beam with a crack like a snapped oar, and dust and old cobweb sifted down onto his back and into her hair. Then light came up under her skin. It welled out of the joins and poured through her shoulders and up her throat. It went up through her hair to the crown of her head, until she glowed from her shoulders to her hairline like a lamp. One thin thread of plain red ran through the gold, from the left join up the side of her neck to her jaw. Then it was gone into the light.

"Forgive me," Sara gasped, into the pillow. "It was never like that. Please do not stop."

Through the wall, Jess yelled, "Told you, boss!" Neither of them answered her.

He kept going. Her wings came down slowly, shaking, and she pushed back onto him with every stroke while the gold under her skin pulsed with each thrust. She looked back over her shoulder at him through the glowing hair, with the dust in it.

"Now, please," she said. "In me. Breed me, Andy. The first one. I should like to feel all of it."

That finished him. He grabbed her hips with both hands, dragged her onto him and came, hard, emptying into her in thick spurts. She screamed at the first hot pulse of it. Her calves came up off the mattress and hooked back over his thighs, ankles crossed behind him, and locked him in to the root. She came a second time on the heat of him, harder than the first, because his finish came down the bond on top of hers, in spasms that shook her from the wing joints to her heels. She said "Úmál" into the sheets, the old word, low and broken. At the same moment a cold thread pulled tight behind his navel and drew. Silver-blue frost-light came off his skin and sank into her back between the wings.

SARAFAEL · FED (SEED) · REFINED · QI +25

SARAFAEL · BUFF · HP +83 · QI +64 · 24:00:00

The first line was the refill, the twenty-five qi she'd been short. The second was the seed proc, a quarter of her own pools stacked on top of full for a day. The draw came out of him. ASTRAL QI 16/32 ticked over beside them.

They came down together onto the mattress in a heap. Her wings folded in over them both, heavy and warm. Under the feathers the gold light faded out of her skin, slow as a coal cooling. She found his hand and pulled it under her. She pressed it flat on her belly, low, under her own.

"There," said Sara. "It is in me. I can feel where it is. It is warm, and it is staying." She pressed his hand down harder. "I could feel yours, too. All of it, on top of mine. It doubles." She sounded fascinated. "I should like to do it again, to see if it doubles again. It is dual cultivation, I should say. That is my stated reason." She turned her head on the pillow and looked at him, and only at him.

The lines hung there, and he thought about why she'd asked. Maybe she wanted him. Maybe the ring had made her want him. Or it was the buff, the reason she'd given out loud. Then she smiled at him with dust in her eyelashes, and he quit sorting.

The buff's clock ticked to 23:59 and kept falling. Tomorrow was eight miles up this road to Holt Bridge. If the column sat tight, he'd walk onto that bridge beside an archangel with eighty-three extra hit points and sixty-four extra qi on top of a full pool. He did the raid math on his back in the dark. Sara on a twenty-four-hour overcharge was a tank and a nuke at once. Whatever waited on that bridge tomorrow had better have read the patch notes.

"I'm happy," said Sara.

Sara spoke every word out long. "I'm" from her was a gift, and he knew who it was for. He kissed her shoulder where the gold had been.

* * *

L

ater the moon had moved off the bed. Sara got up, pulled her dress back on and handed Andy his shirt and pants off the chair. He pulled them on. She sat cross-legged on the mattress facing him, with her wings folded and her hands in her lap. She'd dressed to listen. He knew that posture. It was the one she used before a verdict.


"Forgive me. You did not answer me at the fair," she said. "Is she from your home?"

"Yeah." Andy sat back against the headboard. "Texas. Same place as me, more or less. She asked me what year it was when I went."

"And then you came back from the wagon gray in the face. Why?"

"The little one. Dun." Andy rubbed his face, and the cut on his cheek pulled. "He came around with the hat. She reached for his head, and he flinched, Sara. Before her hand got there. Then it landed soft, and he leaned into it and grinned. She said, 'We've talked about this.' He said, 'Thank you, Pippa.'"

Sara listened with her eyes on his face. "Did she strike him?"

"No. She didn't have to."

"Then it was taught," said Sara. "Over a long time. A flinch like that is a lesson that took. Were there marks on him?"

"I couldn't see any. He had his sleeves down."

She was quiet for a while. Then she spoke flat and plain, in her judge's voice. "I have a floor for people who make a business of children. You have seen me use it."

He had. She'd judged the men in the yard at Wellbrook while Diana held twelve children behind a barn door across the green.

He kept the word in his mouth. He knew what it meant, and it sat behind his teeth like a stone. Said out loud in this room it would turn a flinch into a sentence, and Sara ruled on sentences. He wasn't ready to hand her one he couldn't prove.

"So?" said Andy.

"Not yet," said Sara. "I have heard of a flinch. I have not seen the business. When I see it with my own eyes, I will rule." She lay back down beside him and drew one wing over him, warm as a banked stove. "Go to sleep, please. We walk at dawn."

Through the board wall, quietly, Diana said, "Recorded."


CHAPTER 10 — Shooting at a Lie

"O

ne rider," said Diana. "On my half of the night. North, two hours before light, a big bay going like his ass was on fire, with a Post bag banging on his knee." She had her field-book open on her stiff arm and wrote as she walked. "Past the inn and gone. Nothing came down the road toward Corse."

"Nothing on mine either," said Jess. She was walking backward up the Holt road. "Just a fox. And the beam over your bed, boss, creaking all night like a ship." She grinned at Sara. "Innkeeper's going to come home to a cracked roof and blame the frost."

Scarlet climbed Sara's throat from the collarbones. She walked on Andy's other side with her hood down and her red hair loose over her cloak. Once on the climb she caught his eye and held it a breath too long. Andy took a sudden deep interest in a hedge.

Andy stopped in the road. He had full qi from a real night's sleep, the brigandine under his coat, and a bad feeling coming up from his boots.

"So the column's still on the bridge," he said. "My lie never got there."

"Your lie was a letter to a woman who reads only her own handwriting," said Diana. "A good lie. Wrong fucking reader."

"Then we cross where they are," said Sara. "It is the only bridge on this road."

"The Sett crossing's back behind Corse," said Andy. "We're not walking back through that town."

* * *

T

hey came over the last rise at mid-morning and went flat behind a hedge to look.


The Holt road ran down between two more hedges to the river. On the near bank stood a squat stone byre with an oak door hanging off one hinge. Past the byre the bridge went over the Culm in three stone arches, a deck a cart wide, with a waist-high parapet on each side. The river ran fast and black in the middle and shelved with gray ice along both banks. On the far bank stood a mill three stories high, its wheel frozen solid, with loft doors open on the top floor. Men knelt along the mill roof behind the ridge with crossbows. More knelt in the loft doors. Two carts lay tipped on their sides across the far end of the deck, wheels in the air, and a block of gray coats stood behind them with swords. Behind the carts sat a big man on a black gelding, with a steel helm on his head and the face-plate shut.

Andy pushed his qi out at the man on the horse. It came back cold and tasted like iron.
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"Foundation again," he said. "And look at his head."

Diana looked. "A face-plate. Somebody ran home from the gorse and told him about your hand, Sara."

Sara's jaw set.

"Wrong lesson," said Andy. "Sarael goes down her sword just fine. The trick is getting her sword into him, and he's sitting behind fifty more." He lay in the frost and laid it out like a raid lead. "My slugs kill anything at Realm E and flatten on him. I've seen it. Two casters by the green on their sleeves. Fifteen bows on the roof and in the loft, and the rest are swords. They want us alive with our faces pretty, so the bows shoot low and the casters throw nets." He looked at Sara. "You've got eighty-three points of overshield on top of your own pool. Extra health that burns first. Hits that never touch you."

"Forgive me. I do not know that word. Overshield."

"Gold armor made of the buff. Today you can walk into a beating and come out of it whole." He drew the deck in the frost with his finger. "Every gate's six qi. The deck's about eight gates long if they crack them fast. That's forty-eight, and you've got sixty-four extra on top. You walk off the far end with your own pool untouched."

Sara tipped her head and chewed on that. "Then I shall walk. Thank you."

"Then you walk. Set a gate, walk up to it, set the next one ahead. Stay tight on the gold. They'll arc bolts over the top, and anything a few yards back is where they come down. I come behind you with the gun and take the roof off the mill. Di, I need smoke when we hit the middle arch. Jess."

"Boss."

"Stay on Sara's heels. When that captain comes for her, I want him on the ground."

Jess drew her knife. "On the ground. Lovely."

Diana shut her field-book. "And after the smoke?"

"Stay at the bridgehead and look smug."

"I do not look smug, Andy. I am correct, and it shows on my face."

* * *

S

ara went down the road with her hands empty, and Jess went a stride behind her with the knife held low. At the bridgehead Sara stopped, and a breath went out of her. Light went up off her palm in a thin gold line, and the sword came into her hand out of it, long and straight, with a gold cross at the hilt and a smell of incense.


Then she lifted her free hand toward the deck. A second breath went out of her, and a wall of gold went up a yard in front of her from parapet to parapet. It stood twice her height, thin and bright as cathedral glass, with a low hum coming off it like a church organ holding one chord.

The roof opened up.

Fifteen bows went off together with a sound like a big sheet tearing. The bolts came down at the deck, at her shins, and hit the gold. They stuck in it, shivering, like darts in a board. Green flashed in the loft. A net of leaf-green light flew across the river and slapped over the gate, hissing. The gold under it cracked in long white lines.

Sara lifted her hand again, and her breath went out with it, the way it would at every gate down the deck. A new gate went up four strides ahead of the old one, and the cracked gate in front of her burst into falling light. The bolts in it dropped onto the stones. She walked through where it had stood, up to the new gold, with Jess on her heels.

Two, Andy counted.

He was already running down the road. At the byre he leaned the spear and the crossbow on the wall, grabbed the oak door with both hands and hauled. The last hinge screamed and gave. He staggered back under gray oak as thick as his hand and heavy as a sin. He got it up on his left forearm and the Peacemaker in his right fist and walked it out onto the bridge, eight yards behind Sara, right where the bolts would come down.

The loft saw him. Three bolts came over the top of the gate in a high arc and hit the door with three hard knocks. Each knock jarred up his arm.

"Boss!" Jess yelled back from Sara's heels. "What are you doing?"

"Being a door."

"You're being a target!"

"Same thing from the front." He looked over the door's edge and over the gold. A man stood up on the mill ridge for a better angle at Sara's legs.

Andy shot him.

The Peacemaker kicked, and the hellfire slug went out in a streak of black light. It caught the man under the chin and blew the back of his neck open. He went off the roof backward and came down on the frozen mill wheel. He hung there, folded over a cracked blade, with his blood running off the ends of his hair onto the ice.

Three bows turned on the door. Andy shot the first one up. He lost the top of his shoulder, crossbow and all, and rolled screaming down the slates into the river. The black water took him under the ice shelf.

Three gates. Four. Sara walked, set, walked.

Then both casters turned from the gold to the door. Two nets slapped over the oak, and green fire hissed into the grain an inch from his face. The nets pulled at the wood like hooks, dragging it down onto the stones and him with it.

Andy lay flat behind the burning door with one eye to a crack in the oak and the loft in it. A net needed eyes on the thing it hit. To throw, a caster had to stand up in the open and look.

The green sleeve stood up in the left loft door with a third net balled in both hands, his face gray with the draw.

Andy shot him through the crack. The slug hit the man in the belly and folded him. The net went off in his own hands. It wrapped him and burned him. He went over backward into the loft screaming in green fire.

The other green sleeve ducked out of sight and stayed there.

"Sara!" Andy shouted, and kicked the dying net off the oak.

"Walking," said Sara.

Five. Six. She reached the middle arch.

"Di!"

At the bridgehead Diana stood with one hand out over the parapet. Her coat had started to steam. Black smoke came up off it, thick and slow, and ran out along the deck like water poured down a slope.

"Gûzug, mûrkzhab," she said.

The smoke filled the middle of the bridge from parapet to parapet and rose head-high. Andy's eyes slid off it. Then a shape stood up in it at the crown, tall and gold, with a sword up and wings half open. The real Sara had been walking low behind the gold a breath ago. That one had to be Diana's.

Every bow on the far bank swung to the false Sara and let fly. The bolts went into the gold Sara and out the other side into the river. The loft shot it. The roof shot it. Low in the smoke beyond it, gold flashed twice. Seven. Eight.
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"Look at that," Diana called from the bridgehead. "Thirteen grown blood slaves and a mill, and they can't hit a woman made of soot."

The captain wasn't fooled. His voice came over the river from behind the carts, huge through the face-plate. "Low! She's low in the smoke! Same trick as the gorse! Swords, face low!"

"Oh, piss on him," said Diana, and closed her hand. The smoke fell off the deck in one long sigh, and the far end of the bridge stood clear. The block of gray coats dropped into a crouch behind the carts, every blade pointed at knee height.

Sara was already through the last of it, low and fast, ten strides from the carts.

"Shit," said Andy. He hauled the door up and ran forward into the ground she'd cleared.

* * *

S

ara went over the first cart in one jump, wings snapping half open for balance, and came down into eight blades that had been waiting for her. They all hit her at once. Gold light flared off her skin wherever an edge touched, a thin bright film like oil on water, and every blade turned off it with a ring like a struck bell. A point went into her thigh and squealed off. A sword came across her back and threw sparks. She took it all and killed while she took it. The first man lost his arm at the shoulder and sat down staring at the stump. The second she cut through the face from ear to ear.
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Andy did the math at a dead run. Yesterday those cuts would have been in her. She'd have been slow and bleeding before the boss got off his horse. Today she stood in a ring of swords, unmarked, and after eight gates her qi still sat over the top of her bar.

The captain came off the black gelding with a sword the length of a door, and the swords around Sara opened up to let him in.

He hit like a falling tree. The big blade came down from over his head with a steel sheen of qi running down the edge. Sara got her sword up, and the force drove her down onto one knee in the blood on the stones. The gold film on her burst like a dropped plate. For one breath the HUD showed her own number at the top of her bar, bare. Andy forgot how to breathe.

She stood up into the next swing on purpose. The edge went into her shoulder, a real cut this time. Gold blood ran down her arm. She took it, plainly to get inside his reach.
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Thirty yards off, Jess dropped in at the near end of the tipped cart's bed with gray coats' boots stamping past her face. Her knife went into the old wood once, twice, quick and bored. Andy knew that stab. She needed four, and the captain was lifting his sword again over Sara's head.

Andy ran ten more strides, threw the door down and laid the Peacemaker across the parapet. Slugs flattened on Foundation. A flattened slug still burned, though, and hellfire smoked like a wet chimney. And the face-plate had six breathing slots cut in it, right in front of the man's nose.

He shot the slots.

The slug hit the face-plate and flattened there, burning. Black smoke and hot ash rolled in through the holes and filled the shut helm. The captain choked inside it, blind. The big sword came down wide of Sara into a cart wheel and stuck there. He reeled back, coughing smoke out of the slots.
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Three. Four. Jess's voice cracked out over the deck. "Ngaím." Her knife came out of the wood, and violet light flared along the cart-bed. The old planks split along her nicks, and thorned cords tore up out of the splits, violet and whining high and thin. They wrapped the captain's legs together at the greaves, then went up him and lashed his empty sword arm across his chest. White frost bloomed on the gray steel wherever a thorn bit through it. The cords pulled short and hauled the big blind man down onto his knees in front of Sara, with his helm tipped back.

Sara took his sword hand off at the wrist. Then she set her point in the gap between his helm and his breastplate and leaned on it. It went down through the hollow over his collarbone into his chest to the hilt. Her breath left her in one long push.

"Sarael," she said, and the color drained out of her lips. Gold ran down the blade into him. A gold cross burned out through the brow of his helm, and the steel there blistered around it. The big man jerked in the thorns and stopped. She put her boot on his shoulder and pulled. The sword came out of him with a wet suck and a gush of blood behind it. He folded forward in the cords and hung there, hobbled.

Sara turned around to the rest of them with her wings half open, red to the elbows and down her front, her own gold blood running down one arm, and lifted the sword.

The swords broke.

They went over the carts the other way and off the end of the bridge and ran. The loft emptied down the mill stair. The last green sleeve went with them. The far bank poured west into the frozen fields in a long gray scatter. Alive had stopped being on the table.

Jess climbed out from behind the cart with frost white on her lip. She looked at the captain hanging in her cords. "On the ground, boss," she called up the bridge. "Near enough."

"Near enough," Andy called back. He stood at the parapet with two rounds left in the gun and his door burning on the stones behind him. When he blinked, the man on the mill wheel was there behind his eyes, blood running off his hair onto the ice. He blinked again and the man was still there. Sara stood by the carts with the captain's blood drying on her hands. She looked up the bridge at him and tipped the sword an inch, like a salute.

He'd watched her go down on one knee under a Foundation sword. He put that one away too, beside the wheel, for later.

* * *

T

he man with the missing arm was still alive behind the cart, pumping blood out of the stump in long bright spurts onto the stones.


Diana knelt down in it. "This will hurt worse than the arm did," she said. "Bite your glove."

He bit his glove. She put her cracked palm flat on the stump.

"Vûr."

The creases of her palm split wider and smoked black against his skin. Black fire lit inside the stump. It burned from the inside out, a dull red glow through the skin like a coal in a lantern. The flesh hissed and pulled shut in a puckered black ring under her fingers. The blood stopped. The man's scream went down the river and came back off the mill.
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Diana sat back on her heels. "An eight," she said. "Marks off for the vowels. That fucking stung."

The man was crying. Andy crouched beside him and looked up at his plate, bright in the cold air.

Human · MANHUNTER.

"I'm a carter," the man said through his teeth. "From Corse. They pressed me. I only collect, I never hurt nobody. Manhunter's just the Crown's word for it, it don't mean nothing."

Andy looked at Diana. "Can a plate lie?"

"A nameplate cannot lie," said Diana. "The person wearing it can lie about what it means." She looked at the man as she'd look at a bad footnote. "He hunts men. He says the word is only a word."

Andy thought of a plate he'd read from the front row in Corse, Human · SHOTAMANCER, plain in the sun, and the bright smile under it.

"A rider came through in the night," he said. "Big bay. Post bag. Did he stop?"

The man laughed and gasped at it. "Stop? We dragged a cart aside for him, and he went over the bridge flat out. North."

"Why north?"

"He had a bag for the other column."

Andy went still. "What other column?"

The man looked past him, up the Ashe road where it ran north out of the far bank into the gray hills, and started to laugh again until he cried. "Up there the men all wear that word," he said. "And none of them are carters."


CHAPTER 11 — The South Bank

A

ndy walked back across Holt Bridge punching the Peacemaker's empties out with the rod, and pocketed the four cold cases. His byre door still burned on the deck. Down on the ice shelf under the mill the crows had found the man folded over the mill wheel, and they hopped on the ice under him and waited for the blood to thaw. He thumbed in Odo's last two rounds and two of his own lumpy pours, and clicked the gate shut.
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Four more pours clicked in his left pocket. He slung the Hound's crossbow, shouldered the boar-spear, and picked three straight Crown bolts off the deck where Sara's gates had shed them. Ten bolts in the quiver now, for anything that didn't need a slug. The gun for whatever did.

The carter sat there against a cart wheel, hunched over the black-ringed stump of his shoulder. Diana was going through the dead captain's belt pouch where he hung in Jess's cords. She came out with one folded paper, cracked the seal with her teeth, and read it aloud. "Hold Holt Bridge until relieved. All four alive." She turned it over and frowned at the blank back. "Eight words and a blob of wax. He died for a fucking errand chit." The rest of his kit wore the Crown's wheel, so they left it on him.

"All four," said Jess. She had climbed up on the cart-bed to look at the gold cross burned through the brow of the captain's helm. "They want the set, boss. Like spoons."

Out past the far bank the captain's black gelding stood in a frozen field, blowing white. His own SPEED read F, and the party walked at his pace. Then the gelding turned, and the Crown's wheel showed on its hip, burned in plain as a plate. He let it stand. Four strangers on a Crown horse were a question every farmer would ask.

Andy crouched in front of the carter. "The other column. Who leads it?"

"Don't know his name. Don't want it." The man jerked his chin north, up the Ashe road. "More men than here, I heard, and they move. That's all a carter gets told."

"Get up," Andy told him. "Go south. Walk, and keep walking."

The man got up off the stones. He looked at Jess on the cart. Jess waggled her fingers at him over the dead captain's shoulder. He went off down the bridge stumbling and looked back twice.

Sara stood by the tipped carts, sword bare in her right hand. The captain's blood had gone brown on her dress at the edges and stayed bright in the creases. The cut in her shoulder was still open, a clean white lip with gold welling in it. She looked down at the dress with her mouth set hard.

"I shall walk the rest of this road," she said, "and I shall walk it clean." She laid her left palm on the stiff cloth over her ribs. "Savael."

A gold cross pattée flared out from under her hand and ran across the dress like fire through straw, eating the red. Frankincense rolled off her, heavy and sweet in the cold. Her breath went out of her once. The dress hung pale and clean on her. Over her shoulder the cloth knit shut, and a fresh gold stain came up through it at once.

"It mends cloth," said Diana. "It has strong opinions about cloth. It has fuck all to say about the hole in you."

"The cloth was the insult," said Sara. "The cut is only a cut."

* * *

T

hey went north on the Ashe road a quarter before noon. It climbed out of the river bottom between frozen hedges. It was the road the carter had pointed up. A column on a frozen road could be heard a mile off, and there was hedge or gorse to lie in every mile of it, so Marren was as far up it as Andy meant to go. At the seventh stone the hedges gave way to open heath, and the road ran into the burned cut between its two black banks.


Two days had changed it. The gorse on both banks was black stubs over white ash. The dead lay in the road where the fire had left them. A dozen crows walked on the man in the hat, and they had his face open to the bone. A jaw lay on its own on the packed dirt, teeth up. At the north mouth, where the fire had died against the fold, the boots still stood across the road in two rows. The feet were still in them, sheared at the ankle and black at the cuts. Three dark trails ran north from them up the road, where men had crawled on their elbows. All three ended in a cart's ruts at the roadside. Their friends had come back for them.

Andy looked at the boots a second too long. Then he walked on. The crows lifted behind him and settled again.

* * *

T

hey came down to Marren in the last of the light. The Tull lay wide and black below the road with ice along both banks, and the bridge crossed it on sixty feet of plank. A lamp burned in the tollhouse window at this end. Andy stopped them a quarter mile short, behind a hedge.


"That keeper shut his door on my plate," he said. "Two days ago."

"And every plate that crosses a bridge is read by nightfall," said Diana. "I have explained this. I would like it on your sheet as a skill."

Andy pulled up the board in his head, a minimap with half the fog cleared. "South road's out," he said. "Crown men on every bridge, and Pippa's word riding with them. Thirteen miles of the carter's road and nobody on it, so the other column's across the river or off the roads."

"The Collectors ran west," said Diana.

"Beaten. So west along this bank, with the river for a wall." And if west went bad, there was Hobb's rope, eight miles from any bridge a column would use. Hobb had read Andy's plate once, with dead men climbing his rope behind them, and he'd taken all four of them across the Tull anyway and promised them more. Any of the four of you. Any hour.

"West," Andy said. "Old Wend. Hobb's our back door, and he doesn't read plates for the Crown."

"Hobb," said Jess. "Who chews. The ick, boss."

"Hobb, who made us a promise. Be nice."

"I'll be civil, boss," she said, flat as a slate.

They turned west on the Old Wend road with the tollhouse lamp at their backs.

* * *

H

alf a mile on, a hay barn stood off the road with half its roof blown in. They took the sound half.


Diana set her pack down and looked at Andy.

"It is Thursday," she said.

"It's Thursday," Andy agreed.

"I asked for a door that locks." She aimed her field-book at the open end of the barn. "This is a barn with a weather problem. Jess is ten feet away. Sara is on watch. I refuse to be watched, Andy. In this party I do the studying." She sat down in the hay like a queen taking her throne. "Thursday is postponed. I shall arrive at the next one with twice the data."

"Lock the barn," said Jess from the open end.

"The barn has three walls, you swamp tick."

Jess went out to the frozen yard and sat cross-legged in the grass, well away from them. A gap in the boards gave Andy the yard. She sat with her hands open on her knees and her hat tipped down, and violet light came up under the skin of her wrists and throat, faint as a bruise. She drew one long breath. Frost ran out from her across the grass. Inside the frost the grass went white, then gray, then black, dead to the roots. The black spread until it was the length of a man laid out, head to heel. There it held, an oval of black grass around her, the shape of a grave. In the hay behind Andy the mice that had rustled all evening went still. A minute later one sneezed, small and alive. Under her hat brim Jess's mouth curved, slow and happy, a hot-bath smile. Mana regen on a rest tile, Andy told himself. Rest tiles left the grass alone.

At ten Sara sat at the open end of the barn with her sword across her knees. A last gold breath went out of her, bright for one heartbeat, the tail of the overcharge she'd carried since the inn north of Corse. Then it was gone.
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"Back to my own," said Sara.

Andy lay in the hay with his coat pulled over him and shut his eyes. The man on the mill wheel was there, folded over the cracked blade with blood running off his hair onto the ice. He opened them and shut them. The man was there again, and this time the blood moved. He put his hand flat on his chest and counted it like a cooldown, ten down to one, a breath on each number. At four he lost his place and started again at ten.

Sara cupped her palms for the watch. She breathed out once, short, and a small gold flame woke between them. It lit her face from below and threw her wing shadows up the hay. On his second ten she looked over. She shifted the flame into her left hand and came to kneel in the hay beside him. She laid her right hand over his on his chest. Her palm was warm from the flame. She kept it there and kept her eyes on the dark yard. He slipped at six. Again, with her hand riding his breath. The third time through he reached one.

"He's on the ice," Andy said. "When I shut my eyes."

"I know," said Sara. "Forgive me. I watched you look at him."

* * *

T

hey walked the south bank at first light with the river on their right, eight miles west on the frozen Old Wend road. Sara's cut had quit seeping under the mended cloth, and she carried her bare sword point-down on the other side.


The Old Wend landing sat in a bend of reeds below the Rope. Hobb's ferry was tied up at the bank, its cable running off across the Tull to the far shore. Hobb was greasing the winch at the bow in his oilskin. He looked up at the four of them, and his jaw stopped working.

"Any hour," he said, before Andy could ask. "I said it."

"And if we need it today?"

Hobb looked across at the empty far bank. "Today's a bad hour. Riders over there at first light and dusk, two days now. Crown leather, watching my rope." He worked his jaw. "And yesterday morning I took five over to this side. Hard men. Asked after a witch in a hat, then went off inland toward the farms."

Jess's hat was on her head. "And what did you tell them, Hobb?"

"Told them I never saw a hat." He looked at her hat. "Still haven't."

"That's civil of you, Hobb," said Jess, with a face like a shut door.

The plan came apart on the landing. The back door opened onto Crown riders, and this bank had five men on it asking for Jess by her hat. That left a roof and walls tonight, and a better plan by morning. Hobb wiped grease off his forearm, a forearm like a hawser. Diana's eyes went to it and stuck. She wrote a line in her field-book and tipped the page away from Andy.

"I'll fetch ale," said Hobb. "Sit in the shed. It's out of the wind, and out of their eyes over there."

"Now that," Diana said under her breath, "is stubble-fire with forearms."

"I should like the road off me, please," said Sara.

"And I want that shoulder in good light," said Diana, "and my hand, and the hottest water in Old Wend." The bathhouse stood in plain sight of the landing, and the five had gone inland. Andy let them go.

* * *

H

obb had knocked a plank shed together at the stern since their last crossing, with a bench, a brazier, and a smell of tar and wet rope. Jess sat at the far end of the bench with her hat in her hands, turning it. "A witch in a hat," she said. "Five big men walking up and down a river asking after my hat. I could cry." She tossed it on the bench, kicked off her boots, and put both bare feet in Andy's lap.


"Warm them, boss."

They were small, smooth and cold as river stones. He wrapped his hands around them. She wriggled her toes in his grip and watched him through half-shut eyes. Then her right heel slid up his thigh and found him through his pants.

"Oh, there he is," said Jess. "Hello."

She worked him through the cloth with the ball of her foot, slow, watching his face like a snare she had set. He got hard under her sole in about four seconds, and she laughed at him for it. Then she leaned in and opened his belt and his pants with two quick hands. She pulled his cock out into the cold air and stopped. Her ears went red. "Fucking hell, boss. They let you walk around with that?" Then she sat back and took him between both feet.

He hissed. "Cold."

"Warm them, I said." She stroked him between her arches, up the shaft and over the head, and her toes curled over the top of him. Her coat had slid off her right arm and hung open over her bare breasts. Her nipples stood up hard in the cold. He looked, and she let him. "You like that. You've got that face. The dopey one."

"You're the one with your feet on a man's cock in a ferry shed."

"Says you." She pulled her feet away long enough to open her own belt. She shoved her pants down and kicked them off one leg, all smooth tan legs and her pussy bare and shaved. She took his wrist and put his hand on her. "Outside, boss. You stay outside. This isn't the once. I'm keeping my once." She'd offered him that once in the Marren toll line, her mouth and whatever he wanted, and she'd held it over him ever since. She pressed two of his fingers flat to her clit and moved them in small hard circles, fast. "There. Like that. Slower. No, like that."

He did it like that. Her feet found his cock again and kept working him. She lost the rhythm. She gave orders, and they quit being orders. "Harder, I said, I said..." Her heels dug into his thighs. Her free hand gripped the bench, and the gold seam at her right elbow, where the arm had grown back, stood out bright under the skin. She was slick under his fingers now, and he rubbed her clit in tight circles until her hips chased his hand.

"Andy." She'd quit calling him boss. "Andy, Andy, oh, you bastard, keep on, keep on. Stop and your soul goes in a jar."

He kept going. She came with her head knocked back against the wall and her thighs clamped shut on his hand. She shook, and a high thin sound came out of her that she plainly had zero say in. Her feet locked around his cock and squeezed. She rode it out. Then she grabbed his wrist, held his hand there and came again, smaller and harder, swearing at the roof.

She grabbed his collar, hauled him in and kissed him, hard and quick, with teeth in it. Then she lay back against the boards, panting, and grinned at him. "Blessed be me," she said, hoarse. "Right. Your turn, boss." Her soles closed tight around him and stroked, fast now. He was right there, balls drawn up tight, a breath from going over.

Boots hit the gangplank outside. Heavy ones.

Jess moved like a cat off a stove. Pants up, belt buckled, boots on, coat closed, hat tipped back. She sat at the far end of the bench with her hands in her lap before the second boot landed. Andy shoved himself back into his pants, hard as a fencepost, and got his belt done one notch wrong.

Hobb opened the door with three mugs of ale. He looked at them both and set the mugs down.

"Ta, Hobb," said Jess, flat and civil. She took Andy's mug and drank off half of it. When Hobb's back was turned she leaned over and put her mouth to Andy's ear. "Later, boss. I'll finish you. I keep count." Andy put his head back against the boards and laughed.

* * *

T

hey left before the riders' dusk watch and reached Bramley's farm at dark. The five had gone toward the farms, so Andy picked the one with a wall and dogs that hated strangers. If the five came, they'd hear them. Sara's shoulder was still open under a clean bandage from the bathhouse. Diana had a scrubbed pink glow and opinions about Old Wend's water.


Bramley met them at his door with a lantern held high. He looked at Andy's plate and spat on his own step.

"Ardnowe boy," he said. "And the rest of you." Beside him stood Fulk, twenty or so, his first beard coming in thin. Below his shoved-up sleeve the lynx had left a pink scar from elbow to wrist. Fulk turned red and found a reason to stand behind Bramley.

Bramley took them through to his kitchen and set the lantern on the table. A paper lay flat beside it with the Crown's wheel pressed in red wax at the top. WANTED, it said. JESSAMINE, THE CHALK WITCH. ALIVE. TWO HUNDRED CROWNS. Lower down sat A. CHUNKING.

"Five come by yesterday," said Bramley. "Left that. Said to keep an eye out." His thick finger went past Andy's name to the number and tapped it, for Fulk. "That says two hundred, boy. Two hundred crowns."

Fulk looked at the number, then at Jess's hat, then at the number again, and kept looking. Jess had caught it. She went still at the end of the table, her hat brim low, her eyes on Fulk and resting there. Fulk went redder and dropped his eyes to Diana's horns instead. Farm boys did that around Diana. Andy smiled into his collar.

Out past the yard, the dogs started barking at the wood. They kept on.


CHAPTER 12 — Run, or Go

S

ara was already halfway to the gate when Andy got the kitchen door open.


She crossed the yard at her usual walk, her cloak down her back and her bare sword point-down at her side. The dogs were strung out along the wall with their hackles up, barking themselves hoarse at the black line of the wood above the orchard. Sara stopped among them. They went quiet around her boots one by one and sat. Their noses stayed on the wood. A low growl ran along the wall and kept running.

Bramley came out behind Andy with the lantern in one hand and a hayfork in the other. He stared at his dogs.

"They don't do that for me," he said. "Fed them every day of their lives."

Sara came back across the yard, and the lantern found her face, calm and pale. "Five men," she said. "At the edge of the wood, above the orchard. They are waiting for full dark, or for the house to sleep."

"Which one?" said Andy.

"Whichever comes first, I expect." She turned to the farmer. "Your dogs are excellent, Master Bramley."

Bramley grunted. He swung the lantern toward the cart track, and his face changed. "Where's that boy got to?" He stumped back into the kitchen and came out again. "Coat's off the peg. He'll have gone down the track to Old Wend while we were all out here gawping at dogs. There's a girl at the Rope he's sweet on." He spat. "Picks his nights."

So the kid had a girl in town and still couldn't look Diana in the face. For a moment the other version played in his head: the boy with two hundred crowns in his eyes, walking off down the track to sell the four of them. Then Andy looked up the orchard at the wood. Five men he could count beat one farm boy he couldn't, and he let it go. Jess stood at the corner of the house with her eyes on the dark track where Fulk had gone. Andy figured she was still chewing on the bill and the number under her own name.

"You'll want the near byre again," said Bramley. "Fire on the cobbles outside it, not in my straw. And if they come down my orchard, I'm behind my own door with the bar down, and you're strangers who slept in my byre." He held the lantern down while Andy lit a twist of straw off it and started a fire in a ring of stones on the cobbles. Then Bramley took lantern and fork inside, and the bar dropped across his door with a thump.

Andy walked the yard once in the dark, learning it like a zone he'd have to hold till dawn. Frozen mud and old cobbles, the house on the track side, the two byres facing each other across the middle. A stone wall closed off the orchard side, chest high. The gate opened onto the orchard, with the lane running up between the rows of bare apple to the wood, and the woodpile at the corner of the pens. Five men could cross that wall anywhere they chose. First they'd have to come down two hundred yards of open orchard with the dogs announcing every step.

* * *

T

hey packed by firelight with the byre door open on the yard and the goats complaining in the far byre. Whichever way the morning went, they were leaving at first light, and Andy wanted every pack tied and the brass loaded before anybody lay down.


"Why not go now?" said Jess. "Dark's a friend."

"Not to us. Five guys who know the ground get to pick the fight if we walk out blind." Andy jerked his chin at the yard. "Here we've got a wall, dogs that hate strangers and a gate Sara can stand in. We hold the wall till it's light enough to see who's shooting."

He turned his pockets out onto a feed sack by the fire. Fourteen empty cases, Odo's bag of round slugs, the mold and the lead bar. Ten live rounds, six of them in the wheel, against five men in a wood and whatever the Crown had on the roads. Then Jess tied a flour sack to the outside of her pack, and it clunked.

"The skull's dead weight," said Andy.

"The skull comes," said Jess.

"It's a skull. In a flour sack. Wearing glasses."

"Cracked glasses," said Diana. "Do be accurate."

"The skull always comes," said Jess, and cinched the knot.

Andy looked at Diana's right hand. The palm was split along the old line, and the cracks ran black past the wrist. "Can that do twelve?"

"It can do twelve," said Diana. "It will hate you for every fucking one." She scooped ash from the cold edge of the fire into the cook pot, set the pot on the end of the chopping block by the byre door and stood over it. "And on Thursday you will kiss it better."

Diana held the split palm over the pot. "Vûr," she said. Black fire ran out of the crack and dripped into the ash, stinking of sulfur. Jess stood the cases in a row along the block and took her knife to the first base, on her feet beside Diana. Sara stood at the block's far end with Odo's bag hanging from her wrist and a slug ready between her finger and thumb.

"South, boss," said Jess, and cut a circle.

"Here we go," said Andy.

"That circle I told you about. It's under her city, in a cellar. I cut it into the floor myself and signed it. It's the only floor in the world that's mine." The circle on the brass closed with a click and a violet bead of light. Jess gave a small happy shiver and tipped a pinch of black ash into the case. "Gaiste. I want to stand on it. Been wanting it a long time. And it's south."

"So's every Crown soldier with a copy of that bill."

"So's your Pippa."

That one landed. Andy had wanted the rest of that sheet since the square.

He looked at Jess instead. "What did it do? The circle."

Jess stopped with the knife on the second base. "You asked me on a hill," she said. "Same question, really. Ask again."

The drovers' shelter on the down. He'd asked her for her number there, and she'd told him flat that the day wasn't here yet.

"What's the number," he said.

"Are you ready?"

"No."

"Good answer. It's today anyway. You're about to walk into the house it came out of."

Her voice dropped two notes, down to the low flat one. She cut the second circle while she talked, and it clicked shut, violet.

"I cast the circle in the cellar floor first," she said. "Signed it. Then I went upstairs and started bringing the house's women down to it. Two nights. Ones and twos. I put them on the circle and opened their throats, and the circle drank them. Eighteen the first night and twelve the second. None of them wanted it. I didn't ask."

Diana's black fire went on dripping into the pot. She kept her eyes on her palm.

"Why them?" said Andy.

"Circle wanted women. House was full of them."

"How'd you get them down there?"

"Any way that worked." Jess cut the third circle. "Some came for a look. Some I carried."

"That's thirty," Andy said.

"Thirty-one was the woman who ran the house for the Queen. She came down the stair at the end, looking for the rest of them, with a candle." Jess looked at the fire. "I put her on the circle. I cut her heart out while she was still looking at me, and I ate it while her soul came up into me. Thirty-one. Top of the count."

Sara's thumb stopped on a slug, half seated. Andy looked at the little violet circle on the case in Jess's fingers, small enough to hide under a thumbnail. In his head it was the size of a cellar floor, with a woman laid out in it. The goats had gone quiet in the far byre. Out at the wall a dog growled at the wood and stopped.

"What was it for?" said Andy.

"Meant to make me a goddess." Jess shrugged one shoulder. "Got most of the way."

ASCENSION · INCOMPLETE. It had sat on her sheet since the grain barn. She'd told him in the Millstone's loft that ascensions were fed, and he'd left the obvious question lying where she dropped it.

"Are you sorry?"

"No. I won't ever be."

Andy ran the numbers, because numbers were what he had. Thirty-one in the barn. Thirty-four at Ferrow. Thirty-seven at the Saddle, forty at Foxwell. Forty-one in the Corse cellar, forty-two at the Hound. Sixty-two by the end of the river road, twenty souls in three quiet days. Sixty-five on the gorse road. Most of it had climbed behind his back, and he'd called it a counting error, then her drill. He tried to make the column add up to a rite, and it came apart in his hands.

"Thirty-two," he said. "What was thirty-two?"

"The ones after thirty-one, I'll hand you another day."

On the hill he'd laughed because she had. Tonight it came as the Corse cellar. The lamp swinging in his fist, his arm shaking, Jess telling him to hold it higher, and the thief's blood drying on his cheek. Her hand on his left forearm at the top of the stair, laid over the scar and then taken away. You held the lamp. That's the part I'll remember. His forearm itched along the scar. He put his hand over it and held on until his fingers hurt.

"Okay," Andy said.

"That's a chalk mark, boss," said Jess. "Not a pardon."

Sara pushed the slug home. The brass gave a small sharp creak under her thumb.

"I have heard it," she said. "It is on your sheet and not on mine. Tonight it is not my case."

Andy looked at Diana. Her eyes were still on her palm and the black fire running out of it.

"You knew," he said.

"She talks in her sleep, Andy," said Diana. "Among other places."

Jess laughed, short, and the low voice went back up where it lived. She cut the fourth circle. "So. South."

"I would rather be there," said Sara. She took the case from Jess and seated the next slug. "If it must come to the Queen, I would rather it came in her own house than in a ditch on the way to it. And there is the captain of the Songbirds. I have heard of a flinch. When I see it with my own eyes, I will rule."

"I want her sheet," Andy said. "All of it. Not a question mark."

"Then allow me the dull part," said Diana, through her teeth. "Sara asked a question on the gorse road. Why should they want our faces? I have an answer now. One. A bill that says alive wants a face a crowd will know on sight. Faces unmarked, so the back rows can be sure it is us. They mean to kill us in the Queen's square with all the city watching. Two. The rope is watched. Three. South is her road and her city, with the Crown's readers on every bridge of it. We would be walking ourselves into her index, under E for fucking executed." The fire dripped off her palm. "East. Back the way we came, on this bank. Country that watched us pass and has nothing left to sell."

"Run east, and the paper runs with us," said Jess. "Same paper on every inn door from here to her city. You want to be chased, or you want to be finished?" She jabbed the knife point down the block. "Boss wants his Pippa. I want my floor. Sara wants her ruling. That's three for south, and one scholar."

"And the scholar," said Diana, "is the one of you who has read the bill to the bottom. It says alive, swamp tick. Alive is the worst word on it."

Andy stared into the fire. Two doors were shut, the watched rope north and her road south. He wanted south. He wanted Pippa's sheet, and he had a raid lead's habit of being honest about what he wanted before he made the call. But you didn't pull the boss with the adds still up, the tank hurt and the exit door camped. The circle had been in that floor all this time, and it would keep. Pippa would keep. A wipe wouldn't.

"East," he said. "First light. Back along this bank past Marren, and off the roads."

Jess held the knife still over the twelfth base. "This about my thirty-one, boss?"

"It's about five guys in the wood and riders on the rope."

"Is it." She looked at him for a long moment across the fire. Then she cut the twelfth circle. "East," she said. Her mouth said it. The rest of her face stayed pointed south.

"I will walk east with you," said Sara. "I would still rather be there." She pressed the last slug home. Diana took her hand off the pot and shook it out, swearing in her own tongue.

[ DIANA — HELLFIRE, BOUND IN ASH ]
[ JESS — LAID CIRCLE ×12 (PRIMER) ]
[ LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 22/24 ]


He put the twelve new rounds in his right pocket with the four pours in his left, and the mold, the bar, the two empties and Odo's bag of eleven slugs went in his pack. Twenty-two. At ten he'd been counting every shot. At twenty-two he could put four into the orchard to pin five guys behind the trees and still meet whoever came over the wall with a full wheel.

* * *

L

ater the packs sat in a row inside the door, and the four of them sat around the fire on the cobbles, Sara with her bare sword across her knees. Now and then the dogs growled at the wood. Andy had the Peacemaker in his lap and the crossbow spanned at his knee.


"Jess," said Sara. "May I have her, please?"

Jess yanked the chain off her hat brim and held the whining stone out across the fire. "All yours."

Sara took it in her left palm. "Note it, please," she said to Diana, and Diana had her pen uncapped before the words were done, as if she'd been waiting all evening to be asked.

The first time, by a taproom fire, Sara had looked at the stone a long moment before she took it. Tonight she had asked for it. Sara's lips went pale, and gold came out of the center of her palm in one bright wire and sank into the stone. The stone screamed, high and furious. In the far byre every goat started bleating at once. Sara smiled. It came slow, and it stayed, and under her cloak her chest rose deep and easy.

"Forgive me," she said to the stone, kindly. "I kept you waiting."

She gave it back when it had thinned to a whimper. "Thank you," she said.

"Back she goes," said Jess, and hooked it back on her brim.

Sara turned her face to the fire, and the light went into her eyes. Two red flecks sat in the gold of the left one now, close by the black, and one in the right.

Diana wrote a single line. It was upside down, and Andy read it before she shut the book on her pen: Friday, by the fire. Asked for it. Two left, one right. Then the book was closed, and Andy kept his mouth shut, same as everybody else at that fire.

"I will take the gate," said Sara. She stood and pulled her cloak straight.

"I've got second," said Andy. "Wake me at midnight."

"Sleep, please," said Sara. "If they move, you will hear the dogs."

She walked out to the gate with her sword in her right hand. There a breath went out of her, and a small gold flame woke in her cupped left palm. The dogs got up, went with her and lay down at her feet. Jess dragged her blanket back out of her pack, stretched out on it by the fire and put her hat over her face. Diana went in to the straw. Andy lay down inside the byre door with the Peacemaker under his hand and the gold flame at the gate in the corner of his eye.

He lay and looked at Jess for a while. Four foot eleven of girl under a witch hat, one hand on her belly, her boots crossed at the ankle by the coals. Thirty women and a heart. He waited for that to change how she looked, and she looked the same as she had in Hobb's shed at midday, swearing at the roof. I keep count, she'd told him there, and he'd laughed. The words sat different now. That scared him worse than the number.

He dreamed of a cellar stair. He was holding the lamp up, higher, where she'd told him to. A circle was cut into the floor below him, and a woman with a candle stood on it, looking up the stair at him.

He woke with his hand on the scar. Past three, by the clock in the corner of his eye. Second watch had come and gone in his sleep. The fire was down to red coals. Jess lay where she'd lain down, flat on her back with her hat over her face, the stone whining low on its chain at the brim. Diana breathed slow in the straw behind him.

The gold flame was gone from the gate. Andy pulled a stick out of the coals, blew it into a flame and walked across the yard with the Peacemaker in his other hand. The gate stood open, and the orchard ran up black to the wood. The dogs lay in a heap just inside it, noses on their paws, asleep, and every one of them had turned its back on the wood.


CHAPTER 13 — Taken

S

ara came down out of the black orchard just before five, with her sword bare at her side and her hem dark and wet to the shin. The night had been dry and hard with frost since dusk. Andy had been at the gate over an hour. His stick was a black stub in the frost, and the Peacemaker sat cold in his hand. She stopped in front of him, calm.


He looked at the hem once. A leaking bucket would wet a hem. Out here the ground was frozen iron. He didn't ask.

"Forgive me. I left your gate, Andy," said Sara. "That was badly done."

"Dogs kept it fine."

The wood stood black up the orchard. The five men who'd waited at its edge at dusk had stayed quiet all night, and the dogs had slept with their backs to it.

"First light, if you please," Sara said. She went and sat down at the fire across from Jess, who was asleep with her hat over her face.

* * *

T

hey packed in the gray. Twenty-two rounds rode with him, six in the wheel and sixteen loose in his pockets. Diana buckled the field-book into her coat.


The yard was a square of frozen mud and cobbles. On the orchard side ran a chest-high wall with the yard gate in the middle. Beyond it the trees went up two hundred yards to the wood. The cart track came in at the front by the house. East lay the fields and the long way around past Marren, and Andy had the route in his head like a pull path. Fulk still hadn't come home.

"Packs on," Andy said. "We go out the back gate and down the far side of the orchard, and we're in the hedges before—"

Every dog in the yard stood up at once and faced the front. A second later the sound came, a deep, many-footed thudding up out of the river mist, already close. The mist had swallowed it until now.

"Back gate," he said. "Now."

They got halfway.

The riders came up the track out of the mist in a long gray file. The horses were black with reed-mud to the hocks from the landing below Old Wend. Hobb had run his ferry all night, then.

HOSTILES ×40 · THE QUEEN'S COLLECTORS · REALM E

Some of them peeled off at the track's head and went around the outside of the wall at a canter. They filled the back gate ten yards ahead of him. Andy backed the four of them to the fire. East was shut. So was everything else.

At the head of the file rode a big man in plain gray plate, crestless, on a horse a hand taller than the rest. He had a short gray beard and a patient face, like a man waiting on a kettle. A woman rode beside him on a bay, with a hard plain face and a copper badge, and Andy knew her. Behind them came a thin man in black with a satchel of papers, and Fulk, on a spare horse that didn't like him.

Andy looked at the knight and pushed.

A cold pinch went in behind his eyes.

[ ROOK · Human · KNIGHT · Realm ? ]


The name sat in red, with a small skull beside it. His second skull in this world. This one was in his yard, forty yards off, getting down from his horse.

Two Collectors came over the orchard wall on foot for Jess, because she was nearest it, with a jar still in each hand. The first one got a fist in the shoulder of her coat. Sara was already moving. Her sword went across in one gold flick, and his arm came off at the elbow. The forearm dropped and hung off the shoulder of Jess's coat by its own closed fist. It dragged the coat half off her. Blood ran out of the stump and steamed on the cobbles. The man sat down hard, staring at the end of his arm, and screamed.

The second one had a short club up. Sara turned her wrist and drew the edge across his belly above the belt, gently. His coat opened, and his shirt, and then him. His guts slid out over the belt in a gray, shining rope. He dropped the club and caught them in both hands. Then he sat down in the mud, trying to push them back in, making a small surprised noise, while the steam came off them.

Diana's split hand came up smoking black at the cracks, and her mouth opened on the first sound of the word.

Andy's eyes went back to the skull. The adds were Sara's. The skull was the fight, and it stood forty yards off with both boots on the cobbles now. He brought the Peacemaker up at the gray plate, and his thumb found the hammer.

The fire lay down flat. A line of mud jumped off the cobbles from the front of the yard to the chopping block. Forty yards off, the knight's horse was still rocking, its reins swinging, when a hand closed on the back of Andy's neck. The sound of the plate came after it, one hard clank. The hammer hadn't moved. The hand was bare, cold and dry, and it fit right around, thumb under one ear and fingers under the other. It held, the way a man held a cup.

"Don't," said the knight to Diana. The word stopped in her mouth.

The yard went still. The one-armed man screamed on. The other one rocked over his lap.

"If any of you twitches," said the knight, mild and dry, "I pop the summoner's head like a grape. Then who calls you back?"

Andy counted. Hammer back was one motion and a click the man would hear. Aim was a second. The man had crossed forty yards between one of those and the next. If the slug went in at all, it went into a man whose read said only a question mark, and his slugs flattened on Foundation. The other count was worse. Andy was the respawn point. Kill any of the women and he could pull her back out of the dark. Kill Andy, and whoever died after that stayed dead. The man holding his neck plainly knew it. That was why it was his neck.

"You're counting," said the knight. "Good."

"The paper says alive," said Diana.

"The paper wants all four." The knight turned his head to look at her. "I can bring the Queen three and a sorry story, and live with her face. You'd be living with yours. Long time, that."

"Down," said Andy. "Everybody down. That's the call."

Diana looked at the knight a moment longer. Then she lowered her hand, and the black smoke stopped curling out of the cracks. "He is very likely bluffing," she said. "I would rather not learn it with your head." She went down on her knees on the cobbles and folded her hands as if for prayer.

Sara lowered the sword. Jess was already kneeling. She'd gone down before Andy said a word, with her eyes on the hand around his neck and her face white. Andy didn't know what to do with that, so he put it away. He went down on his knees with the Peacemaker hanging off one finger, muzzle in the mud. Rook stood at his left shoulder with his arm out, and the hand stayed where it was.

* * *

C

aptain Ruthe walked her bay up to the fire and looked down at Jess, then at Andy.


"Ardnowe," she said. "Cursed, they say." She had a roll of heavy paper in her fist, with the Queen's red seal hanging off it on a ribbon. She held it up so he could see the size of it. "I said we'd be back with a bigger paper. Now I've got you as well."

They were stripped on their knees in the mud with the column all around them. The man with his guts in his lap had stopped making his noise, and a Collector stepped over him to cut the packs off their backs. Rook glanced at the one-armed one, still sitting in his own blood by the fire.

"Tie that off or finish it," he said. "I'm not waiting."

Somebody tied it off with a bridle strap. Rook took the Peacemaker himself, out of Andy's hand, and turned it over. He sighted down the barrel at the orchard, one eye shut.

"Toy?" he said.

Andy kept his mouth shut. Rook pushed it through his belt with the hammer down and the wheel full, and patted it. Six live rounds rode on the hip of the man who had his neck, high on the left, grip forward. Andy marked the spot. That one he was getting back.

The loose rounds went into a sack. Twelve of them were Jess's, a night of her knife cutting circles on brass while she told him about a cellar, with Diana's black fire bound into the ash inside them. At ten rounds he'd counted every shot. They went in with one tip of a hand, then the four pours. The ammo line in the corner of his eye, gray since the gun left his hand, ticked down to LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 6/24. The spear and the crossbow went after them, then the brigandine, cut at the straps, and Bel's paring knife. A Collector hooked a finger under his collar, found the locket's leather cord and snapped it. He opened the locket, looked at the tiny face in it, laughed and looked across at Jess.

"That's sweet," he said, and dropped it in the sack.

He looked last at the band on Andy's wrist, the band with 41 on it in Sharpie. He flicked it with a fingernail and let it go. A number on a scrap of paper, to a man like that. They left Andy that, and the folded grant in his shirt, which the man's fingers had passed over.

They took Jess's chalk. They held up her athame and passed it back three hands down the line like a hot coal. They took her jars, her tin and the flour sack with the skull. The man who opened the sack said "Fucking hell" and closed it again fast. Another cut the stone off her hat chain with a knife. The stone whined in his fist, and he carried it at arm's length to the sack. They left her the hat.

"Keep your hat, witch," said the man.

"Ta," said Jess.

Diana's jar of blood went in, with ANDY in neat capitals on the label. The Collector who found it looked at Andy, then at Diana.

"Breakfast," said Diana.

They found the field-book and flipped it, rows of lines, sums and small ugly drawings. The Collector who held it turned it upside down and tossed it back into her lap.

"Scribbler's rubbish."

"Mind the spine," said Diana, "you illiterate sack of horse cock."

A Collector reached for Sara's sword. Gold sparks jumped off the hilt at his fingers with a hiss, and he snatched his hand back with the glove smoking. Rook didn't look around.

"Leave it," he said. "You can't take that one. You don't want to try."

Ruthe went through Andy's pack herself. She tipped out the mold, the two empties, the lead bar and Odo's bag of slugs, and found the brass order-tube at the bottom, the one Andy had cut off the burned captain on the gorse road. She turned it in her fingers and went still. Then she looked at Andy.

"I knew the man who carried this," she said. She put it inside her coat.

* * *

F

ulk came forward after that, when they were all on their knees and stripped. His face was red and he walked fast, his coat open and the lynx scar pink at his wrist. He went straight to Rook.


"Two hundred crowns," he said. "That's what the bill says. I told your man at the landing where. I brought you up the track."

"So you did," said Rook.

Andy looked at him. The first time they'd stayed here, he'd sat at Bramley's kitchen table counting out the lynx bounty. He'd pushed this boy his fair share across the boards unasked.

Jess spoke from her knees, low and flat.

"Him."

Andy turned his head as far as the hand would let him. Her amber eyes were on Fulk, calm.

"No," said Andy.

"The weir, boss." She didn't look away from Fulk. "I put a piece of me in that water for you, and I told you I'd name it someday. I'm naming it. Him."

"He's a kid."

"He's twenty, and he brought them up the track." She looked at Andy then. "You'll still be you after. I promise."

Fulk's face changed. He stepped back a pace, behind Rook's shoulder. "Don't look at me like that," he said to Andy. "Two hundred crowns. You'd have done it."

Andy looked at him. Five men in the wood, he'd thought last night, and one farm boy he couldn't count. He'd let it go. He'd let it go, and here they were.

"Go on," he said.

Rook lifted two fingers. The Collectors on either side of Jess let go of her arms.

She stood up and brushed the mud off her knees. She walked across the cobbles to Fulk, small and quick. He backed into the flank of Ruthe's bay and stopped there with nowhere to go. "Sir—" he said to Rook. Rook's face stayed patient. Jess put her palm flat on his chest, over the heart, as if feeling for a pulse.

"Hold still, love," she said.

She drew a breath, long and cold, and her lips went white. The word came out on the breath, close and quiet.

"Ciúnas."

Frost bloomed out from under her hand. It went violet through the shirt in a handprint, fingers and palm, over his heart, and the cloth crackled stiff. Fulk's eyes opened wide. His mouth opened. The pulse that had been jumping in his neck stopped jumping. Frost came up white in his eyelashes and the stubble on his lip, and the lynx scar at his wrist went from pink to bone. Blood threaded from his nose, his ears, his eyes, and ran red into the white. His face went surprised, then empty.

[ JESS — CAST: STILLED-HEART PALM (CIÚNAS · SPOKEN, RAW) — SOUL QI −8 ]


Then he folded at the knees and went down on his back in the mud.

Jess went down with him. She knelt astride his chest, bent and put her open mouth just over his. She drank. His last breath came up gray into her mouth. She was humming low, a tune that circled back on itself, with her eyes shut and her hat brim against the dead boy's forehead. She went on drinking until two Collectors took her under the arms and hauled her off him. Her lips stayed parted, and the tips of her ears had gone red.

Rook watched. His eyes went to the body, then up off it into the empty air a foot over Fulk's chest. They followed a point there that Andy couldn't see, up and in. Then they came back to Jess and stayed on her. The patient face woke up.

"Two hundred crowns saved," Rook said to the man in black. "Write that down."

Andy's stomach turned over. He'd seen her do that once before, with her mouth over a dying lynx's mouth in this same orchard, and had put it down as huffing burned cat. Today the joke stuck in his chest. She'd killed a traitor and kissed his corpse in front of everyone, to rub his face in it. She had hummed while she did it. That was all it was. That was all he could make it.

He blinked, and Hester was on the inside of the blink, then Fulk with frost in his eyelashes, then Hester again. His own hand had come up flat on his chest. He kept it there until it stopped shaking.

* * *

R

uthe handed the roll to the man in black. He broke the ribbon and began in a high, clear reading voice. "A. Chunking, called of Ardnowe, the Cursed Summoner, and the three bound to him, to be taken alive to Vanorinal for the Queen."


"Second page," said Rook. "It's cold."

The herald turned it.

"Aldric Nokes, reeve of Foxwell," he read, "gave these four a roof. He is reeve no more, and his chain goes back to the Crown."

A thin gray man with his chain buttoned under his coat, and nine children down the hill. I was home, Nokes had said. He'd looked away for them, and now he'd lost his chain for it.

"Bad fucking luck for him," said Diana, low. "He was a decent stubble-fire."

"Shut up," said a Collector.

"I was commiserating."

Andy looked back once from the head of the track. Bramley stood at his open door, small and gray, looking down at Fulk in the mud.

They walked down the track with their hands tied in front of them, Sara's sword point-down in her bound fists, the packs riding behind on a Collector's horse. The cage wagons waited at the foot, where the track met the Old Wend road. There were three, iron-barred, with their teams stamping and more riders than the yard had held sitting their horses around them. Those horses were clean to the fetlock. They'd come around by Marren Bridge, then, along the bank road he'd meant to stay off.

They put Andy and Sara in one cage, and Diana and Jess in the next. The Collector who shoved Sara in kept both hands well off the blade. The door clanged, and the wagons rolled east at a walk, back toward Marren and the road south.

"South," said Diana, through the bars of the next cage. "They are taking us exactly where we meant to go, Andy. With an escort."

"Fast travel," said Andy. "Love it." Sara sat across from Andy with the sword over her knees. Her hem had dried stiff and dark to the shin. Andy opened his mouth, and shut it again.

They'd gone two miles when the road filled with music. A painted wagon came toward them along the bank road at a trot, blue and gold. Five boys in blue livery rode on and around it, and a girl on a gray horse rode beside it with a long blue braid over her shoulder. The girl on the gray rode straight past Rook at the head, on down the line of riders to the cages, and let her horse slow when she drew alongside Andy's bars.

Pippa leaned down from the saddle. Her face came close, smiling, the little silver ring bright in her septum, and she spoke for him alone.

"Hi, Andy-from-Texas."

Then she sat up, turned the gray and rode back up the column to Rook.


CHAPTER 14 — The Road South

T

he smith at the Sett crossroads had a portable anvil on a stump and a sack of iron, and he did the women first. He worked fast in the frost with his breath smoking. A cuff went on each wrist, closed with one tap of the hammer, with a foot of chain swinging between.


Diana held her hands out for hers as if she were being fitted for gloves. "Mind the right," she told him. "It is cracked, and I bite."

Jess admired her cuffs in the gray light. "Bit of jewelry, boss," she said. "Nobody's ever given me jewelry."

When the smith came to Sara, he looked at the sword in her bound fists, then at the Collector beside him with the scorched glove. He closed the cuffs on her wrists with her fists still around the hilt, and he kept his hammer well clear of the blade.

Andy went last. The iron was cold enough to burn. The smith tapped the pins home, the chain swung between his wrists, and the hand came back to the back of his neck, dry and patient. Rook walked him to the trough.

The cages had rolled until past dark, back through the burned cut and over Holt Bridge. His HUD had been open on the party when he woke in the cage at the crossroads. JESSAMINE · 71. Her tally. He'd last looked at sixty-five. He shut it before his brain could do the subtraction, and he kept it shut.

* * *

T

he trough stood under the stone cross where the roads met, a long granite box with a skin of ice the boys broke with their fists. The Songbirds' painted wagon was drawn up on the far side. Pippa stood at the end of the trough in her blue livery with her blue braid over her shoulder and her big gray eyes on the boys, and she counted them.


"Kit." Two fingers on top of his head. "Ned. Ollie. Rafe. Dun." Tallest to smallest, a tap for each, like a hen-wife checking that the eggs were all still in the box.

Kit was the tallest, gangly and underfed, with his round shield still on his arm. He stood at the trough and looked at the water.

"Drink, Kit," said Pippa.

He went on looking at it.

"Kit. Drink."

He drank. The others were already drinking. Ned had a sour mouth and a bowman's callus on his thumb that he picked at while he waited. Rafe was dark and quiet, with a trapper's cord knotted around his wrist, and he looked at Andy once and away. Dun was the smallest, with round cheeks and a cowlick that stood up at the back, and he was slow to get out of Ned's way. Pippa put a hand on his arm to move him along. Andy saw her fingers go under the sleeve and twist. Dun's face didn't change. He said, "Thank you, Pippa," and moved along.

Sara was looking at the cross. Andy looked at Kit and pushed. The cold pinch went in behind his eyes, harder than it had for Rook, and stayed a breath.

[ KIT · 13 · Human · VANGUARD · Realm E · BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA ]
[ BODY D/E · SPEED D/E · WORKING E/E · SIGHT D/E · WILL B/F- ]
[ DEATHS: 61 ]


He knew that row. A girl called Tilda had worn it in a drainage cut, with a hundred and fourteen deaths stacked under it. So had a courier with sixty-one. WILL B, walked down to F-minus. Below a newborn's. That's a guy standing at a respawn point with a stopwatch, he'd said, the first time. Every other stat held. That one went down one death at a time, because every death burned more of the wanting out of him.

Sixty-one, the courier's number to the death. Maybe that was where the row bottomed out, on a kid who stood at a trough until he was told twice. And HOLDER: PIPPA. The courier's sheet had said HOLDER: MALERICHA. Andy looked at the girl in the blue livery with the silver ring in her nose, and he put the two sheets side by side in his head.

"What's with the face, summoner?"

Pippa had come up the trough. She stood a yard off with her hands behind her back, and she looked along the prisoners. Her eyes stopped on Sara and went still, a blank, flat stillness Andy knew from the inside, the look of a read coming in. It lasted exactly as long as a read. Then Diana. Then Jess. Then him, longest.

She smiled with a mouth made for the word aww.

"Your witch has been busy, huh, buddy?" she said, low.

His stomach went down a step. He'd just shut that number away, and she'd read it off Jess like a menu.

"Moving out, you guys!" Pippa called, and clapped twice. "Per the schedule!"

* * *

T

hey walked the stages uphill to spare the teams, over frozen ruts between white hedges. Rook walked beside Andy with his hand where it lived. On the flats they rode the cages again. The boys rode guard along the prisoners. The thin one with the brown fringe and the woolen scarf pulled to his ears ended up beside Sara on the second climb, on the uphill side. Andy walked ten yards back, too far off to hear over the hooves. Sara turned her head and spoke to the boy. The boy looked at her sideways. His name was Ollie. Pippa had tapped his head third. He answered, and Sara came back with one word. Ollie chewed the inside of his cheek. Then he heeled his horse and rode on up the column with his eyes front.


Back in the cage, with the wheels grinding under them, Sara spoke first. "The thin boy," she said. "I asked him if he sang. He asked me whether angels can hear singing."

"What'd you tell him?"

"Yes," said Sara.

Andy leaned close to her.

"She pinched the little one," he said. "At the trough. Under his sleeve. Twisted it."

Sara looked at him for a long moment with her gold eyes.

"Forgive me. I did not see it, Andy," she said.

He knew that answer. She would rule on what she saw with her own eyes. Andy had seen it. Andy wasn't enough, and he hated how much sense that made.

* * *

T

hey camped that night short of Wyle, in a field off the road, with the cages in a line and the Collectors' fires around them. The Collectors fed them gray porridge through the bars in tin bowls. Diana tasted hers, set the bowl down and said, "Bookbinder's paste," with the satisfaction of a scholar confirming a theory. Jess ate hers and then reached across for Diana's.


Pippa came at full dark. She sat on an upturned bucket at the bars of Andy's cage, close enough to whisper. Sara lay asleep at the far end of the cage with her face to the wall. Pippa put her mouth to the bars by his ear and kept her voice down to a breath.

"So, real talk," said Pippa. "You're doing okay? You look stressed."

Andy kept his mouth shut.

"Totally get it. First run on a new map is always rough." She hugged her knees. "I love it here, honestly. You know what I loved, back home? The leveling. Numbers going up. Here it's real. My guys get stronger every week. Kit's my tank, obviously. Ned's damage, and he's got a mouth on him, we're working on that. Ollie's support. Rafe's utility. Dun's a work in progress." She laughed. "Best party comp I've ever run."

Andy kept his face blank.

"What's the Queen want with us?" he said.

"Oh, she's got plans. She's super organized." Pippa tipped her head. "And she's a total sweetheart, seriously. She gets it. She gets me. You'll see." She stood and dusted off her skirt. "Okay. Night, Andy." She went back to the Songbirds' fire swinging her braid. She called him Andy when they were alone. In company he was summoner.

He lay down on the boards with the chain across his chest and shut his eyes. Kit was there, standing at the trough and looking at the water, waiting to be told. Then Hester came in behind the boy, and Fulk with frost in his eyelashes. Jess's number sat behind his eyes where he'd shut it, seventy-one, and he left it shut. His hand had gone flat on his chest over the chain. He pressed it down on the cold links until his fingers ached, and the shaking went out of him into the iron.

* * *

T

he toll came the next morning, a bar across the road before Wyle with a hut beside it and a fat man with a ledger. The Songbirds had ridden ahead into Wyle to water the horses. He waved the Crown wagons through, then walked back along the cages for a look and stopped at Diana's.


"A penny to look," said Diana, "and a crown to touch, and you have neither."

The toll man went red and walked off. Jess laughed until she had to hold the bars.

Twenty miles past Wyle, in the last of the afternoon, the column stopped. The road ran down a long slope to a stone bridge, one arch over a frozen stream, with a low parapet each side and room for one cart. The banks were steep and choked with frozen reeds. In the middle of the road at the near end of the bridge stood a bear.

"Godd Howard," said Andy.

It was brown, huge and old, its breath coming out in big white gusts. The den was a dark hole in the reeds under the arch behind it. A column of wagons had woken it in the dead of winter.

BROWN BEAR · REALM E · QI-GATHERING · EARTH QI · HOSTILE

"Prisoners clear it," Rook said. "The boys take it. First taste of how the Crown's boys work, summoner."

Pippa clapped. "Oh my gosh. Okay, you guys!"

They opened the cages, and the irons stayed on. Rook walked Andy down the slope to fifty yards off with his hand on his neck, and the women came behind. The Songbirds fanned out on their horses at the slope's foot, Kit on the bear's right with his shield up, Ned on its left with an arrow on the string. The bear turned its head and watched them come.

Andy looked at it like a boss fight. One skinny summoner in irons against a thousand pounds of bear. There was a stump of old arrow shaft in its left shoulder, healed over in a knot of scar. When Ned's horse crowded it on the left, it swung right to face him, the long way around. When a Collector shouted on that side, it swung right again. Every turn went right. It was guarding the bad side. Andy ran his own kit. Rook had his gun. The chain could lift one of the women a grade in 1.8 seconds. He had thirty-two hit points, and one swipe of that paw would take them all. What he had left was his eyes and his mouth, so he used them.

"It won't turn left," Andy said. "That shoulder's bad. Every turn goes right. Sara, its left side, low, the back legs. Diana, the eyes when it stands up. Boys hold its right and keep it turning. Kit, shield in front."

"Okay, you guys," Pippa called, a beat later. "Hold the right, you guys. Kit in front. Per me." The boys moved.

Jess walked up behind Sara with her chain jingling. "Come on then, big lad," she called to the bear, sweet as honey. "Come here, sweetheart. I've got a lovely soft summoner for you. Hardly a bite out of him."

The bear stood up, nine feet tall on its hind legs. Ned's arrow took it in the chest on the way up and skidded off in a puff of ochre light, like dust beaten out of a rug. Its roar came with a wave of pressure that shook frost off the reeds and staggered the horses. Ochre light crawled over its hide. By the look of it, only the arrow in the old scar had ever got through that hide. Diana's split palm came up, the chain swinging under it.

"Vûr."

Black fire went into the bear's eyes. It went in like oil poured on a grill and it stayed, crackling. The eyes boiled in their sockets and ran down its face. The bear screamed. It came down on all fours, blind, and swung right, the only way it could, straight at the boys.

Rafe was too close. A paw caught him across the forearm and laid it open through his sleeve. He went off his horse into the reeds. Andy looked at Rafe. His call. He'd put the boys on the side it turned to, because somebody had to hold it there, and the boy had gone in closer than anybody told him. Pippa was looking only at Andy, her head tipped, like a kid waiting for the good part.

Sara was already moving, low on its left, the bad side. She held the hilt in both ironed fists with the chain loose between, and she cut. The gold edge went through the back of its left leg at the hock and then the right, and the tendons parted with a sound like bowstrings breaking. The bear sat down hard on its own hindquarters, screaming, with both back legs dead under it. The ochre on its hide had gone patchy, flickering out where the blood ran.

"Kit," said Pippa. "Now, buddy."

Kit swung down off his horse with his shield up and stood there.

"Kit. Now."

He went in under the shield and put his short sword into the bear behind the right shoulder, up to the hilt. The bear coughed. Blood came out of its mouth in a pink froth, and its breath went to bubbling. Ned's arrow took it in the throat a second later. It leaned on the parapet with its blind face up to the sky. Then it slid down the stones and lay across the road, its blood steaming on the frozen ruts.

Kit pulled his sword out. His arm was red to the elbow. He waited to be told what next.

Pippa was off her horse, clapping. "Oh my gosh. You guys! So brave!" She looked past them, straight at Andy, and her mouth shaped it, silent, all lips: Easy XP.

Rafe climbed out of the reeds by himself, holding his arm. Pippa clapped, and the boys looked at the bear. Sara looked at Rafe. By dark a Collector had bound the arm in clean linen.

Diana flexed her split hand. The cracks smoked. "Let the company know," she said, "that the bear and I have both had a very trying fucking week."

Rook took his hand off Andy's neck long enough to rub his beard. "Two of them would have died to that," he said. "You call it like you've done it before."

Andy kept quiet. Rook's hand came back.

* * *

T

hey camped at the bridge that night with the bear on the road, too late in the day to shift. The Songbirds had their own fire by the arch. Past the bars they passed a paper twist of honey sweets back and forth with their heads together. Every so often one of them pointed at a cage. Kit pointed at Andy's cage, where Sara sat. Then each of the others pointed at the next cage along, nearer their fire, where Jess sat with her hat tipped back against the bars, listening, with her eyes half shut. The wind in the reeds covered every word before it reached him.


"What are they doing?" he asked her, low.

"Playing a game, boss," said Jess. She kept her eyes half shut.

He let it go. He lay on the boards with his ironed hands on his chest and pulled up his own sheet. Only one row. The chain.

Rook had crossed forty yards between Andy's thumb finding the hammer and his eye finding the aim. Against a man like that, the 1.8 seconds his chain needed to lift Sara a grade was a lifetime. The irons made it worse, with a cuff sitting an inch below the scar ladder inside his left forearm, where his hand had to go.

[ POTENTIAL — ASTRAL CHAIN: C → B- (POUR UNDER 1 s) · B- → ? ]


Under a second. He read it twice. He shut the sheet and laid his palm on the scar ladder. The cold of open sky stirred under it, ready, and he left it unpushed. He looked at the roof boards and ran the pour in his head, faster and faster, until he fell asleep doing it.

* * *

I

n the morning a Collectors' team dragged the bear into the reeds, and the wagons crossed. They came down to the lake that evening. It lay black and flat under the waxing moon, six miles long. The causeway ran out across it into the dark toward the city, a thin pale line with an arch at the near shore. The ferry inn stood fifty yards up from the arch with its windows lit. The column made camp between the inn and the water, and the Collectors doubled the watch. They built the prisoners a small fire by the cages and watched it from their own.


Andy sat as close to the bars as he could get. The women came close in their cages, and they talked low.

"Tomorrow's the causeway," Andy said. "Nobody moves until I call it. Whatever's out there, we look at it first."

"If it goes bad on there," said Jess, "I go over the left side. Water's water."

"It is frozen at the fucking edges," said Diana.

"Then I'll go over it hard." Jess smiled. "Iconic."

Sara touched the drover's cloak where it covered her wings. "The Crown's soldiers will not see these before the Queen does," she said. "I would rather they did not see them at all. They stay covered."

"And I," said Diana, "shall keep my hands empty and my mouth shut until you call it, which will be a novel experience for everyone present."

"That's the plan," said Andy.

Sara sat down beside him on the boards. "You did well, Andy," she said, low. "You called the bear well."

"Rafe," he said.

"I saw Rafe. He went in close before it ever swung. I saw it with my own eyes." Her ironed hand moved on the boards until her little finger lay against his, and she left it there.

A sound came across the black water from the city end of the causeway. It was a bellow, low and long, out of a chest bigger than any horse's, and it went on longer than it had any right to.

The Collectors at their fire stopped talking.


CHAPTER 15 — The Causeway

R

ook had them out of the cages and standing on the paving under the shore arch before the sun cleared the hills. The Collectors who had watched their fire until dawn stood around them stamping their feet, gray-faced, with frost on their shoulders. Andy got his first look at the causeway in daylight and read it like a map.


It ran straight out across the lake, a mile of it, due south to a gate in the city wall. It was two carts wide and paved with gray stone, with a parapet each side about waist high. Iron lantern cages stood on the parapets every fifty yards. The water below was black and still. Near the shore, ice ran out a few yards from the stone and stopped. A quarter mile out stood a post with a painted band around it, and past that, at the half-mile, men were stringing a rope hung with red and gold rags across the road. At the far end the city stood up out of the lake on its island, wall over wall. People were already climbing onto the battlements in ones and twos to get a good spot.

"They've come early," said Jess. She had her hat tipped back and her hands in her coat. "Not the whole city turning out for little me. I could cry."

"They have come to see you die, Jessamine," said Diana.

"Same thing, from up there."

Sara stood at the parapet with the drover's cloak pulled over her shoulders and her sword in her chained fists, looking at the water. The low sun lit the gold of her eyes. Then she turned and looked at Andy straight on.

"It is Wednesday," she said.

He counted back. Jess had ruled the Wednesday race a draw on the church step at Foxwell, so this one was up for grabs.

"Hell of a date," he said. "Lake view. Big crowd."

"I claim it, Andy, please." She looked out at the city and back at him. "Before the Queen can."

"Then hold onto it," he said. "I'll be there for it."

"I will hold you to it." She said it like a judge entering a sentence, and turned back to the water. A small muscle at the corner of her mouth stayed up.

Diana leaned on the parapet beside him with her chain clinking. "She will, too," she murmured. "I have seen her do it."

* * *

R

ook came down the line with a Collector behind him carrying a punch and a mallet. Rook wore his gray plate with his helmet on, and his short gray beard showed under the cheek guards.


"Women's irons off," he said. "Queen wants them fighting." He glanced at Andy. "You, she wants watching. Yours stay."

The Collector knocked the pins out of Diana's cuffs first, two short taps each, and the irons dropped onto the paving. Diana flexed her hands. The cracks in her right palm had scabbed black and split again in the cold. She turned the palm up and studied it like a page with a printing error. Jess held hers out next and grinned at the Collector through every tap, until his mallet went wild and drove the second pin in crooked. It stuck.

Rook took the punch out of his hand. He set it to the stuck pin with his thumb and leaned. A steel sheen ran down his bare hand and into the iron, and the pin slid out of Jess's cuff like a hot knife out of butter. The end of it glowed dull red when it hit the stone, a yard from Jess's boot. Jess grinned at Rook anyway. Rook handed the punch back.

"Core-Formation," Diana murmured, once he had his back to them. "Nothing short of a core puts heat into cold iron with a thumb. Do not make him hurry."

The Collector came to Sara last and stopped with the punch an inch from her cuff, looking at the sword.

"Put it away, angel," said Rook. "The Queen wants to see you pull it."

Sara looked at Rook for a long moment. Her breath went out of her once, and she opened her fists around the hilt. The sword came apart in the air from the point down, unthreading into a drift of gold motes that hung glittering in the frost. They went out one by one like sparks off a fire. Her hands were empty. The Collector with the punch had stepped back two paces on reflex. He came forward again with his face hot and knocked her pins out.

Andy held his own wrists up, a foot of chain swinging between them. Rook looked at them, and at him.

"They fight," said Rook. "You watch. One of them comes my way, and you'll be the first to know about it."

His hand came back to the back of Andy's neck, dry and patient, and stayed there.

"Sit if you like, summoner." Rook looked past him at the women. "Don't cycle. One of you goes still with her eyes shut, she goes back in irons. The Queen wants you as you are."

* * *

O

n the gate tower the court had put up a canopy in red and gold. Near noon a bellow came from behind the gate again. It was a bull's bellow, if a bull had lungs the size of a barn. It rolled a mile across the water, low enough to feel through the paving, and the black lake shivered out from the stone in rings. The walls roared back at it.


Andy sat with his back to the parapet and his chained hands between his knees. Diana sat down next to Andy, turned his collar up against the cold, and ran two cool fingers under his ears, one side and then the other, where Rook's grip had left its marks. She found five of them, a thumb on one side and four fingers on the other.

"He holds you like a dog he has not yet decided to keep," she murmured. "I find I resent it." She took her hand back and folded it in her lap like a lady at church.

Andy pulled up the party.

SARAFAEL · HP 332/332 · QI 232/258. DIANIZOBILAL · HP 114/114 · QI 151/160. JESSAMINE · 71 · HP 134/134 · QI 55/295. His own astral sat full at 32/32.

Sara's 232 had not moved since dawn, and it wasn't going to. She could only work it back with her eyes shut, and the Collectors stood around them in a ring and watched for shut eyes. Whatever she spent out there stayed spent. Diana's fire came out of her own hide, a hundred and fourteen hit points of it, through a palm that had already split. And he had eight pours in the pool, a grade for a breath each. His best landing was 1.8 seconds. The sheet said he could do it in under one, and so far the sheet was the only one who believed it.

Whatever lived behind that gate was big, and two bellows were the only numbers he had on it. If it was one realm over them, a lift would go a long way. If it was two, a lift would go part of the way, and the rest was Sara's problem.

"Sara," he said. "Your glass. How many hits does it take?"

Sara sat down on the paving across from him with her empty hands on her knees. "Against a thing of my own realm, as many as I have breath for," she said. "Against more, fewer."

"How many fewer?"

"One," said Sara. "Perhaps two. Forgive me. Then I will be under it, and you will have to be quick. It will be today, Andy. You will be quicker today than you have ever been."

He nodded and looked at the scar ladder inside his left forearm. Quick. Sure.

"You're doing sums," said Jess. She'd sat down beside him with her hat over her knees.

"Yeah."

"Are they good sums?"

"They're sums," said Andy. "You've got fifty-five qi, and your chalk's in a Crown sack."

"Blood, then." Jess turned her palm up and looked at it fondly. "Blood's slow, boss. Never once let me down, though."

She bumped his shoulder with hers. "I like it when you do sums, boss. Your face goes all serious and handsome."

Diana, on his other side, had her field-book open and was making notes on the crowd with her pen. "Eleven hundred on the north wall at my last count," she said. "Six cookfires smoking along the top. Two fights. One man has climbed a flagpole and cannot get down again." She turned the page. "A city of forty thousand blood slaves, and every fucking one of them would rather watch a woman burn than work a Wednesday. I find I like them better already."

"How's the hand?" said Andy.

Diana held it up. The black cracks across the palm smoked faintly in the cold. "It opens every time I speak to it," she said. "I can speak to it a great many more times before it stops answering. I shall be very cross about it afterward." She went back to her pen. "The man on the flagpole has begun to slide."

* * *

T

he Songbirds came down from the ferry inn early in the afternoon. The boys walked in a line in their blue livery. Pippa came last in a blue cloak with her blue braid over her shoulder, clapping her hands for warmth.


"Okay, you guys!" she called. "Buddy system! Ned with Rafe, Ollie with Dun, Kit with me!"

They passed close along the arch, close enough for faces. Three of them went by looking back over their shoulders at Pippa. The linen on Rafe's forearm had gone brown along the line of the cut, and Rafe looked at Andy once and away. Kit stood at the arch with his round shield on his arm, looking out at the causeway, until Pippa said, "Kit, buddy. Come on." Then he came.

Pippa stopped right in front of Andy. She had a heart-shaped face, a turned-up nose and freckles that looked brushed on. Her big gray eyes were bright from the cold, and the little silver ring in her septum caught the sun. She put one hand on Kit's shoulder and kept her eyes on Andy while she talked.

"Big day," she said. "You guys are gonna be so famous. Seriously. I told the Queen all about you. She's super excited." She squeezed Kit's shoulder, and Kit stood under her hand and waited. "We'll be right up front. Best seats."

Andy held her eyes and kept his mouth shut.

Pippa turned to the city and waved with both arms over her head. A cheer came back across the water. The walls shouted her name, a thin ragged Pip-pa, Pip-pa that came and went on the wind. She bowed to them, deep, like a player at the end of a play. The boys turned their faces up to her while the walls chanted, beaming.

She led the boys out along the causeway with a Collector behind them leading a packhorse. The party's packs rode across its back. Five more Collectors walked with them. The boys went down the stone, small and blue among the gray, to the rope at the half-mile. The Collector dropped the packs at the rope and led the horse back.

Two files of Collectors went out after them along the parapets and posted themselves past the quarter-mile post in long gray lines.

* * *

T

he gate opened at the far end of the causeway with a boom that came across the water five heartbeats late.


A black mass came out of it walking, with two men beside it. It was wider than both of them together. It came on at a walk, slow and heavy, and the crowd on the walls went up in a roar when it passed under them. The rope at the half-mile opened for it. The boys behind the rope jumped up and down, and the rope closed again.

It was the bull from Corse. Andy knew it before he could make out more than the size of it. It was as big as a haywain and black as soot, and the brass ring through its nose flashed when it swung its head. At Corse it had swung its head at Sara under her hood and blown steam at her. Today a man in a brown coat and a hat walked at its head. Another walked at its flank in a long coat in the Queen's colors, with a flash of brass across his back. The lantern cages went by them one at a time, and each one made the bull bigger.

"The Bull of Vanorinal," said Diana softly. She had stood up and pushed her glasses up her nose to look. "Our friend from Corse. They have brought it home to play."

"One word turned it at Corse," said Andy.

"So it did. It is a thrall, Andy, owned root and branch. A thrall answers to words. Its makers put them into it like a key into a lock." She took her glasses off, polished them on her coat and put them back on. "I should very much like to know whose pocket the key is in." She looked at it a while longer. "It is a large fucking bull."

"Yeah," said Andy. "I noticed."

The keeper walked the Bull to the quarter-mile post and stood it there, side on to the shore. It stood with its head up, blowing white plumes. A plate hung over its horns, too far off to read. Now and then it swung its great head like a horse bothered by a fly.

Then it lifted a forefoot and stamped, and the keeper jumped wide of its feet. A breath later the crack reached them, sharp as a shot, and a while after that it came back off the city wall. Its breath hung where it blew it. The plumes stayed in the cold air, glittering thick with qi where the low sun caught them, and took a long while to fade.

Each stamp split the road stone under that hoof. That was tempering, bone and hide soaked in qi until the beast weighed more than it had any right to. Andy was Mortal to the bone, and that stone was harder than he was.

"Our packs are on the far side of the cow, boss," said Jess.

"Then we go through the cow," said Andy.

Jess looked at the left parapet, where it ran out past the Bull toward the rope with ten feet of black water under it. Then she looked at him. Andy didn't nod. He didn't have to, and Rook's hand was a yard off.

INSPECT reached about two hundred yards, but at that range a plate came back soft at the edges, and he needed this one sharp: realm, grade, and every word on the thrall's leash. So he'd take it at a face's distance, and only once, because Rook had watched him count all the way south.

"Up," said Rook.

* * *

S

ara went first, with her empty hands at her sides and the cloak over her wings. Her head was bowed, and under the cloak her shoulders held as still as stone. Andy figured she was praying. He came behind her with Rook's hand on his neck and his chain clinking. Diana walked on his left, and Jess walked beyond her nearest the left parapet, with her hat tipped down and her hip brushing the stone. The walls roared when they came out from under the arch. The roar swelled, broke, then swelled again, like surf on a beach.


"Walk, summoner," said Rook. "I'd rather not carry you."

Andy caught Jess's eye past Diana and cut his eyes to the left. Rook's hand stayed easy on his neck. Jess smiled at the Bull, sweet as you like. Diana lifted her empty hands from her sides so he could see them, and let them fall.

The paving was dry now. Halfway down the row of cages the rope showed, running from the keeper's fist to the ring. Two cages on, the Bull stamped again, and this close the crack came up through Andy's boot soles before it reached his ears. The paving under that hoof had gone to a white star. One cage after that, the smell of the animal reached him, hot, sour and huge, over the cold smell of the lake.

The man in the Queen's colors had the brass off his back and in both hands now. It was a speaking-horn, and that made him a herald. He was a plump man with a red face, and he looked bored.

Rook stopped them short of the post. Four hundred yards of stone ran back behind them to the arch. Nearly five hundred more ran ahead past the Bull to the rope, where five Collectors stood along it and six small blue figures crowded behind them, five boys and a girl. The two gray files lined the parapets between. Sara stood in front, thirty yards from the Bull, with her back to Andy and her hands loose. Andy and Diana stood near the left parapet, with Jess between Diana and the stone. The Bull turned its head and looked at them along its own shoulder, one wet black eye the size of Andy's fist. Its breath came out in two long white plumes and hung in the cold.

Sara looked back at him over her shoulder, once, and turned back to the Bull.

On the walls the roar dropped into a waiting hush. In the hush the water lapped at the stone below.

The herald lifted the brass horn to his mouth.

Andy looked left past Diana. The stone where Jess had stood was empty.


CHAPTER 16 — Cast Time: Under One Second

T

he Bull turned on one word, and a mile of causeway turned with it.


The herald at the Bull's flank bellowed it through a brass speaking-horn. So this was the Queen's welcome for Jess, the witch who ate her house. It was a short, flat word in a carter's voice, the kind a farmer used on an ox stuck in a ditch. The Bull answered it like a lock answering its key. Its keeper still had the lead rope in his fist, but the clip had jumped off the nose ring when the head came around. The rope went slack in his hand like a dead snake.

White letters slid across the bottom of Andy's sight before the head finished its turn. The System posted them unasked. It always did when a monster meant to kill him.

THE BULL OF VANORINAL · REALM C · EARTH QI · HOSTILE

The herald dropped the horn from his mouth and backed off the flank in a hurry, out of reach of the horns, until the right parapet stopped him. He stayed pressed flat against the stone.

South of the post, the Collectors stood along both parapets in their two gray files with their hands at their sides, and the walls beyond them roared for the witch. A quarter mile south, five more Collectors held the rope, and the Songbirds pushed up behind them for a better view. Pippa jumped up and down with her blue braid swinging. "Front row, you guys!" she shouted, loud enough for every wall on the lake.

The Bull's body still stood side-on at the post, but its head had come all the way around to them. It was black as soot and the size of a haywain, with a brass ring through its nose. An ochre sheen crawled over its hide with the turn, the color of wet clay, its qi waking. The plate over its horns called it a bull and a core thrall. Andy ran INSPECT for what the plate left out. Plates were manners, and this world's manners stopped well short of cows.

FUSED BEAST · CORE-FORMATION (MIDDLE) · SIGHT D · HP 600/600 · ANSWERS: SOLD WORDS

INSPECT went out in a cold sip behind his eyes, took two points and gave them back in a breath. One read and done, with Rook's hand on his neck. Let the knight count that. Somebody had sold its words, and it answered any mouth that knew one.

Realm C meant Core-Formation. The party stood at early Qi-Gathering, two realms under it and one out of Mortal, and Andy himself was Mortal in every row but sight and will.

"Six hundred hit points," Andy said under his breath.

"Then it is a cathedral with horns," murmured Diana, "and we have come to it without a fucking prayer."

Sara had three hundred and thirty-two, and Sara was the tank.

Rook took his hand off the back of Andy's neck and stepped back ten yards, which a Core-Formation knight could cover in an eye blink. "Go on, then," he said. "Queen wants to see it."

"Aggro's on Sara," said Andy. The iron on his wrists clinked when he pointed. "Everybody else, off her line."

Sara pulled the drover's cloak tight across her shoulders. Under the gray wool her wings lay folded flat against her back, kept from Crown eyes. The Queen's Collectors were called that for a reason.

"Then it shall have me," said Sara. She opened her right hand, her breath went out of her once, and gold ran out of her palm in threads that wove themselves into a hilt. The hilt grew a blade in less than a breath. The sword stood up out of her fist humming, clear as water with the sunlight in it.

The Bull swung its body square to them and lowered its head. Then it moved all at once, accelerating from standing to full speed inside the length of its own body. The ochre came up over its hide as it went, a skin of muddy light from the horns back to the haunches. The paving split under every hoof with a crack like a shot. The horns came down flat, each one as long as Andy's arm, black at the root and ivory at the tips. Twenty yards. Ten.

Sara set her feet. One breath went out of her.

The formation rose in front of her as a pane of golden glass the size of a door, divided by lead lines like a cathedral window. An organ note hummed underneath it, deep enough to rattle Andy's teeth. Her sword stood through the middle of it.

The Bull hit the glass, and the organ note cracked into a scream. Most of the impact went into the gold. The remainder came through, and a third of Sara's health was gone before she left the ground: SARAFAEL · HP 221/332.

She flew backward off the glass, past Andy and Diana at the left parapet and past Rook, who stood planted where he was. She traveled twenty-five yards up the causeway before she landed on her back. A bone under the cloak cracked like a dry stick. She rolled with it and came up on one knee with gold dripping from her chin, her left arm clamped to her ribs.

"Judgment's on her ass!" yelled the Collector at the head of the near file, fifty yards down the road. The soldier beside him laughed, and the laughter traveled down the file.

The Bull stopped dead once its horns came up empty. It stood in the middle of the causeway ten yards from Diana. The two plumes it blew out of its nostrils hung in the cold and glittered ochre with qi. The pressure of its realm rolled over the stone and settled on Andy's chest like a heavy hand. It pushed the air out of him and kept pushing. The Bull's enormous head came down and around toward Diana. Beside Andy at the parapet, her knees locked.

* * *

"V

ûr," said Diana.

Andy had his mouth open to call it, and she had already called it herself. Fine. Diana was pulling.

She had said it before the head finished turning, and the word struck her first, as it always did. Black cracks opened along the old split in her right palm and joined into an inverted star that smoked and bled. Her face went white beneath her gilded horns. Then the palm came up, and the hellfire came out of it.

It was a flat sheet of black flame, head high and as wide as the causeway, with light buried deep inside it like a lantern behind smoked glass. Tendrils curled off its top edge and swelled into fat black grapes of fire. It crossed the ten yards and hit the Bull full in the face.

The face went into the fire and came out the other side cooked. The hide peeled away from the skull in one wet sheet and dangled under the jaw like a bib. The left eye exploded in its socket and ran down over the blackened bone as clear jelly. Light came out after it. A dull ochre glow wept from the empty socket and from every split in the cooked hide, like lamplight through a torn shade. The right eye blinked at Diana through a swollen eyelid. A hellfire slug would have flattened on that hide. Diana had spoken hers out of her own blood, and it went in through the eyes.

"Fuck," said Diana, as the Bull lowered its horns at her.

Sara was fifteen yards up the causeway behind Diana, and the Bull was ten yards from her. It reached full speed in a single stride. Sara could cover fifteen yards in a heartbeat. Stopping a Core-Formation charge at her own grade was another matter. The chain landed in one point eight seconds, every time, and one point eight was a dead demon.

"Sara, BETWEEN—" He threw himself two yards along the wall, off the Bull's line, pressed his hand flat against the scar ladder inside his left forearm and pushed.

Every other time, the chain had gone out of him like a letter down a country road and arrived a breath later. This time it went like a bullet. The scar split under his palm for a bead of his blood, and the cold of open sky went out of his chest. Silver-blue light ran from the old cuts down the bond in a line of stars, chimed like struck crystal, and snapped shut around Sara's collarbones. It left him and landed in the same heartbeat.

Sara was already running before he finished saying her name. The lift hit her mid-stride, and her gold flared hot along the blade. Her breath came back all at once, fast and hungry. She only breathed for him, or for a fight that pleased her, and her mouth stretched into a grin with too many teeth in it. She covered the fifteen yards in three long strides. Her boots hit the paving with her back to Diana, her sword raised and the cloak swinging, and one hard breath went out of her. The golden glass came up between her and the horns as the horns arrived, brighter and thicker than before.

The glass held. The horns went into the gold a hand deep and stopped. The ochre on the Bull's hide flared against the glass like clay in a kiln. The wild edge went out of Sara's face with the lift, and she shook her head once, hard, to clear it. Sara slid backward across the stone a yard, then two, with Diana retreating behind her at the same speed. Then the Bull's front hooves came down, the formation went dark, and Sara was still standing with Diana still behind her.

[ TECHNIQUE — ASTRAL CHAIN C → B- · POURED 0.9 s · UNDER ONE SECOND · ACQUISITION: NECESSITY ]


He read it. He had time to read it, and that was the joke. Now the developers had pushed a hotfix to his meridians in the middle of a boss fight. One point eight had come that way too, and it had stayed.

"Under one second," said Sara, over her shoulder, with her chin up and gold on her teeth. She was still breathing hard. "I counted. I said it would be today. You did well."

"You called it. I'm putting that on a shirt."

Her breathing slowed and stopped. Her shoulders came down like a porter's at the end of a long carry, and her eyes went to the bead of blood on the scar on his forearm. "Again, when I say, please. It will be sooner than you like. I am sorry about that."

* * *

J

ess came over the left parapet at that moment. He had lost track of her before the word, which had been the plan. She must have hung off the outside of the wall above the water like a lizard and worked her way along the stones while the Bull charged. Its charges had carried it forty yards north, almost on top of her. Now she was on the causeway behind it, crouched low. The Collectors had taken her chalk, so she bit her own palm open and drew in blood. She sprinted at the near hind leg and drew on the paving as she ran, three marks and a line connecting them. Her breath went out of her hard three times.


"Ngaím." Divan always hit her the same way. A chill shook her from the shoulders down, and frost furred her bottom lip. She clenched her jaw against it with her eyes on the leg. The marks on the stone whipped up into thorned violet cords that knotted around the leg at the hock. Frost spat wherever the thorns bit. The cords sang like wire under strain and sank into the hide like wire into a tree until the hide split open. The tendon underneath stood out white for a second, then went with a snap like a bowstring.

On a man, those cords would have gone through the knee to the bone, and the shin would have stayed in the road when he fell.

The Bull's hindquarters dropped a hand's width, and it backed off Sara, dragging the leg. Its remaining eye rolled toward the small woman in the black hat behind it. The cords held for as long as that look lasted. Then the Bull flexed its leg, and the loop broke like a rotten bootlace. The thorns withered to frost on the stone. Ochre light welled out of the cut with the blood and ran along the split edges like a seam of hot clay. In the space of a breath the hide drew shut over it. The tendon underneath stayed cut.

"Right," said Jess, retreating fast with her hands up. "Right, that's a Core-Formation leg. Good to know. Literally so rude." She spat toward the keeper, back at the post by the left parapet. "Your cow's got a limp now. You'll be wanting a smaller cow."

She looked the keeper over with her head tipped down, like she had found his knees and liked them. In profile her smile was slow and pleased, the one she wore when she was deciding which cake to eat first.

The keeper looked at her, then at his rope, and kept his mouth shut. The Bull swung its massive head back toward Sara.

"Diana," said Sara, with her eyes on it. "The other eye, please."

"With pleasure," said Diana, "and spite. Vûr."

The second star opened in her left palm. Her stiff left arm came up shaking, and the causeway smelled of brimstone and spilled wine. The black sheet went over Sara's head at the height of the Bull's and struck the Bull's right eye. The swollen eyelid peeled back, and the eyeball underneath it boiled in its socket like an egg in a pot. When it burst, ochre light ran out of the socket in a thin, unbroken stream.

The Bull screamed. Cattle on the farms outside Austin bawled when the trucks came for them. This was that sound with the bottom torn out of it. It traveled the length of the causeway and echoed off the city wall. Along the parapets, the Collectors took one step backward together, hands at their sides, faces gone gray.

The Bull stood blind in the middle of the causeway with its ruined face smoking and weeping light in the afternoon sun.

Andy read it again, another cold sip, and Rook could count that too. HP 445/600. Two eyes and a hamstring, and it still had three quarters of its pool. Damage was the wrong plan.

"Blind," said Andy. "Blind's an enrage phase. It's still realm C."

"Blind is worse," said Diana, with her hands bleeding onto the stone. "A blind beast goes where the sound is. Keep your fucking voices down."

The causeway went quiet. The Bull swung its ruined head from side to side, its nostrils working. Its forehooves pawed the paving once and went still. It was ten yards from Sara and hunting for her. Sara stood motionless in the road with her sword low and her chest still. The herald was still flat against the right parapet with the horn hanging from his fist. He knew the word that turned it. Andy had heard two of its words in his life, one at the eaves at Corse and one mangled by brass. Hearing was a long way from knowing. Back at the post, the keeper coiled his slack rope over his elbow, a loop at a time. For three long seconds the only sound on the lake was the water slapping against the stones.

"Let's hear it for the angel, you guys!" A girl's voice rang down the causeway from the south, high and happy. It landed in the third second of the quiet, right when the Bull had its head up and listening hardest.

Five boys cheered like kids at a ballgame, too loud, and one of them banged a shield. The sound skipped across the water like a thrown stone, and the Bull's ears swung south.

"No," said Andy, and his stomach dropped straight through the paving. "No, no, no. Hey!"

Rook had Andy's Peacemaker in his belt and his arms folded, ten yards back, watching like a man at a horse fair. The only noisemakers Andy owned were his own voice and the iron on his wrists, so he used both. He swung the chain between his wrists down onto the parapet, and the iron rang off the stone like a dropped anvil. He swung it again. Every Collector on the causeway flinched. The Bull's head snapped around toward the noise.

"Over here!" yelled Andy. "Over here, you big dumb tank! Me! I'm the loud one!"

The Bull turned toward him, one step and then a second.

"Louder, guys!" called the girl in blue. "She can't hear you!"

She. Sara stood a few strides from the Bull and could hear a pin drop. The Bull was the one that needed it louder.

The boys cheered louder, and the shield banged over and over. The Bull hesitated with its head swinging between the iron and the cheering, north and south, a quarter mile apart. Andy slammed the chain down again until his wrists bled, and it flinched toward him. Then the cheering rose. Its head swung south and stayed south. The iron was right on top of it and lost to a quarter mile of kids. That was wrong.

"Jess," said Andy. "Jess, get them off the road."

"I'm a quarter mile short of that, boss."

The Bull lowered its blind head, and it went south. It went past Jess close enough to knock her hat crooked. She flattened against the left parapet and came off it running. Sara went after it at a dead run with her sword low and her arm clamped to the cracked rib. The gap between them opened over the first strides. Diana came behind her with both hands smoking. When they passed the post, the keeper fell in behind them, trotting south with his rope coiled on his shoulder, one hand holding his hat on.

The Bull galloped on three good legs and one dragging, slower than it had charged Sara and still faster than a horse. It went straight down the middle of the causeway, toward the rope line and the five boys behind it, and the girl in blue, who had stopped jumping.


CHAPTER 17 — Tank Down

S

ara was already running. She sprinted with the cloak flying and the sword low in her right hand, a hundred yards behind the Bull. The seal over its cut hock had split at the gallop. Ochre light leaked from the seam, the leg dragged worse with every stride, and she was gaining. The Bull had the better part of a quarter mile to cover, three working legs, and a target it could hear. Sara had two good legs, a cracked bone under the cloak, and a thousand fights of practice running at the worst thing on the field.


The boys cheered the black shape down the causeway, louder every second, as the girl in blue clapped them on.

Andy ran after Sara and Diana, chain swinging between his wrists. Rook ran ten yards behind him and kept it at ten. The herald had to know the word that turned it, and he kept it behind his teeth. It was the Queen's show.

"Sara," Andy panted. "Say when."

She was too far off to hear him. She looked back anyway, once, and dropped her chin: now.

He pushed hard. The scar on his forearm split for a bead of blood, and the cold of open sky went out of his chest. The starlight traveled down the bond and chimed shut around her collarbones. ASTRAL CHAIN → SARAFAEL · POURED 0.8 s. Point eight, down from nine. He'd enjoy it later. Her sword flashed gold in her fist. The lift hit her like a second wind and burned out in a breath, and one breath was enough. She passed the lurching, three-legged Bull two hundred yards short of the rope, close enough to slap its flank, and kept going.

She skidded to a stop ten yards short of the rope and turned, and behind her Kit was already stepping over it with the girl in blue's mouth still at his ear. The Bull was eighty yards out, dragging the bad leg and coming anyway.

Kit was thirteen and looked younger, gangly and underfed. The plate over his head had read Human · VANGUARD since the road. He was all elbows and blue wool, with a cartwheel of a shield strapped to his left arm. He walked out ahead of the other boys and planted the shield. He set his feet in a stance drilled into his bones. He stood like a kid who would hold that spot for her until it killed him, and thank her for asking.

Sara glanced back and shook her head once, hard. A thirteen-year-old was about to tank a Core-Formation bull behind her. She backed up until her heels were a yard from his shield.

Her breath went out of her once. The formation came up smaller this time, the size of a kitchen window. The organ note under it sounded thin.

The Bull hit it, and the glass held for exactly one breath. A black crack opened in the gold around her sword and spread both ways like ice under a boot. Ochre light crawled up the horns from the skull, and they pushed through a hand deep, then a forearm deep. The Bull's front hooves churned the paving, and its blind, cooked face dropped and shoved.

Andy poured another chain down the bond, and the scar split again. Her gold flared down the blade, and the black crack stopped spreading for one more breath. Her head went back and she laughed, wild and wrong, straight into the horns. Then she put it away and held the line.

The glass shattered, and golden panes came out of their lead lines like a cathedral window in a siege. The right horn went into her under the ribs on the left side, low, through the white linen of her dress.

The sound cut through everything, the cheering, the hooves and his own voice shouting her name from three hundred yards back. Andy was Mortal in every row but sight and will, and his eyes gave him every inch of what came next. The horn rang. It rang like a struck bell going through her, one deep note that rose out of her body and hung over the water.

The horn came out of her back beside her spine with the broken end of a rib riding on it. A fist of lung hung on the point, pink, gold and shining. The Bull lifted its enormous head, and Sara went up with it.

She dangled on the horn with her sword still in her fist and her face a foot from its blind, smoking eye socket. Kit was behind her, where he had planted his feet. The Bull's left horn was a yard from his shield and coming.

Sara twisted on the horn and looked back and down at the boy. Then she grabbed the horn in her body with her free hand, braced her boots against the Bull's skull, and pulled.

The Bull's head came sideways, and the black weight of it turned with her. The horn missed Kit's shield by a single yard. The Bull thundered past him, short of the rope, and into the right parapet at a dead run.

Her back hit the wall first. The stone took her weight and broke, and a yard of the parapet came apart, half into the lake and half across the paving. The broken edge caught her back beside the horn, and she dragged up it. The gray wool buckled along her back where the wings were. She kept silent. Gold poured out of her front and back, first as a sheet, then in two lines down the gray wall into the water.

"Back, you four!" The girl in blue's voice went high and bright behind the rope. "Buddy system! Back, back, back!" A flash of blue went down the causeway toward the gate, four small shapes running ahead of it. Kit stayed. The order had been for four.

The Bull shook its head, and Sara swung with it against the stone like a coat on a hook. On the second shake her hip slammed into the parapet's edge. The bone in her thigh punched out through her skin and the linen, white first and then gold.

She opened her mouth, and gold blood and a lump of torn lung spilled over her lip. She spat the lump out through the gap in the wall and lifted her chin. On the parapet a young Collector doubled over laughing and pointed at the water. Two gulls had dropped onto the gold on the water and were fighting over the scrap of lung.

Her lips shaped I am sorry at the Bull, and she turned her sword in her hand, point down. She drove the blade into its right eye socket, where Diana's hellfire had boiled the eye, and leaned on it with all her weight. It sank in to the hilt. Jelly welled up around the crossguard and ran down over her fist, with ochre light seeping through it. The bone behind the socket gave, and gray brain squeezed out around the steel.

The Bull stopped shaking. It stood with its head against the broken parapet, an archangel hanging from its horn and a sword buried in its brain.

Brain shot. Dead, and still standing.

Her head turned up the causeway, and her lips shaped Andy.

* * *

H

e was at the wall. The last of the run was gone from his memory. He had her hand, golden to the wrist and slippery, in both of his. On his HUD her bar was a red sliver, and falling.


"Report," said Sara. She pulled his hand to the place under her ribs where the horn went in. "In order. The horn is through me, under the ribs. The wall has opened my back. My hip is broken. I held it three times. The third broke."

"I saw."

Her golden eyes went past him to Kit, three yards away with his shield still raised and her gold splashed across the front of it.

"You may move now, child," said Sara. "Thank you."

Kit stayed where he was.

"He will need telling more than once," said Sara. She looked back at Andy. "Note it, please."

"I'll note it."

"Please do not ration me. Not like the shelf."

"I won't."

Her fingers tightened once on his. "Good. It broke the third time, which was the correct number. Twice is luck. Three times is a wall. Also, Diana. It hurts a great deal more than the literature says. I should like the literature corrected. The second part is—"

Her mouth went still in the middle of the word. The sword in the Bull's skull went with her, coming apart into golden motes that floated up past the horns and winked out. It left its channel behind, a tunnel the width of a blade, lined with gold.

[ SARAFAEL — SLAIN (THE BULL OF VANORINAL) ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM E- → ? · ████░░░░░░░░ 1/3 ]


He let it come. On the shelf he had rationed it, and at the foot of the drop he had let it in only when she asked. This time he left the door open. It went through him like the horn had gone through her. His ears rang, one high note where the bell had been. His mouth tasted of copper pennies and bile. His hands shook like a stranger's. Behind his eyes, the stone took her weight and broke, and broke again.

"Thirty," said Andy. It came out of him wrong. "Thirty fucking hours."

The Bull shuddered from its horns to its tail. Its forehooves stamped twice, and Sara's body swung against the stone. Ochre light pulsed over the hide in patches, the way a heart ran on a while after the lights went out. Kit stood three yards from the hooves.

"Then you bring her back," said Diana, beside him. Her voice reached him as if through deep water. Her stiff left hand closed on his shoulder, bleeding, and her face held rage with the spite burned out of it. "Let me kill the fucking thing, Andy. I want it to know who did it."

"It's dead," said Andy. "It doesn't know yet." There was a tunnel of gold through its brain. Four hundred and forty-five hit points, and every one of them had stopped mattering once her steel got there. Dead was a long way from done.

"Then I'll burn out what's left," said Diana.

"Jess."

"Here." Her voice came low, from the Bull's far side by the left parapet. "What do you need?"

"All four legs. Full root. Pin it before it kicks the kid."

"All four." She drew in blood from her bitten palm, fast, four marks and four lines on the stone between the hooves, and each mark dragged a breath out of her. "That's a hard knot, boss. My snare's never tied one that deep."

"Then today it does," said Andy.

The Bull lurched a step, and a forehoof lashed out sideways into Kit's shield. The cartwheel split across the boss from rim to rim. Half of it skidded away over the paving, and the boy went flat on his back. He got up and planted what was left in the same spot. Jess's bloody finger stopped for one beat, then went on.

* * *

T

he keeper had dropped his rope and gone. It lay across the paving by the wall, ten yards of it with a brass clip on the end. Andy grabbed it and ran to the head. Sara's gold ran over his hands, and the stone broke behind his eyes again. He snapped the clip onto the ring in its nose, just under the horn she hung on, set his heels and hauled.


He had thirty hit points and a summoner's skinny arms, and that was enough, because the dead Bull did the lifting. Every throe jerked the enormous head, and he caught each jerk on the rope and walked it farther around. On the third the cooked head came a foot off the parapet with Sara on it, and the gold-lined tunnel in the right socket swung toward the road. Diana backed ten yards up the causeway until it pointed at her.

"There," said Andy. "Crit spot. Pour it down the hole."

"Gladly," said Diana, and under it, "Vûr."

The star in her right palm tore open again along the old split, and her hand went black from knuckle to wrist and smoking. The hellfire came off it thin, as narrow as Sara's blade, black with the light buried in it. It crossed the ten yards, found the gold-lined channel, and went in.

The socket lit from the inside, and then the other socket lit. The ochre in both went out like pinched wicks, and what remained of the left eye flashed to steam. Fire poured out of the Bull's mouth, its ears and the seams of its skull. Its tongue fell out of its jaws and burned on the causeway. The skull split along its seams, and the lake wind rolled the stink back up the causeway.

"The circle is cast," said Jess. "Ngaím."

The four marks tore up out of the stone as thorned cords and closed on four legs at once, frost spitting where they bit. The near forehoof was coming down over Kit. It stopped a foot above the boy, and the wire dragged it back down onto the stone a yard short of him. A shudder ran through her from hat to boots, and her teeth chattered. Four violet wires sank into a Core-Formation animal's legs, and the ochre on its hide fought them for a heartbeat and gave. They cut down to the bone. The hide peeled back from each leg in a ring, and blood sheeted down with the last of the ochre guttering out in it. Jess turned the wires slowly with red hands, like keys in four locks.

THORN-KNOT SNARE — D → C, under her name on his HUD. The Bull's legs heaved against the wires, and the wires held. Its head jerked against the rope, and the jerks died against the broken parapet. Black smoke came out of its nostrils with its final breath. It dropped to its knees, pinned by the wires, then rolled onto its side against the broken parapet with Sara still on the horn. THE BULL OF VANORINAL — SLAIN (SARAFAEL).

Killing blow beats last hit. The System, at least, knew who had done it.

"Zûlmorg," said Diana. She turned to the Collectors along the parapet. "You stood with your hands down, you blood slaves," she told them, in Common, warmly, "and watched an angel die for your queen's fucking cow. I shall remember every one of your faces. It is my profession." She turned back to Andy. "Get her off it."

* * *

J

ess let the wires go. They withered to frost on the stone, and the Bull's blood ran over the four marks. Then she went past him at a run, toward the gate. Twenty yards down the causeway, past the rope, the keeper's brown coat came off the parapet. He must have come past at Andy's back while Sara was dying and stopped there to watch his animal go down. He ran for the city with his arms flailing. He had a beast-keeper's legs, Mortal and slow. Jess had a witch's legs, and she ran like she wanted it more.


She caught him at the parapet, spun him against the stone and put both hands flat on his chest. The lake wind carried the end of what she said back to Andy. "—and I'll watch you go, love. All of it." Whatever she said in Divan, the wind kept.

Her eyes lit amber under the hat brim. Violet frost bloomed in a handprint on his coat, directly over his heart. His heart kicked once under her palm, hard enough to jerk the cloth. His chest rose and locked. Blood trickled from his nose in a thin line, then from his ears, then from the corners of his eyes. His last breath came out of him gray on the cold wind. Jess leaned in and drank it off his lips like the last swallow in a bottle. From fifty yards it looked like a dead man's breath on a cold day, and Jess getting the last word in his face.

The keeper slid down the parapet like a man sitting to rest and stayed there, eyes open and red. At the rope, the five Collectors took a step back. A word traveled down both files. Witch. Jess curtsied to the causeway over the body.

Andy looked back. Ten yards behind him, Rook had his arms folded. His eyes went from the body to Jess and stayed on her. The Crown had other keepers, apparently.

Jess walked back, wiping her hands down her thighs. Her nails were violet to the quick. "He walked his bull out to her on purpose," she said. She looked at Sara on the horn, and her mouth curled up at one corner and went flat. "Get her off it, boss."

The girl in blue jogged back with the other four and ducked the rope. "I've got you! I've got you guys! Oh my gosh, are you okay? Kit, buddy, you were so brave." She hugged Dun, the littlest, against her side. She knelt in front of Kit, took his face in both hands and turned it toward the crowd. Past his shoulder her gray eyes found Andy. They stayed on his face instead of the boy's, like she was watching a car wreck to see what it did.

A single Collector on the parapet started clapping, then the five at the rope line, then the files all the way back up the causeway. Up on the city wall the crowd caught it. They were applauding the captain of the Songbirds, who had kept her boys safe.

The girl in blue stood up into it. Her face went blank for one beat, like a lamp somebody had turned down, and then the smile came back brighter. "The Crown keeps its children safe!" she called, high and clear. The causeway and the wall shouted it back to her.

Then she clapped too, facing the wall where Sara hung. The boys clapped because she did, the smallest half a beat behind the rest. Kit clapped last. Sara's gold was still running down what was left of his shield.

"Boss," said Jess. "Don't look at them."

He looked anyway.

"Boss."

"I know," said Andy.

He turned around and put his hands on the horn. Diana put her bleeding hands beside his, the stiff left one closed like a fist. They started working Sara off it, and his hands shook on the horn, on her, on the stone.

The recall window on his HUD read 29:52:40. Thirty hours in the Queen's city. He had to stay alive that long to bring her back. Under the timer, the breakthrough bar sat at one in three. One for Sara. The other two slots sat empty, waiting for names.


CHAPTER 18 — A Cairn on the Queen's Road

"Y

ou can't build that here," said the sergeant.

Andy set the next stone. "Watch me." He was on his knees at the half-mile, at the broken place in the right wall, with Sara under her cloak and a growing pile of gray rock. The wall had given him the stones. It had come apart under her, and what had stayed out of the lake lay scattered across the road in blocks the size of loaves. He was putting them back on top of her one at a time, with the irons on his wrists, so every stone went up in both hands together and the chain rang on it.

It was her rule. "A body is a coat I have finished wearing," she had said, at a fire below a barn, after a death. "When it is me, raise stones over it where it lies and walk on, and I shall collect it or I shall not. Do not carry it. Carrying is for the living and it takes hours I would rather you used walking."

So she lay where she had come off the horn, at the north lip of the gap. A quarter of an hour ago a dozen Collectors with poles and spear butts had levered the Bull over the broken wall into the lake beside her, rope and all, and the water there was still black with it. Then he and Diana had straightened her on her back along the foot of the parapet, with her wings folded flat under the gray wool. Two more had taken the keeper by the wrists and dragged him off down the road toward the gate, his heels bumping on the paving and his red eyes open to the sky.

"It's the Crown's causeway," said the sergeant. He had a broken nose and a wheel badge on his chest, and by the look of him he had said it's the Crown's about every road and wall in the county. "Carts come through here."

"Carts can go around," said Andy.

"There's a writ that says—"

"Sergeant," said Diana. She sat on the wall with the field-book open on her knee and her hands wrapped in strips torn from her own shift. Both palms had bled through. She looked at him over the tops of her glasses. "I watched your fucking men stand with their hands at their sides while she died. I wrote down their faces. Would you like me to write yours?"

The sergeant looked at the field-book. He looked at the horns on her head, and then at Rook, who leaned on the parapet with Andy's gun in his belt.

"Let him build it," said Rook. "The Queen wants the angel back."

The sergeant went back up the road to his file and stood with his hands at his sides like the rest of them.

"Thanks," said Andy.

"I enjoyed it," said Diana. "He is a very boring blood slave with a writ. Set the stone."

* * *

J

ess had brought the first stones and set them herself, flat on the paving where the Bull's four hooves had stood, over the smeared blood, so the cairn grew out across all four places. Then she had left the setting to him. Diana brought stones in her bandaged hands, arranged them at his elbow, and went back to the field-book.


He hauled and counted out loud. Twenty-two. Twenty-three. The chain rang on every stone.

Out on the water the gulls were still feeding on the gold. It had spread across a quarter mile of lake and caught the low afternoon sun, burning on the surface like lamp oil. Every so often a gull dropped into it and came up gilded. More kept coming. It ran out of her between the stones in a thin bright thread and went over the lip of the gap into the lake, long after any body should have run dry.

He had taken off her boots first, then her belt, and set them with the packs at the rope, because the living would want them, and so would she. He had pulled the cloak up over her face and tucked it close around the wings. He set the last stone over her face with his jaw shut hard.

"Thirty-four," he said.

"Thirty-four," said Jess, beside him. She squinted at the pile. "She's going to come back and redo all of that. It's crooked. She'll say, Andy, dear, this is a heap."

"It's a cairn."

"It's a heap, boss. I love it. It's a heap."

On his HUD the timer sat under Sara's name. RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPENS IN 29:12:40. He read it out. Jess read it back to him, and Diana wrote it down.

"What are you writing?" said Andy.

"Her footnote." Diana held the book up so he could see. Her hand was clean and square, even with the bandage. "Field note. A horn of a Core-Formation beast, through the body under the ribs, hurts a great deal more than the literature says. Subject: Sarafael. Corrected at the subject's request." She looked at it. "I shall send it to the Gruzkaggurvrag. They will hate it. Nobody in my school has ever been told they were wrong by a dead angel."

"She'd want the footnote," said Jess. "She's a footnote girl."

"She would want three," said Diana. Her voice went odd on the number, and she bent over the book.

* * *

H

e lost it at twenty-eight hours. The count went out of his body before it went out of his head.


He was standing at the gap in the parapet, a step past her feet, looking at the water. When he opened his mouth to say the time, everything the Collectors had fed him on the march came up instead. He grabbed the broken edge of the masonry with both chained hands and vomited into the lake. The ring in his ears climbed back to one high note. Under it the stone took her weight and broke, and broke again. He heaved until only air came up.

Jess grabbed his hair before the second heave. She held it back off his face with one hand and laid the other flat between his shoulders. She kept it there until he was done. "Gross," she said, with real warmth. "Feeding the gulls. Full circle."

"Twenty-eight," he said, when he could. It came out wrong. "Twenty-eight and— I lost the minutes. I lost the—"

"Twenty-eight hours, nine minutes," said Jess. She had it on her own HUD. "Mine now. I'm keeping it in my hat till your hands quit doing that."

He looked down at his hands. They were still doing it. The chain between them shivered against the stone.

"Safest place in the county, boss," said Jess, and tapped the brim. She let go of his hair and kept the other hand where it was. "I'm only holding your hair because it's a good look on me."

The sun sat on the hills across the lake. He counted the gulls on the gold and got eleven. He counted them again and got twelve, because another had landed. He counted them a third time and got eleven. He started a fourth count and stopped it with his teeth.

"Right," said Jess, watching him do it. "Right. That's enough gulls."

Twenty-five yards down the causeway, past the rope, under the next lantern cage, the Songbirds sat on the paving eating bread while two Collectors stood over them. Kit had his half a shield strapped on again. He had gone back for the other half before the girl in blue walked the boys past the rope, and it lay across his knees. The girl in blue herself had walked on down the road with the herald and stopped two hundred yards along to talk. Now and then she threw her head back laughing at whatever he had said, and the blue braid swung.

Kit held out his palm, and the others dropped honey sweets into it one at a time. Ned handed his over last, with a sour mouth.

"What are they doing?" said Andy.

Jess looked, and her face went flat. "Counting."

Ned took an iron nail out of his pocket and scratched a short line into the parapet beside him. Two older ones sat beside it, pale on the gray stone. He sat back and looked up the causeway at Andy, at the cairn, and back at the lines. His face stayed flat.

"On the road they picked which of you'd go first," said Jess. "I heard them. The tall one picked the angel." She put her tongue in her cheek. "Everybody else picked me."

"Jess."

"I know, boss. I'm offended too."

* * *

T

he sun went down behind the hills, and the causeway lanterns flickered on in their iron cages, one every fifty yards. The Collectors changed shifts, and the new men stared at the cairn as they marched past. One of them spat. Diana wrote him down.


Rook pushed off the parapet at dusk with his helmet under his arm. He was a big man with a gray beard cut close. He looked from the cairn to Andy and back.

"Queen sentences you in three days," he said. "There's a cell inside the gate. Dry, mostly."

"She'd tell me to walk on," said Andy. "Tomorrow I will."

Rook shrugged. "Queen wants her back so she can watch her die again. Freeze, then."

He walked up to the next lantern, twenty-five yards north, and settled with his back to the parapet. So they camped on the stones on the north side of the cairn, on the Queen's road, with the lake on both sides and the lamps hissing.

Diana unwound the strip from her right hand. She held one fingertip over a ring of loose stones and said "Vûr" under her breath. The creases of her palm cracked black along the old split and ran together into a small inverted star, and it smoked. A small fire caught in the ring. It burned black, with the light buried down in it, enough to read a face by, and gave off heat like a forge. The men on the wall kept their questions to themselves. Diana wrapped the hand again, tighter.

Jess sat with her back against the cairn and her hat over her eyes. After an hour of quiet she said, "Correct," in a dead-on copy of Sara's voice. Diana made a noise. It started out as the first laugh of the night and turned into a sob halfway. She put the field-book over her face and let it.

"Tomorrow night, when it opens," said Diana, from under the book. "Your blood, a ring cut wherever they put you, and the words. And you kneel first."

"Kneel first," said Andy.

He took the first watch, because the watch was where Sara would have been.

* * *

N

ear midnight a boy came up the causeway alone. He was the singer, Ollie, and the plate over his head read Human · CHANTER. He was skinny, with a fringe of brown hair and a woolen scarf pulled up to his ears. He walked to the edge of the firelight and stopped there like a dog at a fence. Andy studied him across the fire.


"Is she in there?" said Ollie. He pointed at the cairn with his chin.

"Yeah."

"You buried an angel in the road."

"She asked me to."

Ollie chewed on that. He looked at the stones. His face was hard, a kid's face that had been told to grow up. "She asked me if I sang," he said. "On the road. I asked her if angels can hear singing and she said yes."

"I know. She told me."

"Today we cheered." Ollie kept his eyes on the cairn. "When the bull came. Pippa said cheer for the angel and we did. Did she hear us?"

The fire popped. Down the road a Collector coughed. Andy looked at the boy for a long time, and then he said it.

"Yeah, buddy. She heard you."

Ollie nodded once. A flinch went across his face and was gone. "Good," he said. Then, louder, for anybody listening: "Kit says it's your plate. He says that's why they die."

"Kit might be right."

"Pippa says you're a liar." Ollie waited for an answer. When the quiet held, he turned and went back down the road into the dark, quick, with his hands in his sleeves.

Jess lifted her hat off her eyes. "Boss," she said, quietly. "Your face."

"I know."

* * *

T

he girl in blue came up the causeway an hour before dawn.


She came alone, a twist of paper in one hand, and walked up to the edge of the firelight like it was her own kitchen, then stopped. Up close she was small, and the blue braid hung over one shoulder. The silver ring through the middle of her nose caught the fire. She looked like every heroine in every ballad. The plate over her head read Human · SHOTAMANCER.

There she looked back down the road, where the boys lay asleep in a row under the next lantern with one blanket over all five. Her lips moved. One, two, three, four, five, tallest to smallest, like a drover counting sheep through a gate.

"Okay, hi," she said. "I'm going to sit, and we're all going to stay calm about it."

She sat on a stone across the fire from Andy, tucked her feet under her, and held out the paper twist. "Honey sweets. From the market." She leaned in over the fire and dropped her voice for him alone. "Honestly the closest thing to a Werther's in this world. I brought them to share, because that's what we do."

"No."

"More for me, then." She unwrapped one, put it in her mouth and looked at the cairn. "Thirty hours, right?" she said, around the sweet. "For yours?"

He kept his eyes on her.

"Mine come back quicker," said Pippa. She said it lightly, as if they were comparing phones. "Way quicker. Kit's done it like sixty times. He's a champ about it. He's mine, so." She tucked the sweet into her cheek and watched Andy's face while she said it, and left the cairn alone. "Bad luck yesterday, though."

She leaned in again, low. "So what year was it? Back home, when you went. I've been here four years, summoner. I want the rest."

He gave her the silence. Across the fire Diana had gone still on the parapet. Jess kept her hat down, and the hand in her lap closed over the bite in her palm. Andy looked at the girl across the fire, at the freckles, the braid and the silver ring, and at the word over her head that only he and she in this world understood.

"The cheer," he said.

"What about it?"

"A blind bull goes where the sound is."

Pippa blinked at him. Her eyes were big and gray, empty as a doll's.

"Okay," she said. "So I'm going to stop you right there, because that's a really big accusation, and we don't make big accusations at a memorial. The guys were supporting a teammate. That's what we do here." She stood and brushed off her skirt. "I'll be making a note of the tone, though. Thank you for your cooperation. The Queen thinks you guys are a really good lesson for everybody, and honestly? Me too. See you at your sentencing, okay?"

She went back down the road, swinging the paper twist. At the edge of the light she turned and walked backward a few steps, smiling at him. "So close, buddy," she said. Then she turned and was gone.

"She knew," said Diana at last, after the fire had hissed a while. Her voice was flat and precise. "Every farm child knows. A blind beast goes to the sound. The bitch told five boys to make a sound."

"Can't prove it," said Jess.

"I am not trying to prove it, Jessamine. I am telling the field-book." Diana bent over the page and wrote it, hard enough that the pen scratched.

Andy sat with his chained hands on his knees and looked at the cairn. He had read her plate over the crowd at Corse, with her up on the wagon stage, and behind the wagon she had rolled her eyes and said she'd picked the funniest one. Don't make it weird. He had wanted to believe her so badly his teeth hurt, right up until Dun came around the wagon with his cheek round with a honey sweet and flinched. Half the kingdom sang her ballad already, and the other half was learning it, because she said whatever the Queen said in a voice like a cereal ad. Because somebody from home had to be okay.

"At the sentencing," he said, low. "In front of the court, I'm going to read her. All of her. Every line on the sheet."

Diana took off her glasses. "Inspecting a full panel in front of a court," she said, "is about the rudest fucking thing a person can do in this world, short of murder."

"Yeah," said Andy. "What are they going to do, kill me twice?" He looked at the cairn when he said it, at the stone over her face.

Jess pushed her hat up with one finger and looked at him for a while. Then she grinned, all teeth. "Obsessed," she said. "Do it."

Over the cairn, the timer ran down in white. RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPENS IN 14:38:10. He said it out loud, and Jess repeated it, and Diana wrote it down. The first gray had come up over the water. Out on the lake the gold had gone dark, and the gulls were sleeping on it.


CHAPTER 19 — Window Open

A

ndy took the cairn down one stone at a time, and this time he counted backward.


He hauled the top stone off. "Thirty-four," he said, and set it on the paving. "Thirty-three."

The sun was coming up over the east shore, flat and red, and the lake steamed under it. Up the causeway the Collectors stood along both parapets in their gray files and stared at him. The sergeant with the broken nose had his arms folded. Twenty-five yards up the road, Rook leaned on the iron lantern cage with his helmet hooked on one finger, as if a man unburying a dead angel was the dullest thing he had seen all week.

"Twenty-eight," said Andy, and his hands shook on the stone.

"Easy, boss." Jess crouched beside him with her hat pushed back. She took the stone out of his hands and put it on the pile herself. "Mind the face. She'll want her face."

He minded the face. The last stones came off the drover's cloak, and there she lay under the gray wool, wings folded flat, straight on her back where he and Diana had laid her. Gold had dried black in the creases of the cloth. The morning cold had stiffened her under it. Behind his eyes the stone took her weight and broke, and he waited it out with his hands flat on his thighs.

"Right," said Jess. "Sack."

She grabbed her hat brim and walked to the rope, four yards down the road, where a young Collector stood with a heap of the morning's bread sacks at his feet. She smiled at him. He was the same boy who had laughed at the gulls. He went white and held out a sack at arm's length, and she plucked it from his fingers like a flower.

"Cheers," said Jess. "I'll remember your face too. Diana's not the only one with a book."

Diana sat on the parapet above them with the field-book open on her knee and her glasses on the end of her nose. Her bandaged hands had bled through again overnight, brown on the linen. "I do not need a book for that one," she said. "He has a mole like a currant. Fucking memorable."

They did it to the plan they had made in the dark. Jess slid the sack in under the cloak at the shoulders, a hand at a time, working it down over the folded wings until the gold was gone under rough brown weave. Andy held the cloak's edge up an inch off the body so the Collectors on the wall got cloth, shadow and dirt. Then Jess nodded, and he lifted the cloak away.

Sara lay on the paving in her stiff white dress and a bread sack. Her face was gray and calm. Her eyes were shut, because he had shut them. The horn hole under her ribs was a black mouth in the linen. Up the road the sergeant craned his neck at a bread sack and lost interest.

Andy folded the cloak over his arm and stood up with it. It weighed about what a cloak weighed. He had expected it to weigh more.

"Now put her back," said Diana, quietly. "Her rule. Raise stones where it lies."

He put her back. One, two, three. Jess carried and he set. Diana wrote the numbers down as he said them, because that was how they did it now. At thirty-four the last stone went over the sack where her face was, and he kept his hand on it a while.

"Same heap," said Jess. "Still not square."

"She can fix it tonight," said Andy.

Rook pushed off the lantern cage. "Done?"

"Done."

"Walk, then." Rook's hand came down on the back of Andy's neck, heavy as a yoke, and they walked.

* * *

T

he gate stood at the end of the causeway under its tower, a half mile on. The red and gold canopy from the day before had come down off the tower top, and a few early watchers leaned on the battlements with bread in their hands. Behind the rope the Songbirds were up and folding their blanket. The girl in blue had the smallest boy by the shoulders and was turning him to face the city, with her gray eyes on Andy over the boy's head. She wiggled two fingers at him, the little wave a girl gave a guy across a mall food court. The boys looked at her and only her. Andy kept his eyes front.


The gate was oak bound in black iron, twice the height of a cart. Inside it the road ran on under the arch into a cobbled yard with steps going up the wall, and off the left side of the arch a short stone passage went into the foot of the tower. At the end of the passage stood a door with an iron grate set in it at face height.

"Dry, mostly," said Rook, and opened it.

The cell was four yards by three, stone floor, stone walls, a heap of old straw in one corner and a drain hole in the other that smelled like what it was. Light came in through the grate from a lantern on a hook in the passage, and that was the light.

"Charming," said Diana. "I have slept in worse. I cannot remember where, so it was probably Ashe, and I was probably drunk on some mug hugger's brandy."

Rook put them inside and shut the door. The bar went down outside with a clank. Through the grate, Rook pulled a stool across the passage and sat down on it with his back against the far wall and the Peacemaker in his belt, butt out.

"Tonight," Rook said through the grate. "Around the ninth bell, you said?"

"Twenty-one fifteen," said Andy. "Ish."

"Ish." Rook turned the word over. "You'll get a knife. You'll give it back. Your angel comes back in there with the door shut, and the door stays shut until I say. Understood?"

"Understood."

"Good." Rook folded his arms and shut his eyes.

The day crawled. Diana paced the cell's three yards and back, counting the stones in the walls out loud in her own language until Jess threw straw at her. Jess slept on the straw with her hat over her face. Andy sat against the wall and read the timer, and read it again. Through the grate came the sounds of the gate: carts, a mule, men swearing, the boom of the big doors at noon. Later the boys came and sat on a bench out in the passage. He knew them by their voices. A clap game, a fight over the bench end, and under it all, thin and true, the singer humming the chorus of his own ballad.

Hour after hour his astral pool crept up toward thirty-two.

In the afternoon Jess rolled over on the straw and pushed her hat up. "You've got a face on, boss."

"She's going to come in happy," said Andy. "That's the part. I watched a cow wear her like a hat, and tonight she's going to land on her knees giggling like it's her birthday."

"Yeah." Jess yawned. "Best part of dying, that. I'd do it twice a week if you'd let me."

"I won't."

"I know." She studied him from under the brim, and the yawn went off her face. "It's the respawn. It's the good bit. She'll be off her head for a few minutes, and she won't care about the cow at all. You'll remember it for both of you. That's your job. Hers is to come back."

"That's a terrible job."

"Comes with a view, though." She pulled the hat back down. "Naked angels."

Diana stopped pacing. "That was very nearly wise, Jessamine. I am fucking unsettled."

"Sleep it off, then," said Jess, from under the hat.

* * *

A

t nine o'clock Jess sat up, took off her hat and held it out to him upside down.


"Here," she said. "Your count. You can have it back now. Your hands are better."

He looked at his hands. They were better. "What was it?"

"Twenty-eight hours, nine minutes. Then I kept it warm." She put the hat back on her head. "It's yours again, boss. Don't lose it in a lake."

The timer ran down under Sara's name. At 0:05:00 Andy got up, went to the middle of the cell and knelt on the stone. Diana knelt at his left with the drover's cloak folded over her arm, ready, and her bandaged hands in her lap. Jess stood against the wall to the right of the door, where the grate's light fell across her boots.

Out in the passage the boys had gone quiet. The bench creaked.

"Knife," said Andy, through the grate.

Rook opened his eyes. He drew a plain soldier's knife from his boot, looked at it, and pushed it through the bars hilt first. "I want that back before I open this door," he said. "I'll count to a hundred after your angel lands. You hand it out at fifty."

"Fifty," said Andy. Jess took the knife off the bars and put it in his hand.

[ RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPEN · CLOSES IN 12:00:00 ]


He read the first part, the part that mattered, and his eyes slid off the end of the line like a boot off ice. He laid the knife along the old line inside his left forearm. His hand knew the work better than he did. It let the edge bite a finger's width and stopped it where a cut should stop. A thread of blood ran down over his wrist onto the floor. The blood moved. It crawled out from the drops in thin lines that turned corners and joined, and in two breaths a ring lay around his knees, a ring inside a ring, with script between them in a hand older than the city. The ring drank the last of the blood and lit cold silver-blue, star by star, like a city lighting up under a night flight. His mouth took the words.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

It tore out of his chest, and since he was already kneeling, he only rocked.

[ ANDY QI 13/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ SARAFAEL · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 332/332 · QI 258/258 ]


The air over the ring folded, hung, and dropped.

She was on her knees at his feet.

She was naked, flushed scarlet from the collarbones up, and breathing as if she had run the length of the causeway to get there. Her wings came open all at once, both of them, gold to the tips, and the cell was too small for them. The left one struck the wall and spread up it. The right one swept the straw into the drain and stopped an inch from Jess's hat. Gold light filled the cell up to the ceiling. Her eyes were enormous and fixed on his face, and her hands came up for him.

"Andy," said Sara. "Andy. Oh. It is going. It is all going again, down and down. I can feel every floor of it go."

She came up his front like a swimmer out of deep water and got her arms around his neck, her face in his shoulder. She held on. She was hot all over. Her heart was going like a bird's against his chest. She was laughing into his collar, high and shaky, a laugh that had lost its driver.

He held her. His chain lay across her bare back between his wrists, and the iron was cold, and she was alive. On his HUD her bar sat full and white. Behind his eyes the stone took her weight and broke. He held on tighter until it stopped.

"Fifty," said Rook, outside. "Knife."

Jess picked the knife up off the stone by his knee and slid it out through the grate hilt first. Rook took it.

Out in the passage a boy's voice asked a question, quick and low, and another one hushed him.

"A child is singing," said Sara, into his neck. "Earlier. A child was singing. I was coming through the dark, and I could hear it."

"Seventy," said Rook.

Diana had the cloak open. She threw it around Sara's shoulders from behind, over the wings, and the wings fought it for a moment. Then they folded down under the gray wool and lay flat. The gold light went out of the cell with them. Diana pulled the cloak shut in front and held it closed with both bandaged fists, and Sara let her.

"A hundred," said Rook. The bar went up. The door opened a hand's width, and Rook's face looked in, gray beard and lantern light. His eyes went over the cell, and his lips moved on a count. They stopped on Sara, kneeling in the cloak with her hair loose, shaking hard enough to rattle her teeth.

"Welcome back, angel," said Rook. He shut the door, and the bar came down.

The shakes went through Sara in long waves. Her hands went for Andy's face, missed, then found it. She kissed his jaw, his mouth, his eye. Diana's arms came around her from behind, cloak and all, and held her back an inch.

"Not here, Sara," Diana said into her ear. "There are children on the bench. Hold on to me. Hold on to me, and ride it."

Sara held on to Diana, shaking and laughing by turns. Andy sat on his heels in front of them with his left arm bleeding into the dark lines of the ring, and the ring faded under him, star by star, until it was just blood on stone.

* * *

L

ater Rook stood up out in the passage and said, "Bed. Your captain wants you." The bench scraped. Five sets of feet went off down the passage toward the yard. Somebody laughed, and the tower door boomed shut behind them. Rook sat back down on his stool alone.


The high came down off Sara by stages, as always. The wild part went first. Then the fast, bright, talking part, which lasted a while and was mostly about the straw, which she had views on, and for one stretch about mist. She had flown over a sea of it once, in a place she called the Veils, with hills standing up through it like the backs of whales and lights burning in the hills. Andy put it down to the recall. By the time the lantern in the passage had burned down an inch she sat against the wall with the cloak wrapped around her and her shoulder against Andy's, warm, heavy and slow. Her eyes were her own again with a soft shine still on them.

"Report," she said. "In order. Please."

"You first," said Andy.

She took his hand and drew it inside the cloak, under her ribs on the left side, low, where the horn had gone in. The skin there was hot and smooth. She held his hand flat against it.

"The horn is gone," said Sara. "The back is whole. The hip holds. The rib is mended." She breathed in under his palm, all the way, and let it out. "I have lungs. Both of them. I am pleased about the lungs."

"Good," said Andy. His voice came out thick. "Lungs are good."

"Diana, if you please." Sara turned her head. "Did you correct the literature?"

Diana took her glasses off and wiped them on her coat. "I did," she said. "I wrote it down for the Gruzkaggurvrag." She put the glasses back on. "They will hate it. It is the best footnote I have ever written."

"Thank you," said Sara. "And the child? The boy with the shield."

"Shield's in two pieces," said Andy. "He's okay."

"Good. Thank you." She was quiet. Her hand stayed on his. "It was my Wednesday."

Diana's eyebrows went up. "Today is Thursday," she said. "Thursday, I will remind this cell, is mine."

"I claimed it before the Queen could," said Sara. "On the road, in front of her city. And then the Queen had it." Her mouth pressed flat. "I am keeping the claim. The Wednesday stands open. I will have it."

"I said I'd be there for it," said Andy.

"You were there." Sara looked at him sidelong, soft-eyed and stubborn. "Forgive me. I was the one who was late."

Jess snorted from the straw. "Oh, she's so back."

Sara turned her face into Andy's shoulder. When she spoke again it was low, close to his ear, and the softness had gone out of her voice. Under it was the other voice, the flat and certain one she used on bandits in ditches.

"I heard her," said Sara. "On the horn. Behind the rope the girl called them back. Back, you four. Four. She had five behind her. She counted them, and she called four." Her breath was warm on his ear. "She did not forget the fifth one. She left him under the horns, for me to save or not."

"Yeah," said Andy. "I heard it too."

"I said I would rule when I saw it with my own eyes." Sara's hand tightened on his. "I heard it with my own ears, Andy, and that will do. I rule on the captain of the Songbirds. She makes a business of children."

The lantern hissed out in the passage.

"I have a floor for that," said Sara. "When I am able, I shall give it to her. I rule so."

Out past the grate, the stool creaked. Rook laughed once, low, in his chest.

"Good luck with that, angel," he said through the bars. "She's the Queen's favorite. Parade's at first light. Queen wants her city to see you walk."


CHAPTER 20 — The Parade

T

he first cabbage hit Andy in the ear, and the city of Vanorinal cheered like he'd scored.


It was a good cabbage. It had been rotting in a warm cellar for a week. It burst on the side of his head and ran down into his collar. The street roared. Up ahead the Songbirds were singing their ballad at the top of their lungs. Five boys in blue marched in two rows with the girl in blue skipping in front. The crowd sang the chorus back at them. Every third line, they threw a turnip or an egg at him.

"Escort quest," said Andy, and wiped his ear on his shoulder. "And we're the escort."

"We are the cargo, Andy," said Diana, behind him. "Escorts carry swords." A turnip sailed over her horns and broke on the cobbles. "That one was meant for me. The arm is good, the aim is fucking provincial."

They had come out of the gate cell at first light into a street packed wall to wall. The gate street ran from the lake up into the city between tall houses. Every shutter stood open, with people hanging out of every window. It was a long street, a mile of it at least. The Crown had lined both sides with guards in gray holding a rope at waist height. The crowd leaned on the rope. A line of Collectors walked on each side of the prisoners, and Rook walked behind Andy with one hand on the back of his neck.

Sara walked at Andy's left in the drover's cloak and bare skin under it. Her feet were bare on the cobbles. She held the cloak shut at her throat with one hand. Under it her wings lay folded flat and still. She looked straight ahead at the girl in blue's skipping back. She had her chin up. She looked like a judge walking into court, which, he supposed, she was.

"Your feet," he said.

"Are clean, and will be dirty," said Sara. "I have walked on worse than a city. Please watch your ear. There is a second cabbage."

There was a second cabbage. He ducked it.

Jess walked behind him beside Diana, with her hat tipped back and her hands in the air, waving to both sides like a carnival queen. Every time somebody screamed witch at her she blew them a kiss. A woman on a balcony spat at her and missed. Jess caught her eye and licked her lips slowly. The woman ducked back inside and slammed the shutter.

"I love a parade," said Jess. "Everybody's so honest."

"THE CROWN KEEPS ITS CHILDREN SAFE!" called the girl in blue, from up front.

"THE CROWN KEEPS ITS CHILDREN SAFE!" roared the street back at her.

She turned around and walked backward a few steps, beaming at the crowd, with her blue braid swinging. Her gray eyes slid past the crowd to Andy and stopped there, flat, while the rest of her face went on beaming. She turned to the front again and clapped her hands over her head. "You guys are the best! Okay, Ollie, from the top!"

The thin boy started the ballad over. The others came in a beat behind him. The smallest one was a beat behind them.

The crowd cheered the first line. The sound went up off the walls and came down on Andy from both sides, kids' voices and grown men's voices together. The cobbles tipped under his feet. Behind his eyes the stone took her weight and broke. He was on the causeway with his chain on the parapet, slamming it and slamming it, and a quarter mile of children cheering an animal down a road. He stopped walking.

Rook's hand tightened on his neck. "Walk, summoner."

He walked. His hands had started again. He put them together in front of him so the chain held them still.

"Andy," said Sara, low, eyes front. "I am here. I am walking beside you. Count my steps, please. Out loud, if you like."

"One," said Andy. "Two."

He got to forty before the street came back the right way up.

* * *

T

he man came out of the crowd at the big square halfway up.


He was a heavy man in a butcher's apron, and he ducked under the rope between two guards before either of them turned around. He had a cleaver. He went straight past Andy and the Collectors for Jess, three yards off, with the blade up over his head. He was screaming the same two words over and over, my girl, my girl, like they had been torn out of him.

Jess stopped waving. She turned to face him with her hands still up, and she smiled.

Rook let go of Andy's neck.

Rook had once crossed forty yards of Andy's own yard faster than Andy could see it. From a yard away there was still nothing to see. Rook was behind him, and then he was beside the butcher, with the sword already out and coming across. The blade came out gray and wet-bright, the color of a whetstone after rain. The air around it rang like a struck bar. Steel qi. It was crawling up the blade from Rook's fist like water climbing a wick.

The sword went in at the man's left collarbone and came out above his right hip.

He came apart on the cobbles. The top half of him slid off the bottom half sideways, slow, like a cake sliding off a knife that was too sharp. The cleaver went clattering away under the rope. His belly opened all the way across. His guts came out in a wet gray-pink heap, steaming in the cold, and his blood went across the cobbles in a sheet. It soaked the hem of Sara's cloak. It soaked Andy's boots. His legs stood a moment longer by themselves, and then they folded down onto the rest of him.

His mouth was still moving. My girl. Then it stopped.

The street went dead quiet. Then it roared, louder than it had all morning.

Rook flicked the blade once. The blood came off it in a line across the cobbles, and he put it back in the scabbard. The steel shine went out of his hand. He put the hand back on Andy's neck. It was steady.

"The Queen's," said Rook, to the crowd, quietly. "All four of them are the Queen's."

Jess was looking at the body with her head tipped down. Her tongue went over her lip. "Your girl," she said, softly. "Red hair? Sang in the bath? I remember her." She said it to the dead man, kindly, as if he could still hear. "Number nine."

Andy's stomach turned over. Sara's hand found his under the cloak, gripped it hard, and let go.

Up ahead, the girl in blue had stopped the boys and turned around to watch. Her hand was on the tallest boy's shoulder. Her eyes were on Andy's face, and she was smiling. Then she put both hands up. "Okay, you guys! The Crown keeps its prisoners safe too! Big hand for Sir Rook!"

The street gave Sir Rook a big hand. Rook looked at the girl in blue like a man looking at a wasp on his ale, and kept walking.

* * *

T

he palace sat at the top of the gate street behind a wall of yellow stone. The Crown's red wheel hung on banners from its towers. They went in by the back. The column swung left along the wall and in through a plain yard gate. Stables ran down one side of a cobbled yard and a long low guardhouse down the other. Guards in plate stood at the guardhouse door, the full kind, polished. The Queen's own, then. The Collectors stopped at the yard gate and stayed there.


Inside the guardhouse a quartermaster sat at a table with a ledger, and beside him stood every object they owned.

The packs. Sara's boots and her belt, set side by side. The crate from the capture, with Jess's jars, her athame, her chalk and Bel's knife on top. Andy's bag of loose rounds, with the mold and the brass. A guard was going through Jess's tin of ash with his fingers.

"Clothes," said the quartermaster, with his eyes on the ledger. "All of it. On the table."

There was a pile of sackcloth on a bench by the wall. It was the color of old porridge and smelled like a barn.

A guard slit Andy's shirt sleeves to get them past the irons, which took a while and amused the guards. Then the rest. He stood on the cold flags in his skin with the cabbage still drying in his hair, and pulled the sack over his head. It had a hole for his head and two for his arms, and the same guard slit the left one down to the hem to get it on past the irons. It came down to his knees. It itched immediately and everywhere.

"It itches in a very scholarly manner," said Diana, beside him, with hers half on. "Dirty slave scales wove it, I expect. They always pull the weave too tight." Her coat went onto the table. Her dress went onto the table. She kept her glasses on her nose and the field-book clamped under her arm with her pen shut inside it. When the guard reached for the book she looked at him over the top of the glasses.

"Let her keep it," said Rook, from the door. "Queen says. She can write her own epitaph."

"How kind," said Diana. "I shall dedicate it to her."

Jess stripped off her coat, her shirt and her pants and threw them on the table one at a time, like party favors. She stood there naked with her hat on and her hands on her hips, grinning at the quartermaster until his ears went red. Then the guard reached for the hat.

Jess went still.

"That's my hat, sunshine," she said. Her voice stayed sweet. "I'm going to want it back. If it's not on the shelf when I come for it, I'll have it back off your corpse. Then I'll wear your soul for the hatband." She smiled at him. "Just so we've got that clear."

The guard looked at Rook. Rook looked bored. The guard took the hat.

Jess's eyes followed it all the way onto the table. Then she pulled the sackcloth over her head, and bareheaded she looked smaller and younger. She also looked a great deal more dangerous.

Then the quartermaster got to Sara.

"The cloak," said the quartermaster.

"The cloak stays," said Rook. "Queen wants the angel brought to court the way we took her. Cloak and all. She wants to take it off her herself, in front of the court."

The quartermaster shrugged and wrote it down. A guard held out a sack. Sara took it and turned her back on the room. Under the cloak her shoulders moved. The sackcloth went on under the gray wool, and the cloak stayed shut to the width of her two hands. When she turned around again she looked exactly the same, except for a brown hem at her shins.

"Thank you," Sara told the guard, for the sack.

The guard looked like he didn't know what to do with that. Then he took three pairs of irons off a peg by the door and tapped them shut on the women's wrists, one blow a pin, and the quartermaster wrote that down too.

The door at the far end of the guardhouse banged open, and the Songbirds came in.

"Okay, hi, hi! Sorry, sorry!" The girl in blue came first with the boys behind her in a line, tallest to smallest. She waved at the guards. She waved at the quartermaster. She waved at the prisoners in their sacks. Her eyes went over Andy in his sackcloth from his bare feet up to the cabbage in his hair, slowly, and back down. "Oh my gosh, summoner. Love the look. Very medieval." She said medieval with a Texas drawl on it.

Behind him, Jess muttered, "Pick-me."

The girl in blue clapped. "Okay, guys! The nice clerk needs all this carried down to the vault for the Crown. Who's my strong guys?"

All five boys put their hands up at once.

"Kit, Ned, the crate. Ollie, Rafe, packs. Dun, buddy, you get the boots." She looked at Andy through every name on the list, and her lips counted them off as they lifted. One, two, three, four, five. "Careful, guys! That's the Crown's!"

The guards handed it all over to the boys in silence, as if they did it every day. Maybe they did. Kit took the crate on his shoulder. Ned got the other end. The thin one picked Jess's hat off the table and set it carefully on his pack. He kept his eyes off her. The smallest boy, Dun, wrapped both arms around Sara's boots and her belt like they were a puppy. He went after the others through an inner door and down a stair, into the dark.

"Where's the vault?" said Andy.

The girl in blue smiled at him. "Down," she said. "Super safe. Nobody touches the Crown's kit but my guys, okay? The door doesn't even need a lock." She tapped the side of her nose. "It just knows them."

Then she went down the stair after her boys, skipping, and called back up it. "See you at court, summoner! Wear your best sack!"

* * *

T

he cells were two flights down a stone stair under the guardhouse.


At the foot of the stair a guard sat on a stool beside a lamp with a stone bottle between his boots. Past him a long passage ran into the dark with doors down both sides, oak doors with iron grates set in them at face height. The passage smelled of wet stone, piss and the bottle, which smelled like paint thinner somebody had set on fire. The guard took a pull at it and winced.

"All four in one," said Rook. "Tonight. Tomorrow the Queen decides."

They got the fourth door on the left. It was a stone box four yards on a side, with straw on the floor and a bucket in the corner. An iron ring hung in the wall for chains, rusted bright where the last chain had hung. Rook put them in and shut the door. The bar came down outside. His footsteps went back up the passage, then up the stair. The guard on the stool coughed.

Andy sat down against the wall.

The day went by in the dark. The lamp at the stair foot threw a square of yellow through the grate onto the straw. Every so often the guard got up off his stool, walked the passage to the far end with the lamp, looked through each grate, and walked back. Andy started to count it out of habit, like a patrol route in a stealth level. He didn't finish the count, because Sara sat down beside him and leaned her shoulder against his.

"You stopped walking," she said. "On the street. When they sang."

"Yeah."

"It was the singing." Her shoulder stayed against his. "I could hear it too, through the dark. Before I came back." She looked at the grate. "I have decided I dislike that song."

"You used to hum it."

"I was wrong," said Sara. "It happens. Rarely."

"Rarely," said Diana. "I have it at twice since Ashe, and I am being generous with the second."

Diana sat across from them with the field-book open on her knees, squinting at it in the bad light, and wrote.

"What are you writing?" said Andy.

"The table," said Diana. "Every object on it, in the order the clerk took it. Your mold. Your brass. Sara's boots, left and then right." She turned the page. "When we take it all back, I shall want to know at once if one fucking thing is missing."

"My hat," said Jess.

"Your hat is item one, Jessamine. I am not an animal."

Jess walked the cell. She went around it once, slowly, trailing her fingers along the walls. She went around it again. On the third time she stopped at the back wall, opposite the door. She put her ear to it as if she were listening at a bedroom door.

Then she bit her palm open along the old bite, and laid it flat on the stone.

Frost came out of her hand. It spread across the wall in fine white feathers, crackling. Her breath came out of her in a long cold plume that hung in the lamplight. Her eyes went amber. Her lips parted. Under her name on Andy's HUD a line printed itself, white on the dark.

JESSAMINE · PRIOR WORKING — 100 YDS — THROUGH STONE — HOLDER: JESSAMINE (OWN)

"There you are," said Jess, to the wall.

She pressed closer. Her cheek went against the frost. She shut her eyes, and the smile came up slow, the one she saved for presents. The frost under her palm went from white to faint violet.

"Hello, girls," Jess whispered. "Hello, my darlings. Did you miss me? I'm back. I'm right here."

Andy's skin crawled up his back. Diana's pen had stopped. Sara's eyes stayed on Jess's back.

"Jess," said Andy. "Who are you talking to?"

Jess opened her eyes. She took her hand off the wall, and the frost kept her handprint, violet, the fingers spread. She turned around and leaned on the wall beside it with her bloody palm against her chest. She looked happier than he had seen her since the Bull.

"My floor," she said. "A hundred yards that way, boss, straight through the rock." She licked the blood off the heel of her hand. "The Queen never had it scrubbed. She kept my room just how I left it."


CHAPTER 21 — Sentence

T

he throne room was the first room in Vanorinal where the crowd kept its cabbages to itself, and Andy liked it less.


It was long, high and full of people. Red pillars ran down both sides in two rows, and between the pillars on the left stood a long bench of dark wood with eleven men and women on it in fur collars, the council, with their hands folded on their bellies. The court stood behind the pillars on both sides, packed shoulder to shoulder, ladies with painted mouths and men with swords as clean as the day they were forged. A strip of red carpet ran from the doors to a dais at the far end. Rook walked Andy up it by the back of the neck, past forty yards of faces, and stopped him ten yards from the dais steps. The guards behind put the women in a line at his back.

"Kneel," said Rook, and kicked the back of his knee. Andy knelt.

A herald by the dais steps struck the boards three times with a white staff. "Her Majesty Vessaline, Queen of Vanorinal!" The court bowed to the dais in one long rustle, like wind going over wheat.

The Queen sat on the dais in a chair of black wood carved with wheels. She was a big woman, broad through the shoulders, with black hair coiled up in a net of gold wire and a heavy, handsome jaw. Her skin had a dull bronze sheen to it, like an old helmet somebody kept polished. There was a silver dish of sugared almonds on the arm of her chair, and she ate them one at a time while she looked at him. She cracked each one with her back teeth. It sounded like a knuckle breaking.

To her right stood a lectern, and behind it a small gray man in scholar's black, with a bald head mapped in brown spots. He had a slate and a stick of chalk hung at his belt, ink on his cuffs and ink to the second knuckle of every finger. He licked his thumb and turned a page.

To her left, on the dais steps, sat the Songbirds. The girl in blue sat on the top step with her knees together and her hands in her lap, and her five boys sat on the steps below her, tallest at the top, smallest at the bottom, in fresh blue with their hair combed wet. Dun at the bottom was swinging one foot. The girl in blue leaned down and put a hand on Kit's shoulder. Her big gray eyes stayed on Andy, and she waggled her fingers at him.

"The chalk witch," said the Queen. Her voice was low and pleasant. "Back in my house. Captain."

A woman in Collector gray stepped out from the pillars on the right. She had a copper badge on her chest and a hard plain face like a closed door. Captain Ruthe. Andy had her name from her own mouth at Marren Bridge in the autumn, and her face from the weir and Bramley's yard. She bowed to the throne and to the throne alone.

"Majesty," said Ruthe. "From the Foxwell reeve's report and the Ashe survivors my riders questioned on the sweep north. The summoner came up through Ashe before the year turned, with these three. The old woman Malericha had her working laid on the farm floor there, and he walked into it and broke her. She's in a stone now. The witch carried it on her hat. It sits in your vault, Majesty." A ripple went through the court. "After that the sky came down over Ashe. A cloud black as a bruise, and a strike out of it like a god's fist. It took every crow on the wall. It took the old woman's six in the yard, all six, and nobody ever brought them back. The three women walked out of it a realm higher. He walked out of it untouched."

"That's my stone she's on about," Jess murmured behind Andy, delighted. "Famous, boss. We're literally famous."

"One realm," said the Queen, and cracked an almond. "Rook?"

"From Qi-Gathering to Foundation, Majesty," said Rook, behind Andy. "If it happens again. Still a realm and a stage under me. A stage under you."

The Queen smiled. It was a nice smile, warm, a grandmother's smile on a hangman. "Then they can die as often as I like." She brushed sugar off her fingers. "Geometer. Read them."

The gray man at the lectern licked his thumb.

* * *

T

he geometer read them like a man reading a list of cattle at a fair.


He read Sara first. He read her as an archangel of the early stage, gathering qi, a body of the first order, a blade hand the best he had ever had cause to write down. He read Diana as a greater succubus, a scholar's eyes and a burner's hands.

"Greater," Diana said under her breath, behind Andy. "He might at least read the fucking adjective with feeling." He read Jess last, slowly. When he said "soul-eater" the court made a noise like a crowd at a bear pit.

"Soul-eater," Jess agreed, to the room, and blew the Queen a kiss over her irons. The Queen laughed out loud.

Andy's skin crawled. They were being inspected, all four, in public, on purpose. A hundred people stood and listened to it with their arms folded, like it was a play.

"And the summoner," said the geometer. He took a fresh page, licked his thumb, and looked straight at Andy for the first time. His eyes were pale and wet. "Early in the gathering of qi. A mortal's body. A seer's eyes. An unbroken spirit." The court laughed at mortal. The geometer waited for it to finish. "His road climbs on his own dead. When each woman he has bound dies once, and it grieves him, the sky comes for them. The first of his dead is already counted, in blood. The angel, on the causeway."

The court clapped politely, as if he had finished a song.

"And one hidden line," said the geometer, "which the Songbird read for us on the road south, as jailer." He bowed toward the girl in blue, and she gave the court a small wave. "His heart-demons are awake. A power feeds on them. The place where its name should stand is blank."

A murmur went around the pillars, and the laughing stopped for it. The Queen frowned at her almond, ate it anyway, and waved a hand.

Andy's mouth had gone dry. Fed on by. He knew who was on the other end of that line, and so did the crooked thing in the back of his head that had been quiet since Ashe. It stayed quiet now. Andy had the feeling it was enjoying itself.

He looked back at the geometer and let INSPECT go out of him in a cold pinch behind the eyes.

PELLAM · GEOMETER · QI-GATHERING (LATE) · SIGHT C · BODY F

A scholar's sheet, rows of measure and reckoning, and a fight technique nowhere on it. One clean slug would drop him.

Then he looked up at the Queen, and the pinch went colder.

VESSALINE · QUEEN · FOUNDATION (MIDDLE) · BODY TEMPERED · SIGHT D

A realm above him and then some, and a body tempered past steel. He thought of the Peacemaker riding in Rook's belt behind him, six rounds in the wheel, and of a hellfire slug going flat on that bronze skin like a coin on a rail. Behind her, along the back of the dais, stood eight of her household in full plate.

Okay. Her later. Way later.

He looked at the girl in blue instead.

* * *

"H

ey," said Andy, loud enough for the back of the room. "Pippa."

The court went quiet. A prisoner on his knees had used her name.

"I'm going to read you," he said. "All of you. Right here, in front of everybody. Every line."

There was a gasp from the left, a real one, and one of the councillors put her hand over her mouth. Rook's fingers tightened on his neck. The girl in blue looked at Andy for one long second. Then she smiled, the biggest smile of the morning, and spread her arms wide, as if he'd asked her to dance.

"Oh my gosh. Go for it, summoner. Show the Crown."

He went for it. INSPECT went out of him and hit her and, for the first time, went straight through. Once before, at Corse, her name had come back red, with a skull beside it and a question mark where her realm should be. This time she let it print. The frame came up warm, nursery amber, like a lamp in a baby's room.

[ PIPPA · Human · SHOTAMANCER · Realm C · CORE-FORMATION · HOLDING 5 ]
[ BOUND: KIT · NED · OLLIE · RAFE · DUN · ALL IN KEEPING ]


Under the holding sat one more line. It was the line her path ran on, the terms. Andy read it once, and his stomach turned over. He read it again to be sure, then wished he hadn't. He shut the words of it behind his teeth and meant to keep them there.

The girl in blue tipped her head. "My turn," she said, and her eyes went up over his head, to his plate and past it. She squinted. Then she put her hand over her heart and gasped. "Oh, no. Okay. Guys. His class is DEVIOUS PERVERT." She held up a finger. "And his grade is F-minus."

"Godd Howard," said Andy, to the ceiling, and the hall howled. The councillors slapped the bench. A lady behind the pillars laughed so hard she had to hold onto her husband. On the steps, Kit laughed, then Ned. Then all five boys were laughing along with the court, because the court was laughing. The girl in blue beamed down at the tops of their heads, and her lips moved, counting them, one to five.

The girl in blue stood up on the top step. "Okay! Okay, you guys!" She clapped her hands over her head, and the court quieted for her like a congregation for the choir. "So the Crown has heard all the evidence, right? And the Crown keeps its children safe!" The court roared it back at her. She put both fists in the air. "And the Crown says, guilty!"

The throne room burst into applause. Councillors stood to clap. Somebody threw a flower onto the steps. Dun picked it up and gave it to her. She kissed the top of his head and stuck the flower in her braid.

Andy waited until it died. Then he said it.

"She's not fifteen."

The cheering stopped like a door shutting.

"She's a grown woman from my world," said Andy. His voice came out flat and clear, and he let it. "Where I'm from, that word on her sheet means one thing. She picked that body. She picked those boys. She's hurting them, and every one of you in this room is clapping for it."

For three heartbeats the throne room was silent.

Then the Queen sighed, bored, and picked out another almond. "Geometer. Her holding."

Pellam licked his thumb. "Five souls in her keeping," he read, "orphans of the Tanners' Steps, bound by the Crown's leave four years since." He looked up over the lectern at Andy, mild as milk. "Bound by their own hand, and harmless. They pressed their own confirm."

The court laughed.

It started at the council bench and rolled back through the pillars like water. It was worse than the first laugh because every face in the room looked like it had expected it. A fat councillor wiped his eyes. A man in the crowd shouted pressed their own confirm to his friend, who laughed and shouted it back. The girl in blue laughed too, sweet and high, with her hand still on Kit's shoulder and her eyes on Andy's face.

Behind him, Sara breathed in.

Andy knew that breath. It was the breath before I rule so. Rook's head turned a quarter inch toward it. His fingers closed on the back of Andy's neck, hard, the steel qi coming up under the skin of his glove with a faint gray shine, and Andy's vision spotted at the edges.

"Say it, angel," said Rook, so low it reached only the four of them. "Say one word of it to her, and I'll break his neck before you finish the second. The Queen hasn't told me otherwise yet."

Sara breathed out. Behind him, her teeth met.

The Queen let it run. Then she lifted one finger, and it stopped.

"Now," she said. "Show me my angel."

* * *

A

guard stepped toward Sara with his hand out for the cloak.


Sara got there first. She stood up off her knees in one motion, with her irons hanging off her wrists, and put her hand to the clasp at her throat. She looked at the Queen. Then she opened her hand.

The drover's cloak slid off her shoulders and fell in a heap on the red carpet.

Her wings came open.

They came open across the throne room in a long gold sweep, wider than the carpet, and every feather caught the light from the high windows and threw it back doubled. The air went warm. A gold glow ran across the pillars, the painted faces and the council bench. It lit the underside of the Queen's jaw. Over the sackcloth, in the middle of all that gold, Sara stood with her chin up and her bare feet planted and her chained hands in front of her, and let them look.

The laughing stopped. It stopped everywhere at once, all the way to the doors.

A councillor half-rose off the bench and sat back down. A lady at the pillars had both hands over her mouth. On the steps, Ollie's lips had parted. The girl in blue had gone still, her hand on Kit's shoulder, and for once her eyes were off Andy. They were on the wings. Her face had gone blank again and stayed blank, longer than Andy had ever seen it stay.

The Queen leaned forward in her chair. She set the dish of almonds down on the arm blind. Her tongue came out and touched her lower lip.

"Oh," said the Queen softly. "Oh, look at you."

Sara looked back at her and kept her silence. She stood in her gold and let the Queen look, and her silence filled the throne room from wall to wall.

The guard picked the cloak up off the carpet. He held it out at arm's length, then turned and held it out to the boys on the steps. Rafe came down and took it. He folded it once, carefully, like a flag, and went off through a side door with it, toward the stair and the vault.

The Queen sat back.

"Death," she said. "Slow, and in public. The angel, the succubus, the summoner. The witch last, and slowest." She smiled at Jess, and Jess smiled back with all her teeth. "At the dark of the second moon. I want my month with them." She looked at the wings again. "I want to get to know the angel. All of her. Before the court gets her on the scaffold."

She turned her head to Rook.

"And Rook. The summoner is taken alive. Always. Whatever he does, whatever they do, whoever has to die for it. He comes back to me breathing. He's no use to me dead. He brings them back."

"Majesty," said Rook.

"Kill them as often as you like," said the Queen, and picked up her almonds again. "He'll bring them back for me. Take them down."

* * *

R

ook hauled Andy up off his knees by the back of the neck. The guards took the women. Sara folded her wings in close against her back, slow, and walked down the carpet between them with her head up. The court parted for her a full yard wider than it had for the others.


At the doors Jess leaned in against Andy's shoulder, her chained hands in front of her, and put her lips by his ear. She was smiling at the council bench as she went past it. All eleven of them were looking anywhere else.

Behind them, up on the dais, the girl in blue had started to sing. The boys came in a beat behind her. The court came in behind the boys.

"Eleven, boss," Jess breathed, under the song. "Eleven of them laughed at the boys. I counted. I've got every face." She kissed the air beside his cheek. "Eleven souls, sat on one bench, and they don't even know they're mine yet."


CHAPTER 22 — The Loot

"I

t's a word from home," said Andy, "and I'm only saying it once."

The cell was dark except for the square of lamplight through the grate. It lay on the straw between them like a rug. Sara sat with her back to the door and her wings folded tight under the sackcloth, which had split along both shoulder seams when her wings came open in the throne room and showed two long gold seams of feather. Diana sat cross-legged against the side wall with the field-book open on her knees. Jess lay on her belly in the straw by the back wall, under her own violet handprint, with her chin on her chained fists.

All three of them were looking at him.

"Her class," he said. "Shotamancer. Mancer's easy, that's just a summoner, a caster. The front half is the bad half. Where I'm from, it's a word for a grown-up who wants little boys. She picked it. She had a screen and a list. She picked that body and that word. Then she came here and picked five orphans off a street."

Diana's pen stopped.

For a while the only sound was the guard at the far end of the passage, coughing. Then Diana closed the field-book, carefully, with the pen still inside it to keep the page, and set it on the straw. She took off her glasses, folded them and held them in both hands.

"I have read a great many sins," she said, "in a great many hands and a great many tongues. Patricide, in three. Eating a guest, in five. A bishop in the Ninth Ring once wrote a hymn to the pleasure of drowning puppies, and I read it twice, for the meter." She turned the glasses over. "I have never once, in all that reading, seen a person take a sin and write it on her own sheet as a title. As a fucking job."

"She didn't think anybody here could read it," said Andy. "Except maybe one guy. And he's in a sack."

"She had a screen," said Diana slowly. "You said. A list to choose from."

"She told me behind the wagon at Corse. The character screen gave her a list, and she picked the funniest one. A screen means sliders and classes. The works." Andy looked at his hands. "I died in a van at a loading dock and woke up in a field with three words on my sheet and a god laughing at me. I never got a screen. She got a menu. She scrolled down it, and she picked that."

"Then the word is a confession," said Diana. "Signed in her own hand, the fucking idiot."

Sara had gone still. Her chained hands were in her lap, and they had closed into fists so tight the knuckles stood up white. When she spoke her voice was quiet and even.

"I ruled on her before I knew the word," she said. "On the causeway she left one child under the horns, and I ruled. The word changes the ruling in one respect only." She looked up at him. Her eyes in the lamplight were the color of a forge. "I was certain. Now I am patient."

"Thank you for telling us," she added, after a moment. "It cannot have been pleasant to say."

"It wasn't."

Jess rolled over onto her back in the straw and looked up at the ceiling. She was smiling, but her eyes had gone amber at the edges.

"I've smelled a few like her, boss," she said. "Going past, on the roads. Souls that wanted little ones. They smell like milk left out in the sun." She stretched her arms up as far as the chain allowed and wiggled her fingers at the ceiling. "Hers'll taste worse. Four years of it. I'm going to hold her in my mouth a long time before I swallow."

"Jess."

"Sorry, boss. Witch talk." She rolled her head toward him. "They laughed, though. That's what I keep coming back to. That room. Every last one of them laughed. Like she'd told them the joke before, and they'd been waiting to hear it again."

"She has," said Diana. "She has had four years to teach this city of blood slaves the joke. The boys pressed their own confirm. Harmless." She put her glasses back on, and her mouth twisted. "I imagine she tells it at every supper."

* * *

A

ndy put his back against the wall and his chained hands on his knees. The irons had rubbed a raw red band around each wrist, and the left forearm still stung where he'd cut it for Sara. He looked at the three of them in the square of light, in sacks, in straw.


"Okay," he said. "So I've been doing this wrong."

Diana raised her eyebrows at him over the glasses, and waited, and he went on.

"I've been thinking like it's a raid," said Andy. "Like we're the raid group. The Queen's the boss, Rook's the add we can't kill yet, the boys are a mechanic, and if I can just figure out the mechanic we wipe her. Right? Dungeon logic. Find the tell, learn the fight, come back stronger." He laughed, short, and it hurt his throat. "That's not what this is. She's done this before. The Queen gets a new toy, she puts it on a shelf, she brings her friends over to look at it. She told us. Her month. She wants a month with us before the show."

"And the boys?" said Sara.

"Pippa's gear. Equipped. Soul-bound, can't drop."

"Raid," said Sara. "Explain the word, please."

"A raid's when a group goes in together to kill a big boss and take its loot." He stopped. "Its gear. Its treasure."

"That is a war," said Sara. "Or a burglary."

"Bit of both," said Jess happily. "I love a raid."

Andy went on anyway. He rubbed his face with both hands, chain and all. "And us. We're not the raid. We're the loot."

The cell went quiet. Diana picked up her field-book, opened it again and wrote, slowly. Her lips moved over the words as she wrote them. We are the loot. She underlined it twice. Then she sat looking at it for a long time.

Andy's hands had started to shake again. He pressed them down flat on his knees until the chain stopped rattling. Behind his eyes the stone broke under her weight, and the boys cheered, and the court laughed, and the girl in blue counted heads with her lips, one to five, one to five.

"Andy," said Diana, and he looked up.

Diana sat up bolt upright against the wall. She took her glasses off again and tucked them into the neck of her sack. Then she crossed her eyes, both together, sweetly up and away toward the ceiling, poked the tip of her tongue out at the left corner of her mouth, and raised two fingers in a V beside her cheek. She held it, perfectly solemn, as if she were sitting for a portrait.

Andy stared at her. His mouth opened. A noise came out of him, a strangled crack, and then he was laughing, really laughing, bent over his chained hands with his forehead on his knees and his shoulders going. It hurt. He laughed harder because it hurt. Tears ran down into the sackcloth.

"It is the Kittens," Diana told the cell, holding the face. "A great honor among his people, for a deed worth it. You called a monster a monster to her face, in front of a throne, a court and a queen, in irons, on your knees." The tongue went back in long enough to speak, then came back out. "I judged it worth the Kittens."

"Two fingers," Jess said from the straw, wheezing. "Two's traditional. Oh my days, Di, look at her. She's perfect."

"Who taught you that?" said Andy, when he could breathe.

"Jessamine. At Bel's cottage, two weeks since." Diana uncrossed her eyes and blinked them clear. "I have been saving it."

Sara looked from Diana to Andy and back. Then, slowly, she crossed her own eyes, put the tip of her tongue out at the corner of her mouth, and raised three fingers beside her cheek. Jess screamed into the straw.

"Three's rude!" Andy got out. "Sara, three's rude!"

Sara lowered her hand and looked at the three fingers as if they had betrayed her. "Forgive me," she said, gravely. "Two. I shall remember."

"There was this one streamer," said Andy, wiping his eyes, because he couldn't stop now. "Back home. Willow. Willywoah's Warfront, on Flinch. Eighteen, French, rich, old-castle rich, and she streamed five nights a week from a chair three sizes too big for her." He held his hands a short way apart to show them how tiny she was, and Jess wheezed. "She'd lean right into the camera and go up in the voice. 'Hiii, chat. Merci for the sub, you're so sweet.' Teased the whole chat for subs. It worked on everybody."

"On you," said Jess.

"On me. Here's the thing, though. I was in Grayson's guild, her big rival. Every war night I had her stream up on my second screen, and I called her fleet to Grayson before she moved it. Stream sniping." He grinned at the ceiling. "She blew up his moon anyway. I told him she was charging the cannon. He didn't move the moon."

"Forgive me," said Sara. "So you cheated."

"I gifted her forty subs once. Guilt."

"What is a sub?" said Diana.

"Money. You give her money, and she says your name."

Diana's lips moved. Hiii, chat. She was saying it over to herself, the way she learned a declension.

"Oh no," said Jess, with deep joy. "Boss. You've gone and done it now. She'll want the technique."

The guard at the end of the passage yelled at them to shut up. They laughed louder. Diana laughed loudest, in three languages.

* * *

T

he palace bell rang the hour a long way overhead, eleven slow strokes, coming down through the stone like a sound in a dream.


On the last stroke the guard's stool scraped. Andy lifted his head off the wall. Boots in the passage, and a lamp coming, swinging. The square on the straw slid and grew. The guard stopped at their grate, put his face to it, looked in at the four of them, and moved on. Andy counted in his head from the moment the light hit the straw to the moment it left. Four. Four seconds at the grate. Then the boots went on toward the east end with the lamp. The far grates lit one by one down the passage and went dark again.

He counted the doors by the sound of the boots stopping. Seven past theirs. Then a pause at the end, a long one, and the boots coming back. Two hundred and ten, by the time the stool scraped again. Three and a half minutes. Then the dark, the cough, the stone bottle clinking on the floor. He started counting again from there. It was a patrol route, and every patrol route in every stealth level he had ever played had a hole in it. The guard came second. The trick was always the clock the guard walked to. This one walked to a bell he could hear through a floor of stone, and a bell was the most honest clock in the world.

Sara was asleep sitting up by the door, with her head tipped back against the oak and her mouth closed even in sleep. Diana had curled up on her side in the straw with the field-book under her cheek for a pillow. The lamplight caught the gold edges of Sara's feathers through the split seams. Andy looked at them for a while, and counted.

Straw rustled. Jess crawled over on her elbows and knees and sat down next to him, her shoulder an inch from his.

"Still counting, boss?"

"Guard walks the passage on the bell," said Andy, low. "Once an hour. Three and a half minutes, out and back. Four seconds at each grate. Then fifty-six minutes of dark."

"Clever boy." She looked at the grate. "What do we do with fifty-six minutes?"

"Nothing yet. I'm just writing it down."

"In your head."

"Diana's got the only book."

Jess snorted softly. She tipped her head back against the wall. "If you'd had a screen," she said. "Like hers. What would you have picked?"

He actually thought about it. It was easier than thinking about the bell. "Bard," he said.

"What's a bard?"

"Guy with a lute. Sings, buffs the party, stands at the back." He shrugged with his chained hands. "Nobody kills the bard. Everybody needs the bard."

"Boss," said Jess, "I'd kill the bard first. Just to hear what he sang."

"Okay, well. That's why you didn't get a screen."

Jess was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "I've still got my second, you know. Favor. The weir was the first, and I had my man for it." She said it lightly. "I'm keeping the other one. In my hat, with my stone, when I get my hat back."

"Okay."

"Not calling it tonight."

"Okay."

"Tonight I'm just going to sit here." She looked sideways at him. "If that's allowed."

He thought about Fulk in the mud with frost in his eyelashes. He thought about her face over the dead man's mouth, about Hester, about the frost on the wall a yard behind them and hello, my darlings. He knew exactly what she was.

Then he lifted his chained hands up over her head and brought them down around her, so she was inside the loop of the chain with the iron across her waist.

Jess went perfectly still.

For a long moment she stayed that way, stiff as a cat picked up wrong. Then all the stiffness went out of her at once, and she leaned all her weight into his side and put her head on his shoulder. Her hat-brim would have been in his eye. Bareheaded, her hair smelled of straw, smoke and, faintly, frost.

"Careful, boss," Jess murmured into his collarbone. "I'll start thinking you like me."

"Go to sleep, Jess."

"Mm. Bossy." She shifted closer. Her cold fingers found the cut on his bare forearm and rested on it, very lightly. "I'll stay here, then. Till they come."

She didn't sleep. Neither did he, for a long time. Every so often her thumb moved on his arm. Overhead, the bell rang midnight. The lamp came down the passage, stopped at their grate for four seconds and moved on. He counted it out and back, two hundred and ten. Jess counted with him under her breath, and she got the same number.

The bell rang one, then two, then three. Each time, the lamp. Each time, two hundred and ten. Once the guard took longer at the far end, nearly a minute, and Andy filed it. He was asleep on his post, or pissing in a corner. Either was useful.

At some point his chained hands stopped shaking. He couldn't have said when. After the fourth bell he lost the count, and the cell went with it.

* * *

T

hey came at the fifth bell, before the guard's pass.


Boots, a lot of them, three lamps, and the bar coming up off the door with a crash. Andy was on his feet before he was awake, with the chain still around Jess, and she came up with him inside it. Four guards in the doorway, and behind them, Rook, with his helmet under his arm and the Peacemaker's butt sticking out of his belt.

"Up," said Rook. "All of you. Women out."

Sara was already standing. Diana grabbed her field-book off the straw and pressed a hand to the glasses in the neck of her sack.

A guard reached for Jess. Andy lifted the chain off her, slowly. She stepped out of the loop of it with her eyes on his face.

"Where?" said Andy.

"Around the corner. One each." Rook jerked his head at the passage. "Queen's orders. You get your own room, summoner. At the end. Very private. You'll like it."

They took Diana first, a guard on each arm, and she went with her chin up and her book clutched to her chest. At the door she looked back and tapped the field-book twice against her chest, right over her heart, and then they yanked her out into the passage. Sara went next, under her own power, and the guards let her. She stopped in the doorway, turned, and bowed to him, a short formal bow from the neck, in irons and a split sack.

"Count the bells, Andy," she said. "I shall be counting with you."

Jess went last. At the door she twisted in the guards' hands and blew him a kiss. She grinned all her teeth at him and said, "Don't be a stranger, boss. Keep my seat warm."

Then the three of them were gone around the corner. Their footsteps went away down a side passage, and three doors banged in a row, one, two, three.

Rook and two guards walked Andy east down the passage, past seven doors, to the last one. The cell inside was narrower than the last, three yards by four, with an oak door and a face-height grate and a lot of fresh straw. Rook put him in it. The straw smelled fresh, which was worse. Fresh straw was for a long stay. Through the grate, back up the passage, the lamp at the stair foot was a yellow coin forty yards off, and the side passage the women had gone down was a black notch in the wall partway to it. Then Rook stood in the doorway a moment, looking down at Andy with his patient face.

"One a day," said Rook. "That's how she wants it. Somebody dies, you bring her back. Somebody else dies." He set his helmet on his head. "She's picked the scholar for this morning. She says the scholar talks too much."


CHAPTER 23 — Dark

T

hey brought Diana to his grate on the tenth bell, so he could watch them put the bit in.


Boots came first, in the side passage, with a lamp swinging around the corner twenty yards up. Then Rook's voice, bored: "This way, scholar," like a man showing a guest to a table. Andy got to the grate and pressed his face to the bars. The passage ran west from his door in a long stone throat. Seven grates lined its north side, with the stair-foot lamp at the far end and the black notch of the side passage halfway down. The lamp came out of the notch and swung toward him.

Two guards had Diana by the elbows. She walked between them in her sack with her chin up and her glasses on. The field-book was clamped to her chest in both chained hands. Rook came behind with his helmet under his arm. He had Andy's Peacemaker shoved through his belt butt-forward. The long barrel ran down the front of his left thigh and knocked against it with every step.

They stopped a yard from the grate.

"Queen wants you to see how it's done," said Rook. "Once. So you know. After this you get the row." He nodded to the guard on the left. "Irons."

The guard took the field-book out of Diana's hands. She let it go after a moment, her eyes following it. He handed it through the grate to Andy, of all people, and Andy took it in both hands. Then the guard unlocked the chain between her wrists and turned her by the shoulder. He put her hands behind her back and locked a second pair of irons on them there, tight, the bar of it across the small of her back. Her elbows went back. Her tail lashed once against the guard's shin.

Rook set his helmet on the floor. He drew his sword.

It came out of the scabbard gray, the steel qi already climbing the blade from his fist in a slow wet shine. He laid the edge along the side of Diana's throat, under her ear, so the flat of it pressed into her skin. She went still. With his other hand he took a strap of dark leather off his belt, as long as a forearm. A thick roll of hide sat in the middle of it, chewed by somebody before her. A lot of somebodies.

"Open," said Rook.

Diana looked at Andy through the grate. Then she opened her mouth.

Rook fitted the roll between her back teeth, quick and neat, like a man bridling a horse he'd bridled a thousand times. He buckled the strap behind her head under her hair, one-handed. The sword stayed put on her neck. When it was done he stepped back. The blade went back into the scabbard with a soft hiss, and the shine went out of his hand.

"Every time," said Rook to Andy. "Every one of them. Irons behind, bit in, me with the blade out while it goes on and comes off." He picked up his helmet. "Your angel judges with her mouth. Your scholar burns with her hands. And the witch eats with hers." He tucked the helmet under his arm. "So. Mouths shut, hands behind. Easy."

"Rook," said Andy. His fingers had gone white on the bars.

"Summoner."

"That's loaded, you know," said Andy, and looked down at the gun.

Rook glanced down at it, then back up.

"Pointy end's at your femoral," said Andy.

"My what?"

"Your—" Andy gave up. "Big vein. Leg. You've got six rounds pointed at it."

Rook looked at the gun a while with his patient face. Then he patted the butt of the gun, once, fondly, like the head of a dog, and left it exactly where it was. "Been there since the farm, summoner," he said. "Hasn't bitten me yet."

Diana made a sound behind the bit. It took Andy a second to recognize it. She was laughing. Her shoulders shook with it, and her eyes watered over the leather. When she had his eye she crossed them, sweetly up and away toward the ceiling, both together, for him. Her hands were ironed behind her, so she gave him the Kittens with her eyes, and it was enough.

Then the guards turned her around and walked her away up the passage toward the stair.

* * *

H

e stood at the grate with her field-book against his chest until the lamp was gone up the stair. Then he stood there some more.


Her name sat on the left of his sight with the other two, where it always sat. DIANIZOBILAL · HP 114/114 · QI 151/160. He kept his eyes on it. It was the one thing left to do with it.

The bell had rung ten. It was a quarter past, near enough, when the first number moved.

DIANIZOBILAL · HP 109/114.

He made a noise and put his forehead against the bars. Around the corner, thirty yards of stone away, a voice went up, because the other two had the same three names at the edge of their sight, and plainly they had been staring at the same number.

"Boss!" Jess's shout came down the passage thin and high. "Boss, you seeing this?"

"I see it!" he yelled back.

"Andy." Sara's voice, from farther off, pitched to carry across a battlefield. "Say the numbers aloud, please. I shall say them with you. She will be counted by the three of us."

The guard at the stair foot banged his bottle on the stool and told them all to shut it. They ignored him.

It went down slowly after that. That was the worst part. It didn't fall. It walked. A few points, then a long wait while the bars pressed lines into his forehead, then a few more.

"A hundred and one," said Andy, and thirty yards off two voices said it with him. "Ninety-six."

Then a wait so long he started to hope, stupidly, that the Queen had gotten bored.

"Boss," Jess called. "What's she doing to her?"

"Taking her time," said Andy.

"Then we take ours," Sara called. "Keep counting, Andy, please. She will want the count kept."

Then 88 and 81 inside a minute. His body flinched with each one, as if the numbers came through the stone and hit him. At 74 her QI dropped to zero in a single step. The number said somebody had made her try to burn, bitted and ironed. She had tried anyway, he guessed, and they had made her stop.

"Seventy-four," Jess called, and her voice cracked down the middle. "That's my girl. That's my clever girl. You burn the bastards, Di."

He opened her field-book to keep his hands busy. The last page had a line on it in her neat small hand. We are the loot, underlined twice. Under it, newer, the ink still bright: Note for the record: the bell is honest. He counts it. So shall I. He shut the book.

"Sixty," said Andy. The stone said it back to him in two voices. "Fifty-two."

The bell rang eleven.

"Forty-four. Thirty-seven. Thirty." Then a long wait. "Twenty-six."

Jess's voice had stopped saying them. Sara's kept on, level, courteous and steady, like a herald reading the roll after a battle.

"Nineteen."

"Come on, Di," Andy said between the numbers. "Come on. Come on." Like she could do anything about it. Like it was a raid boss with a sliver left and she just had to hold aggro for one more second.

"Eleven," said Sara. "Six."

DIANIZOBILAL · HP 2/114.

It sat on 2 for a long time. Sara said "Two," once, and after that the passage was silent.

Then the row went dark.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — SLAIN (QUEEN VESSALINE) ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM E- → ? · ████████░░░░ 2/3 ]


The bar ticked over in front of him, a second block of light sliding in to sit beside Sara's. It made a small clean sound in his head. A level-up sound. It was the best sound he knew, and it came out of her dying.

Andy sat down in the straw with his back against the door. He held her field-book against his chest with both arms, and for a while he didn't move at all.

* * *

T

he boys came down at noon.


The bell rang first, then small feet on the stair and a guard's heavy ones behind. Two boys in blue came down the passage in the lamplight, walking side by side like children in a procession, carefully. Ned was in front, the bowman, the oldest of them by the look of him, and solemn, holding his two hands out together in front of him. Ollie walked beside him, thin and pale, looking at the floor. The guard ambled behind them with the lamp, picking his teeth.

They came all the way down the passage to Andy's grate and stopped there, because the guard told them to. "Pippa says show the summoner," said the guard, bored. Andy got up onto his knees to see.

In Ned's cupped hands, held out like a bird's nest, lay a pair of glasses with thin wire frames. One lens was cracked straight across. There was a fleck of dark blood on the other one.

Andy grabbed the bars. "Ned."

Ned flinched. He looked at Andy through the grate with big serious eyes. Then he looked down at the glasses, as if to make sure they were still there. "Pippa says we carry them," he said. "For the Crown. Only us. The door knows us."

"Whose are they?" said Andy, though he knew.

"The demon lady's." Ned looked at them again. "Pippa says she won't need them where she is."

"She'll need them tomorrow," said Andy. "I'm bringing her back tomorrow. You tell Pippa that."

Ollie looked up at him for the first time. Then the guard put a hand on each boy's back and turned them around. They went back up the passage in the lamplight, past the side passage and the stool. Then they went on down the stair at the far end, lower than the cells, toward wherever the Crown kept its kit. The light went down with them. A long way below, a bar lifted, and an iron door opened and shut.

He sat back on his heels. He was shaking again. He let himself shake.

* * *

S

ober, alone, with the bell gone for noon and the next one an hour off, Andy did the only thing left to him. He opened his sheet.


He hadn't really looked at it since the capture. On the road south he'd read the chain's line, and only that, with Rook's hand on his neck. Now he had an hour, a straw floor and a sheet to read. He read it all, top to bottom, like a skill tree in a new game, before putting a single point anywhere.

Most of it he knew. The new parts were down at the bottom, under each technique, in the same small gray print the chain's potential line had shown him on the road.

[ POTENTIAL — BIND: E → D (SITE ACCEPTED ON A LIT WORKING'S FLOOR) · D → ? ]
[ POTENTIAL — RECALL: D → D+ (SUMMONS RE-FORMED ON HER OWN SIGNED CIRCLE) · D+ → ? ]
[ POTENTIAL — INSPECT: E → D (READ A WORKING WHOLE AS IT FIRES) · D → ? ]


He took them one at a time, like a man building a loadout.

BIND wanted a site on a lit working's floor. It had to be somebody else's working, anchored and burning, under his feet while he bound. He'd stood on one once, in Ashe, on Malericha's farm floor with the yard humming, and he hadn't known what it was for. Another summoner's floor. There was exactly one other summoner he knew in this city. He put that one away fast, before it could sit down in his head and get comfortable.

RECALL wanted the summons to re-form on her own signed circle. Her own. His blood ring on a cell floor wouldn't do. He looked at the back wall of his cell, though it was the wrong wall. He thought of a violet handprint and a hundred yards of stone, and Jess with her cheek against the frost saying hello, my darlings.

INSPECT wanted a working read whole while it fired. His own techniques wouldn't count; they'd just read back as his own rows. A dark circle wouldn't count. It had to be live and pointed at him.

He sat with the three lines for a long time.

Every line was out of reach from a cell. He filed all three anyway, carefully, in order, like the bell. You didn't throw away a quest because you couldn't start it yet. You kept it in the log and you waited for the map to open.

The bell rang one.

* * *

R

ook came back with the stool guard, a big guard and a quart bottle of brown glass with a cork in it.


"Queen's gift," said Rook. He pulled the cork with his teeth and spat it into the straw. The smell came out into the cell, pears and lamp oil, sweet and foul together. "She says drink up."

"No," said Andy. He sat where he was with Diana's field-book in his lap.

"She thought you'd say that." Rook didn't sound annoyed. He sounded like he'd been handed every answer to every question already. "Here's how it goes, summoner. Your scholar's window opens tomorrow, around supper. You bring her back. Queen kills her again. You bring the angel back. Queen kills her. Round and round, one a day, a month of it. You sleep it off in between."

"Why would I bring her back to that?" Andy's voice cracked. "Why would I ever bring her back here?"

Rook crouched down on his heels in the doorway, so their eyes were level. Up close his beard had gray in it and his eyes were tired.

"Because the window shuts," he said. "You know that. They told you at whatever school summoners go to. Window opens, window shuts. You don't call her inside it, she's gone. Not dead. Gone. The plane takes her and keeps her, and you can cut your arm off at the shoulder and she's not coming." He shrugged. "Miss it and she's the plane's. Your choice. Bring her back to the Queen, or give her to the plane. Plenty of summoners have picked the plane. None of them picked it twice."

Andy kept quiet. His sheet sat at the edge of his sight. RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPENS IN 27:58:40. When a window opened, a second line printed under it. He had seen that line once, at the gate when Sara came back, and his eyes had slid right off it. He tried to remember it now. The bottle came at his face before he could.

The big guard got him from behind with an arm across his chest and a hand in his hair, and pulled his head back. The other guard pinched his nose shut. Rook stood up, put the neck of the bottle in his mouth and tipped it.

It was like drinking fire somebody had sweetened. It went down his throat and up his nose and came back out of both. He choked. They held his head and kept pouring. He kicked and got one heel into the big guard's shin. The man grunted and squeezed until his ribs creaked. The fire kept coming. He swallowed because the other option was drowning. Half the quart went into him. A quarter went down his chin onto the sack and onto Diana's book in his lap. He got one hand on the book and shoved it away into the straw so it wouldn't get wet.

They let go.

He doubled over and threw up into the straw, pears, lamp oil and bile, and the room tipped. Rook put the bottle back in his mouth and tipped it again. This time he didn't fight. Giving in was easier. The burn went down and stayed down, spreading out into his arms, warm and horrible, until his hands stopped shaking for the first time since the throne room.

"There," said Rook, from above him. "Better."

The cell went soft at the edges. The lamp at the grate turned into a smear of gold. Andy lay on his side in the wet straw, and the timer swam at the edge of his sight, white numbers he couldn't hold still.

RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPENS IN 27:52:11.

He tried again to remember the second line's clock. Six hours? Twelve? Two? The straw came up and took him before he could.


CHAPTER 24 — First Recall

S

ara's row went dark at nine-fifteen, while Andy was on his knees with his face in the bucket.


The edge of his sight flickered. He lifted his head out of the bucket with puke in his nose and the cell spinning. SARAFAEL · HP 41/332. Then 12. Then the row went gray and flat, and the quick print came up under it in small white letters.

SARAFAEL — SLAIN (QUEEN VESSALINE) · BOUND 2 → 1 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00

The bar sat where it was. Two blocks lit, the third dark. It stayed put for her. She'd already been counted once, on the causeway, and the System didn't count the same woman twice. He put his head back in the bucket.

Up the passage and around the corner, Jess was screaming at the guards. It was long and inventive, and most of it was about their souls. He knelt with his arms around the bucket and his eyes shut. The hangover drove a nail into the back of each eye in time with his pulse. Jess's voice went on and on, and then it stopped. JESSAMINE · HP 134/135. One name lit. One name out of three.

"Boss!" Her voice came down the passage, hoarse. "Boss, you alive down there?"

"Define alive," said Andy into the bucket. Then, louder: "Yeah!"

"She went quiet, boss. Sara. All the way down, she went quiet." A pause. "She'll be counting the bells, wherever she is. You know she will."

"I know."

"I'm going to eat the one who did it," Jess called, perfectly cheerful. "Slowly, boss. With salt."

The stool guard shouted at her to shut her hole. She told him in detail what she'd do with his.

* * *

T

he guard came down the passage at noon with a bucket of well water instead of the bottle.


He was a heavy man with a wet mouth and a ring of keys on his belt. He threw the water through the grate. It hit Andy in the face and chest, freezing, and he came up off the straw gasping and swearing.

"Godd Howard!"

"Queen says sober," said the guard. "Scholar's due at supper. You're no good to her drunk. Can't hold the knife." He went away, came back with a second bucket and threw that too. "Drink some of that one."

Andy drank some of it off his own arm. It tasted of rust and stone. The cold got into his bones and stayed. His teeth chattered, and every chatter hammered the nails behind his eyes deeper.

He sat out the afternoon against the wall with Diana's field-book on his knees, shaking. The cell was windowless, three yards by four of stone and straw, with the bucket in one corner and the iron ring in the wall for a chain he didn't have yet. The stool lamp up the passage threw its yellow square through the grate, and the square crawled across the straw as the guard trimmed the wick. He had the bell and the timer. Two timers, now, one above the other, both ticking down in white.

RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPENS IN 04:33:13.

RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPENS IN 26:43:13.

"Jess," he called, around the third bell. "When a window opens. How long does it stay open?"

"Don't know, boss." Her voice was tired now. "Never had a summoner before you. Why?"

"There's a second line. It prints when the window opens. I read past it at the gate." He swallowed. "Rook says if I miss it, she's the plane's."

The passage was quiet for a moment.

"Then don't miss it," said Jess.

"Jess." He hesitated. "Being dead. Does it hurt?"

"Being dead's easy, boss. It's the coming back that's loud." He could hear her settling against her door, chain clinking. "Like getting born with every lamp in the room lit. Di'll come in hot, you watch. She'll come in so hot you'll need a bucket."

"I've got a bucket."

"Different bucket," said Jess.

He opened the field-book because his hands wanted a job. We are the loot. Under it, the bell is honest. He counts it. So shall I. He turned back. Pages and pages of her neat small hand, notes on the Bull, on the cut of a wight's ribs, on the color of Jess's frost, a sketch of his own sigil with arrows. A footnote correcting herself about the literature. He read every page twice. Then the bell rang five, and the guard came down the passage with the knife.

* * *

I

t was a plain kitchen knife with a horn handle, the kind you'd cut cheese with. The guard held it up to the grate by the blade, hilt toward Andy, and waited.


"Window's open in five minutes," said the guard. "You take this. You cut. You give it back. Hilt first, through the bars, nice and slow." He looked at Andy with his wet mouth. "Rook's at the top of the stair with his blade out. You get funny with it, the scholar comes back to a dead man's feet. Then she goes to the plane, and you go upstairs in a sack."

"I'm not going to get funny," said Andy.

"Everybody says that." The guard pushed the knife through.

Andy took it. It was warm from the man's hand. The cut from the gate cell was a scabbed line on the old scar, low on the inside of his left forearm, just above the wrist. He set the edge a finger's width above it, so the new one would sit over the old. He pressed, and drew it across.

It hurt more than the first one. Sober, everything hurt more. The blood came up in a line and then ran, warm, down to his wrist and off his fingertips. He handed the knife back through the grate, hilt first, nice and slow.

The guard took it and looked at the blood on the blade with mild distaste. Then he reached through the bars, took a fold of the sack at Andy's shoulder between finger and thumb, and wiped the knife clean on it, both sides. He took a stub of chalk out of his belt. On the outside of the doorframe, at eye height, where Andy could see it through the grate, he made a neat white stroke. One stroke.

Andy stared at it. "Do I get a library card?"

"What?"

"Forget it."

The guard tucked the chalk away and turned to go. Halfway to the stool, he looked back. "Enjoy it while it's private," he said. "Queen says she'll come down and watch one of these herself. Soon. She wants to see how it's done." He went off whistling.

The timer ticked to zero.

[ RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPEN · CLOSES IN 12:00:00 ]


There it was. The second clock. He read it this time. He read it twice, slowly, with the blood running off his fingers into the straw. The window stayed open twelve hours, and then it shut. Rook had said it in the cell yesterday with the bottle in his hand, and Andy had filed it as a threat. It was a rule. Twelve hours. Then she was the plane's.

He sat back on his heels with the blood dripping, and for one long minute he let himself think it. He could sit here. He could sit here for twelve hours with his hands in his lap. Diana would go wherever the plane took the uncalled, and the Queen's hands would be off her forever. That was a way to save her. It was the only one in the cell. Then he thought of her in the cottage doorway with flour in her hair, of Corrected at the subject's request, of her in the lamplight two nights ago, underlining We are the loot twice, perfectly solemn. He thought of the silence where her swearing used to be. He was a coward, or he was greedy, or he loved her. He didn't know which, and the clock was running.

He knelt in the straw, dipped two fingers in his own blood and began the ring.

* * *

H

e drew it on the stone where the straw had been scraped away, in front of his knees, as wide as his arms could reach. His fingers were steady for the first time all day. That scared him more than the shaking had. He drew the sigil at the top, copied off his sheet, then the cuts at the four quarters. He had to dip twice more to finish.


Then he tried the thing he had been saving all afternoon.

He let INSPECT go out of him, down at the ring, just as he spoke the rite. The menu wanted a working read whole as it fired. Well, here was a working, and here it was firing.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur, ngaím," said Andy.

The ring drank. That was the only word for it. The blood went dark and then lit, silver-blue, from the sigil around both ways to the bottom like a fuse burning in two directions. Cold went out of him in a long pull behind the navel, nineteen points at once. The INSPECT frame came up over the light.

ANDY · RECALL D (WINDOW 30:00:00) · YOURS

His own row. Of course. He'd known it on the straw at noon, and he'd tried anyway. You always tried the cheese strat once.

The light went up out of the ring in a sheet.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL · Realm E- QI-GATHERING (EARLY) · HP 114/114 · QI 160/160 ]


She came up out of it on her knees at his feet. She was naked. Violet hair loose to her shoulders, tangled, with straw in it already. Her horns gleamed in the silver light, gold filigree and all. She was flushed a deep rose pink from her collarbones to her hairline. Her eyes were black to the rims for one heartbeat, then two, and then they found him and focused, squinting, from a foot away.

"Fuck me," said Diana. "I appear to have died. Again." Her lips spread into a slow, enormous smile. "How was your day?"

Then she launched herself at him. She hit him so hard he went over backward into the straw with her on top of him, her mouth on his and her tongue in his mouth. She tasted like new skin, like rain. Her tail came around his thigh and cinched there. She was hotter than a fever all over. She was laughing into his mouth and shaking at the same time, in long waves.

"Andy," she said, against his teeth. "Andy, Andy. Hands. Your hands on me, now. I have been dead more than a day, and I shall be heard on the subject."

He took the lead. That was what she needed from him. She was shaking too hard to do more than point him. He got his chained hands up between them and filled them with her breasts, heavy and hot, and she arched into them with a noise like a sob. Then she grabbed one of his hands and pushed it down her belly with her own.

He went where she sent him. She was soaking wet. He slid two fingers into her cunt in one push, and she cried out loud enough to ring off the stone. She rode his hand fast and wild, with her forehead pressed to his.

"There," Diana gasped. "There. Yes. Fuck. Don't you dare stop."

He found her clit with his thumb and kept going. Her hips slammed down onto his hand. Her tail cinched tighter around his thigh until it ground on the bone. She talked through all of it, half words and half filth, yes, fuck, his name. Once, in the middle of it, she whispered a line that went into him like the knife had.

"It was dark. Andy, it was so dark there."

Then she came. She came hard, all at once, with her mouth open on his cheek. Her cunt clenched on his fingers in deep hard pulses. A high cracked wail went out of her, down the passage and around the corner, and came back off the stone.

He held her through it, and she shook and shook in his arms like a struck bell.

Faces at the grate. Two of them, the stool guard and another, pressed to the bars, grinning. They were right there over her shoulder, and he let them look.

Diana lifted her head, panting, her eyes still black and wild, and kissed him again, open-mouthed, sloppy, starving. She was already sliding down his body. Her hands were at the hem of his sack, hauling it up, and her mouth was on his ribs, then his belly, going lower. His cock was hard against her chin, and that was all it took. She growled low in her throat, sank her teeth into his hip and got her whole hand around him and squeezed. "Mine," she said thickly. "That is mine, and I am having it. I have been starving in the dark for a day, and you are my supper." Demonic came after it, rough and hungry, and her nails dug into his thigh. She licked him once from root to head, slow, like a cook tasting a sauce, and moaned at it.

The bar on the door came up with a crash.

"Up," said Rook.

Diana stood straight up off him in one motion, naked, with her arms at her sides, like a soldier called to attention. Her face was empty. For one heartbeat it was a mask with the lamp blown out behind it.

Then she came back into it. Her eyes cleared and filled up with rage, and she swung around toward the door with her lip curled off her teeth.

Rook stood in the doorway with his sword out, the steel shine running down the blade in the lamplight. Two guards came in around him. They grabbed her by the arms and locked the irons on in front, quick, while Rook's blade sat an inch from her throat. She fought them. She was still high, still shaking, and her fighting was all elbows and screaming, too scattered to raise a single spark.

"You fucking rude animals," Diana howled. "I was in the middle, you pox-ridden blood slaves! I shall have your eyes for this!"

"Not anymore, scholar," said Rook.

They threw her sackcloth over her head and hauled it down. She twisted toward Andy, wild, squinting at him from two yards away, which with her glasses in a vault might as well have been a mile.

"Book," said Andy. He held it out. "Di. Your book."

The guard took it from him and pushed it into her ironed hands. She clutched it to her chest. She looked down at it, and her squint went soft and lost, like she'd forgotten what a book was for. They dragged her out. The door slammed. The bar came down.

* * *

H

e lay on his back in the straw with his sack rucked up around his chest. His arm bled into the ring, which had gone dark. He could still smell her. His fingers were still wet.


DIANIZOBILAL · HP 114/114 · QI 160/160. Lit, and moving away up the passage.

And under it, small and white, a line that was new to him.

DIANIZOBILAL · WILL A → A-

He looked at it until his eyes watered. A minus. A small step. A notch. Up. One word, from Rook.

He thought of Kit, on the road south, standing at a trough until somebody told him twice. KIT · WILL B/F-, sixty-one deaths. Andy had read that sheet like a stat block on a mob. Now he lay in the straw and did the math like a man reading a debuff stack on his own tank. One recall, one notch, if the stack ran the way it looked. He didn't finish the sum. He didn't want the number.

"Boss?" Jess, from around the corner. "Was that Di? Literally every cell on the row heard her."

"That was Di."

"She sounded good."

"She sounded scared," said Andy. He looked at the line again. "Underneath. She sounded scared."

The stool guard came back down the passage with the brown bottle.

"Supper," said the guard, and grinned through the bars. "Rook says get it all down this time. You've got the angel tomorrow afternoon."

Andy sat up and held his hand out for it. The guard looked surprised. Andy took the bottle through the grate and pulled the cork with his teeth. He drank until it came back up. Then he drank again until it stayed down.

It went black fast. The last thing in the black was a single white stroke of chalk on a doorframe. A voice in his head that sounded like Sara's was asking, politely, how many strokes a doorframe could hold.


CHAPTER 25 — The Verdict

Sara

S

ara was counting the ninth bell when the Queen came down the stair to watch her die.


Nine strokes, slow, coming down through the stone. She counted them aloud, softly, as she had counted every bell since the night they were parted. Thirty yards away around the corner, in the last cell of the long passage, Andy would be counting them too. She liked to think so. She had asked him to. He did as she asked, when it was a small thing and a kind one.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

Boots on the stair. Many boots, lamps, and under the boots a lighter step, a woman's, in soft shoes that whispered on the stone.

"Oi. Sara." Jess's voice came through the wall at her left, low, close to the stone. "You hear that?"

"I hear it, Jessamine. Thank you."

"That's slippers. That's her." A chain clinked on the other side of the wall. "She doesn't come down for me yet. She's saving me."

"Then she comes for me," said Sara.

"Then she comes for you." A pause. "I'll be right here. Through the wall. You talk to me after, if you like."

"After," said Sara, "I shall be dead, Jessamine."

"I know, love," said Jess. "I meant the after after."

She stood up off the straw. Her irons clinked. The chain between her wrists was short, a hand's length. The leather straps the Crown had buckled around her folded wings pulled tight across her breastbone when she rose. They had put the straps on her yesterday, in the passage, after the recall. Two broad bands of oiled leather over the sackcloth, one high and one low, cinched until her wings lay flat and aching against her back. A guard had buckled them while another held her by the chain. She had thanked him, because he had done it quickly.

The edge of her sight held three names. JESSAMINE, lit, through the wall to her left. ANDY, lit, thirty yards off. DIANIZOBILAL, dark, with a white clock under it, ticking. The Queen had put Diana back in the dark the night of her recall, and her window had opened in the small hours. Andy would call her back before it shut, if the Queen allowed it.

Sara had come back yesterday. It came to her in pieces. The silver light. His face above her, gray, sick and terrified, and the blood running off his wrist. She had come up out of the dark onto her knees at his feet, and the joy had hit her like sun hitting a window. Under the joy, deep in the bottom of her, lay a cold thing that had followed her up out of the dark like a dog at her heels.

Fear was an old acquaintance. A soldier's fear, clean, loud and useful, the kind that sharpened the eye before a charge. This was a different animal. It sat in her stomach still, small, wet and patient. It had sat there all night.

And when the guard at the door had said Up, she had stood.

Her body had stood before she chose to stand. One motion, quick and smooth, like a hound's at a whistle. Then she had been back inside herself, standing, with her face hot and her hands shaking, and for a moment the how of it had been a blank.

* * *

T

he lamps came around the corner. There were four guards, then Rook, then the Queen.


The guards came first and filled the passage outside her door. One of them unbarred it, swung it open and stepped back. The lamplight came in and lay across the straw. Her cell was three yards by three. The door stood in front of her, Jess's wall at her left, the wall with the iron ring at her right, and the back wall a long pace behind her. She stood in the middle of it, in her sack, with her chin up.

"Irons," said Rook.

Two guards came in. They locked her hands behind her back. Her straps creaked. Rook came in after them with his sword already out. The steel shine ran down it slow and wet, gray on gray. He laid the flat of it against the side of her throat, under her left ear. The metal was cold, and the qi in it was colder.

With his other hand he took the bit off his belt.

The bit was an old acquaintance too, by now. She had worn it once already in this place, two mornings ago, the first time they killed her here. Thick hide, chewed soft by the teeth of every woman who had worn it before her. It tasted of old spit, fear and leather. By the dents in it, some of those women had bitten down hard at the end.

"Open," said Rook.

She opened her mouth. He buckled it behind her head. Then he stepped back to the door, and the Queen came in.

She was larger than she had looked on the throne. Broad, tall, heavy through the shoulder, with her black hair netted in gold wire and a fur of a white animal clasped around her throat against the cold of the cells. Her skin had the dull sheen of old bronze. She carried a silver cup in one hand, and wine moved in it when she walked. Her slippers were soft gray kid, embroidered with little gold wheels, spotless on the filthy stone.

She came and stood a yard from Sara, close enough to touch, and looked at her. She looked at her face first, for a long time. Then her eyes went down, slowly, to the straps across her breast, and over her shoulder to where the gold showed through the split seams of the sack. Her tongue touched her lower lip.

"There she is," said the Queen softly. "My angel." Sara looked back at her over the bit.

"I've been looking forward to this." The Queen sipped her wine. "The court had their look at you on Saturday. This one's mine. Just us." She smiled at the guards and at Rook, as if they were furniture she was fond of. "I wanted to see you away from the crowd. I wanted to see what's in there when you're off the stage." She tipped her head. "They tell me you judge people. That you open your mouth and say a word, and the word does the work. Is that right?" Sara held her silence. She had the bit in her mouth.

"Rook." The Queen's eyes stayed on Sara's. "Take it out."

"Majesty," said Rook. His head had turned a quarter inch.

"Keep your blade where it is. Under the jaw, if you please. If she says one word I dislike, open her." The Queen took another sip. "I want to hear what an angel has to say."

"She casts with it, Majesty," said Rook. "The mouth."

"Then be quicker than her, Rook. You always are."

Rook came forward. The sword came up again, and this time the point went in under her jaw on the left, just below the hinge, pressing. It broke the skin. A thread of heat ran down her neck, gold, and dripped onto her collarbone. Rook nodded to the guard behind her.

The guard's fingers found the buckle at the back of her head. He worked it loose, gently, careful of her hair, and drew the bit out of her mouth. It came free with a long string of spit. Her jaw ached. Air came into her mouth cool and clean.

"Thank you," said Sara, to the guard.

It came out of her before she could stop it, as it always did, because he had been careful of her hair.

For a moment the cell was quiet. Then the Queen laughed.

She threw her head back and laughed out loud, a big rich laugh, so hard the wine slopped over the lip of her cup and spattered on the straw. "Did you hear that?" she said to Rook. "Did you hear her? She thanked him!" She wiped her eye with a knuckle. "Oh, that's wonderful. That's the best thing anyone has said to me all week. She thanked the man for taking the bit out, with your sword in her neck."

"She does it to everyone, Majesty," said Rook. "Thanked a guard for her sack."

"Of course she did." The Queen was still smiling. "Go on, then, angel. You've got your mouth. Judge me."

The guard behind Sara shifted his feet.

Sara's face burned. It burned from the collarbones up, hot and red. She hated it, and it kept burning. She had a verdict in her. She had carried it since the throne room, since the laughing, since they pressed their own confirm, since Kit's split shield under the Bull's horns. She had carried it behind her teeth while Rook's hand was on Andy's neck. She had held it so long it had worn a groove.

Now she had her mouth.

She drew a breath. It was a real breath. She had lungs now; Andy had given them to her, coming back. She filled them and lifted her chin, and the point under her jaw went in a hair deeper.

"Vessaline of Vanorinal," said Sara.

The Queen's laugh stopped. Her eyes brightened.

The verdict was there. Sara knew its shape as she knew the weight of her own sword. First the name, then the finding, then the word. She had spoken a thousand of them. They came out of her clean and whole, every one, and the word at the end did the work. It was the most natural thing in her.

"I find you," said Sara.

She reached for the next part. It should have been there. It was always there. I find you guilty of the sale of children. The crime was plain. Her own eyes had witnessed it, and her own ears. Pippa had called four boys back and left the fifth under the horns. This queen had taken that woman up, dressed her in blue and sent her out to sing. Every piece of it stood in Sara's mind as solid as the stone under her feet.

The finding stayed open.

She stood with her mouth open and the words lined up behind her teeth, and they refused to go in a row. Every time she reached for the end of the sentence, it slid away from her hand like a sword-hilt slick with oil. She had the crime. She had the sentence. She failed to make the two of them touch.

She was waiting to be told. For Andy to say Sara, rule. She stood in front of the Queen of Vanorinal with her mouth free and a sword in her neck and the verdict of her life a hand's breadth away, and she was waiting for leave to speak it.

The cold thing in her stomach turned over.

"I," said Sara. Her voice cracked. "I do not know."

It was out before she could catch it. It rang in her own ears, and in the room.

The Queen looked at her for a long moment. The brightness went out of her eyes, little by little, and a duller light came in to take its place. She had the face of a theatergoer handed a stagehand in place of the play.

"Oh," said the Queen. "Is that all?"

"Majesty?" said Rook.

"I came down three flights for that." She looked at the gold thread on Sara's neck, and then at her own cup, and found the cup more interesting.

She sighed. She took a sip of her wine. Then she looked at Rook and nodded once, bored, like a lady signaling a footman to clear the plates.

* * *

"S

lowly, Rook," said the Queen. "I want her eyes."

Rook did it slowly. His eyes went to the Queen once before he began, and the Queen gave the smallest smile.

The point went in.

It went in under her jaw where it already rested, through the skin and the thin meat under it, and up. It grated on the bone of her jaw from the inside. It touched the root of her tongue. Then Rook drew it across.

He drew it from left to right under her jaw, slow, an inch at a time, like a man cutting a loaf he meant to share. The steel shine went into her with it. The pain was enormous and clear. Each inch opened by itself, separate. The cords of her throat parted under the edge, one, then another. A great warm rush went down her chest under the sackcloth.

Gold. It came out of her in a sheet. It sheeted down the front of her sack and soaked it through in a heartbeat, then ran in a broad bright river down her belly and thighs, pattering onto the straw. It ran down the blade, over Rook's gauntlet and up his wrist, and dripped off his elbow. It steamed in the cold air of the cell. It was the brightest thing in the room, brighter than the lamps.

Her wings beat.

The order came from deeper than her will. They were strapped flat to her back, and they beat anyway, once, both together, hard, as they beat when she leaped into a charge. The straps held. The feathers fought them regardless. They slammed out against the leather and against the back wall, and the gold sprayed off them in a fan across the stone, floor to ceiling, in a long spattered arc like paint flung off a brush.

The Queen stepped back from it, too late. A spray of gold went across the hem of her gown and over the toe of one gray slipper. She looked down at it and made a small irritated sound.

"Oh, honestly," said the Queen. She lifted her foot. "Somebody."

A guard dropped to his knees in the gold and the straw. He pulled a cloth from his belt and began to wipe the Queen's slipper, carefully, dabbing at the embroidered wheels. The Queen held her cup out to one side and watched him do it.

Sara was still alive for it.

She was on her knees. The kneeling had happened on its own. Rook's blade had come out of her, and the gold was running out of her throat in pulses now, slower, in time with a heart that had started to tire. Each pulse was a wave going out. She was drowning. She was drowning in her own throat, in a cell, with her chin up.

She tried to finish the verdict.

She had the word. It was the one word left. Úvaelis. Uncherished. She pushed it up out of her chest with every scrap of breath she had left. She pushed it past her tongue.

It came out of her mouth as a bubble. A bright gold bubble, round and perfect, that swelled on her lips and broke with a tiny wet pop.

Rook was watching her mouth. He had stepped back, with gold to the elbow, and he was watching her mouth fail with a calm, close attention, like a master at arms studying a new man's feet across a practice yard. He was learning her, by the look of him. Filing it away. What she did with her mouth when she was dying. How long it took. How much breath she had at the end.

She looked away from him. Andy will bring me back. He would cut his arm, draw the ring and say the words, and she would come up out of the dark onto her knees at his feet. That was certain. It was the one certain thing left in the world.

What frightened her was the other thing. That she would come back less. That she would come up out of the dark and the cold thing would come up with her again, bigger. The next time a guard said Up, she would stand. The next time she reached for a verdict, her hand would close on air. She would come back less of herself each time, like water poured from cup to cup, until one day she came back, looked into the cup and found it empty.

Through the wall at her left, close, Jess was saying her name. Over and over, low, like beads on a string. Sara. Sara. Sara, love.

She was so tired.

The guard finished with the slipper and stood up, and the Queen bent down. She bent at the waist, with her cup held out to one side to keep it level, and brought her face close to Sara's, a hand's breadth away. Her bronze skin. Her heavy handsome jaw. The fine lines at the corners of her eyes. A fleck of Sara's own gold on her cheek, still there.

She was smiling. It was a small smile, private and pleased, and her eyes were wide, bright and fixed on Sara's eyes, drinking.

It was the last face in the world.


CHAPTER 26 — Rungs

Andy

T

he Queen was coming down to watch, so the guard sobered him with two buckets instead of one.


The first bucket hit Andy in the face where he lay in the straw. It was lake water, cold enough to stop his heart, with a skin of ice broken into it. The second caught him sitting up and went down the back of the sackcloth. He sat in a puddle at the east end of the passage with his wrists chained in his lap, and the hangover arrived all at once, from the base of his skull forward, like a door kicked in behind his eyes.

"Up," said the guard through the grate. "She's coming at noon. Rook says you're to have a face on you."

"I have a face," said Andy. His tongue was a dead thing in his mouth. "It's this one."

The guard went back down the passage to his stool by the stair. His lamp went with him and left Andy the gray slot of light from the stairwell forty yards west, and the HUD.

The HUD kept its own lamp. Three names ran down the left of his sight in white.

SARAFAEL · HP 332/332. Lit.

JESSAMINE · 72 · HP 135/135. Lit.

DIANIZOBILAL. Dark. Under her name the recall line read WINDOW OPEN in quiet white letters. It sat there like a quest marker on a map, patient and blinking, while the clock behind it ran.

Andy got his back against the wall and turned his left forearm up across his knees, chain and all. The ladder started at the wrist. One cut from the gate cell on the first night inside the walls, and four more since then. Each was a hand's width of scab laid crosswise above the last, black at the edges and pink in the middle. Five rungs. They climbed four fingers up from the wrist now, and today's would sit above them.

Three days since the Queen had Rook open Sara's throat. Sara had told him that much the night he called her back, flat, with her hand on her neck. In those three days he had called Diana back once and Sara once, and the Queen had put Diana in the dark again.

Five recalls in nine days. Two for Diana, two for Sara, and Sara's first, in the gate cell, with Diana holding her through the shakes.

Respawn timer, thirty hours. Corpse run, one knife. Durability on the summoner, low and dropping.

His hands shook against the iron. He pressed them flat on his knees until they quit.

* * *

T

he guard came back at a quarter to noon with his lamp, a knife and a clean square of sackcloth folded over his arm. A second guard came behind him with the irons and the bit. He held the leather strap out at arm's length, like a man carrying a dead rat by the tail.


On the doorframe beside the grate stood four tally marks, the first in chalk and three cut into the mortar with the knife's point. The guard looked at Andy, looked at the marks, and cut a fifth one through the first four, slow and careful, before he handed anything through.

"Five," said Andy.

"Five," the guard agreed, and turned to face the stair.

The air changed first. It thickened in the passage like a room before a summer storm, warm and close, pushing on his ears until they popped. Realm pressure. On the causeway a realm had pushed on his chest from open sky. Down here, with stone on every side, it filled the cell like water filling a tank. Rook came around the stair foot and the cold came with him, a thin steel taste over the warm. The Peacemaker still rode through his belt butt-forward with the barrel down the front of his thigh.

Andy looked at the barrel and then at the knight's femoral artery. For one bright second he loved this world.

Behind Rook came the Queen.

She came down the passage on her own feet with a cup in one hand, steaming, and a fur at her throat against the cellar cold. She walked as if she were going down to her own wine store. The rings on her hand clicked on the cup. A small, gray man in a scholar's black walked a pace behind her left shoulder with a slate and a stub of chalk, and Andy knew him from the throne room by his ink-stained cuffs. Pellam, the court geometer. The man read sheets for a living, so a queen could keep her own eyes clean.

"Stand back from the grate, summoner," said Rook. He stopped a yard short of it and stood square in front of it.

The Queen stopped behind his right shoulder. Pellam stopped behind her left. Four yards of wet stone, an iron grate and a locked door stood between Andy and all of them. The Queen still looked at him like a cook looking into a pot.

Middle Foundation, built on pills. He had read her at the sentence, and he kept the read in his head where it was his. A realm and a stage over the party, a realm under Rook. A raid boss with a pill-fed item level, spawned in a basement to watch the trash.

"Go on, then," said the Queen. "I'm told it's very quick."

The guard passed the knife through the grate, hilt first.

Andy took it in both chained hands, knelt two yards back from the grate and set the point a finger's width above the fifth rung. The skill took his hand, a stranger's grip on his own fingers. The cut went across in one draw, and he passed the knife straight back out. The guard checked the edge against his thumb.

He drew the ring with his fingertip and his blood. It always came out bigger than he needed. The stone drank it and lit silver-blue, cold as starlight on snow, and the guard took a step back from the glow.

The skill took his mouth.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

[ RECALL — DIANIZOBILAL — WINDOW OPEN · SUMMONER'S BLOOD + 19 ASTRAL QI ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]


Then she was on her knees at his feet.

* * *

D

iana came up out of the ring naked, pink to the tips of her gilded horns, panting like she had run every stair in the palace. Sweat shone on her collarbones. Her violet-black hair stuck to her shoulders. Her pupils were blown to the rims. She looked up at him with her face lit like a window and grabbed two fistfuls of his sackcloth.


"Andy," she said. "Andy, Andy, oh fuck me, Andy, it's going." She climbed his front with her knees on his thighs and her face in his neck. Her hands found his jaw and held on, like the cell was falling out from under her. "It's all going. Every grade. They pour out of my feet. I can feel the floor of the world. You're the floor. You're the only thing holding still."

He held her. His left arm bled down her back, and he held her with it anyway.

BOUND: THREE OF THREE. Three names lit down the left of his sight for the first time since their last night in one cell. Full party. He had a minute of it, maybe. He held onto the minute with both arms.

Pellam lifted his slate. His eyes went flat and far off, the look of a man reading small print across a room. "Her will has thinned again, Majesty," he said, in a dry, careful voice. "A step since the last. The spirit sits lower in her than it did."

DIANIZOBILAL · WILL B+ → B.

The letters came up in Andy's sight in the same quiet white as everything else. A grade on a sheet. He had watched grades climb all his days in this world and cheered every one.

"How much lower?" said the Queen.

"A step, Majesty. As I said."

"Lower than the angel?"

"Six cuts on the summoner, Majesty," said Pellam. He had looked at Andy's arm instead of at Diana, and counted with the chalk, touching the slate once for each rung he could see from the passage. "The ladder climbs." He wrote it down.

The Queen blew on her cup. "Summoners never bring all of anybody back, you know," she said. She said it to Andy, pleasantly, as if she were telling a neighbor his roof wanted mending. "They all think they do. They bring back what the plane of souls hands over. It takes its piece every time. A sliver off the top." She drank. "Your angel's coming back quieter. I've watched her come back. She used to look at me. Now she looks at the floor and waits to be told."

Andy's hands went cold on Diana's back.

He knew what the bottom of that looked like.

Six for him. Six recalls since the causeway. Sixty-one for Kit. A hundred and fourteen for Tilda. He had always been good at reading a progression curve, and this one only went one way.

Diana had stopped climbing. She hung on his neck with her cheek against his and turned her head toward the grate. She squinted. She wrinkled her nose at the passage like bad print in candlelight.

"Is that her?" she said. "The blur in the good fur? I have seen better-dressed ritual sacrifice fodder."

"Di," said Andy.

"I can see enough. I can see the outline. One does not need the details to review a cheap binding." She leaned back on his thighs, naked, flushed and grinning, and pointed at the Queen with one finger. "Majesty. I have catalogued a great many tyrants. Most in calf, a few in vellum, one in the tanned skin of his own nephew, which was frankly the best thing about him. You are the worst-bound little pamphlet ever to call itself a reign. Your spine is cracked. Your margins are full of other people's blood, and every page of you was copied out of a better book by a worse hand. I would not wipe my ass with you, and I have wiped it with Harrow's sermons. In a ditch. In winter. They were softer than you." She took a breath, delighted. "One star. The star is for the fur."

The guard behind Rook snorted. He clapped his hand over his mouth and looked hard at the ceiling.

The Queen's face went still, and the bronze of it went dull as old metal. Rook's head turned a half inch toward the guard, and the guard stopped breathing.

The Queen held her cup in front of her mouth and smiled over it. It was a small smile, aimed at Diana alone, and Andy's stomach dropped out of him. She could take Diana up those stairs this afternoon and do it slower. She could take Sara. She could take Jess, who still had a full sheet and all ten fingers. Diana was high, truthful and happy, and she was going to keep going, because the truth window was wide open and she had another page in her.

"I have a further observation on your—" said Diana.

"Shut up," said Andy.

He snapped it like a man snapping at a dog going for the road.

Diana's mouth closed on the next word. Her teeth clicked.

Her face kept going for a second. The grin was still on it, and her eyebrows were still up, waiting for her mouth to catch up. Then the grin slid off. She sat back on her heels on his thighs with her hands open on her own knees. Her lips pressed together, and she looked at him.

She stayed that way.

Andy waited for it to wear off. He had watched the guards bark at the women for nine days. Kneel. Hands. Stand. Every bark won one motion off them, a knee or a hand.

Diana's will stayed locked down. She breathed through her nose. Her eyes stayed on his face, wide, wet and squinting, and her mouth stayed shut. Ten seconds. Twenty.

Their order's a stun. Mine's a hard lock. Open timer.

The passage stayed quiet. The guard who had snorted had gone gray. The laugh had died in the cell like a candle in a draft, and Andy had blown it out himself.

The Queen watched it hold. She watched Diana's shut mouth and Diana's wet eyes on Andy's face for a long breath, with the cup steaming under her chin. Then she lost interest in it, all at once, like a cat done with a dead mouse.

"I don't want them obeying you," she said. "I want them afraid of me." She handed the cup back to Pellam with her eyes still on Diana, and Pellam took it with the chalk still in his fingers. "The witch tomorrow, Rook. Bring her up slowly. I've waited long enough for the witch."

"Majesty," said Rook.

She went back up the passage with the fur at her throat, and Pellam went after her with her cup in one hand and his slate tucked under his arm. The warm weight went with her. Andy's ears popped again. Rook stayed.

* * *

"Y

ou can talk, Di," said Andy.

Diana let out the breath she had been holding. It came out of her in a long, shaking rush. She put both hands over her face.

"That was a very short review," she said, through her fingers. Her voice wobbled and caught. "I had a section on the footnotes. I shall have to publish them separately."

"I know."

"It was the best part. The footnotes were filthy." She took her hands down. The pink had gone blotchy on her cheeks. The high was still in her eyes, sliding down from the top of the stair, and under the high sat a new wariness. She watched his mouth like it might do it again. "Andy. You have never said that to me."

"I know. I'm sorry. She was going to—"

"I know what she was going to." Diana's hands closed on his sackcloth again, gently this time. "I could feel it. When you said it. It went in and wrote itself on my flyleaf, in your hand. It's still there."

"Irons," said the second guard at the grate. He had the irons and the bit ready. Rook's blade came out of its sheath with a hiss, and a steel sheen ran down the edge from the hilt to the point. The guard with the key set it to the lock.

"Summoner," said Rook. "Hands off her. She comes out."

Andy opened his mouth to tell Diana to go with them. The order sat on his tongue, ready to go in and write itself on her flyleaf.

He swallowed it.

"Di," he said. "Will you go with them?"

She looked at him a long moment, squinting. Then she nodded, and climbed off his thighs, and walked to the grate on her own feet with her chin up. The door opened. She put her hands behind her before anybody asked, and the irons went on. Rook fitted the bit himself with the blade out along her throat, same as every time. She opened her mouth for it and bit down. The guard dropped the sackcloth over her head and shoved a small, battered book into her ironed hands behind her back. Her field-book, returned. He guessed the pages since the first recall were blank.

They walked her up the passage toward the corner. She turned her head once at the corner and squinted back down the twenty yards at the blur where he was. Then the corner had her.

* * *

T

he guard came back with the bottle before the cut had stopped bleeding.


"Head back," he said. "You know how it goes."

The second guard pinched his nose, and the bottle went in against his teeth.

Half of it came back up through his nose. Rook stood at the grate with his blade sheathed and watched the stairwell, bored.

Halfway down the bottle the HUD started to swim. Three names. All three lit.

SARAFAEL. JESSAMINE · 72. DIANIZOBILAL.

Full party, and he was lying in his own vomit in the straw with his arm bleeding. He watched it like a man watching a campfire through a window.

The bar under the names still read two in three. One tick short. Two dead women had filled that much of it. The third slot, Jess's, sat empty and waiting. Under the bar sat the line his sheet kept for what it left unexplained. HEART-DEMONS still read ACTIVE, the same flat word it had shown since Ashe.

The witch tomorrow. Bring her up slowly.

Jess had a full sheet and all ten fingers. She had a hundred and thirty-five hit points, and the Queen had waited long enough.

The bottle came back to his mouth. He drank it. On the way down into the black, his last clear thought was a number. The number was a hundred and thirty-five, and he lay in the straw counting it down in his head the way the Queen would, slowly.


CHAPTER 27 — Pippa in the Cells

J

ess's hit points dropped nine at once, and Andy knew it for a hand.


He sat in the straw with his back to the wall, knees up, and watched the number: JESSAMINE · 72 · HP 31/135. A minute ago it had read 40. Nine in one hit, after a long morning of ones and twos. Ones and twos were a bleed somebody was letting run. Nine was a hand, or most of one, and the Queen had told Rook to go slowly.

Seven days ago the guards had brought Jess out of the side row at the corner with the bit in her mouth. Twenty yards off, she had lifted her chin at his grate as if she were off to a dance, and they walked her west to the stair. The row had held at 135 until noon. Then it started to move. It had moved ever since, all day and all night, in ones and twos, with the odd ugly chunk.

One of the chunks was his. On the third day he had swung the chain between his wrists into the bars until the irons took the skin off both hands. He screamed up the passage for the Queen, for anybody with a key. He would crawl into her hall on his knees and take back every word he had said there about Pippa. The guard picked his teeth on the stool and watched him a while. Then he took his lamp and climbed the west stair.

Andy was still at the bars when the row dropped eighteen in one hit.

The guard came back down and sat. Andy sat too. The blood had dried under the irons in two brown rings, and since then his hands had stayed on his knees. Every noise he made down here, the Queen answered on Jess.

Damage over time. Seven-day duration. Healer's in irons. Since yesterday he had stopped drinking the water the guard left, and he had stopped sleeping. Every time his eyes shut the number kept going in the dark behind them, white on black, and he opened them again to check it. 31.

"Godd Howard," he said to the straw. "Just let her die."

The stair door banged at the west end. Light came down the passage, and a girl's voice came with it, high and bright off the wet stone.

"Okay, hi! Visitor! Super quick, I promise!"

* * *

S

he came down the forty yards of passage in her blue livery with the blue braid swinging over one shoulder, and a boy came behind her with a basket. The air thickened ahead of her. It came on sweet and close, like a nursery with the windows shut, and pushed on Andy's ears until they rang. Heavier than the Queen. A long way heavier.


Pippa stopped a yard off his grate and smiled through it. Her gray eyes went over him, the sackcloth, the chain and the rungs up his left arm, and settled on his face.

"Rafe, buddy, stool," she said.

The boy set the basket down and went back up the passage at a jog. He was small and wiry, with a shock of brown hair and scabbed knuckles. He came back carrying the guard's stool upside down on his head. He set it behind her. She sat on it blind, as if a stool always arrived when she sat.

"So I asked the Queen if I could come play," said Pippa, "and she said, Pippa, you're the only one in this palace with the stomach for him. Which, I mean. Rude to you." She pulled a flat wooden box out of the basket and slid the lid back. "I made these myself. Took forever. Nobody here has cards, Andy. Can you believe that? Four years. Four years of no cards."

She fanned them out. They were cut from stiff white board and painted by hand in four colors, red, blue, green and gold, with fat black numbers. Some had arrows. Some had a ring with a slash through it. A few were painted black all over with a tiny rainbow wheel in the corner, and one of those said DRAW FOUR across the middle in careful capitals.

"Seven each," said Pippa. "You know the rules."

"Pass."

"You can't pass before you have cards, silly. I'll deal you in. You'll see."

She held the deck in her left palm and flicked the top card off it with one fingernail.

The card went through the grate. A thread of light came with it, violet at the core and amber at the edges, the color of a nursery lamp through a sick child's eyelids. The thread ran from her fingertip to the card's corner and carried it across the cell like a fish on a line. It set the card face down on the straw by his foot. Then the thread snapped back into her nail with a tiny music-box plink. The next card followed it, and the next, until seven lay in a neat row by his foot, square to each other, a finger's width apart.

Andy looked at the row of cards. Then he looked at her hand. The light was still dying out of her fingernail.

That's qi. She's dealing cards with her cultivation. For fun. He kept his hands on his knees.

"Okay, I'll play yours too," said Pippa cheerfully. "I do it for the boys when they're sad." She dealt herself seven into her lap and turned the top of the deck over. A red five. She laid a red seven on it. Then she reached across the yard with the violet thread and flipped his first card over where it lay, a blue two, and frowned at it. "Oof. You have nothing. Okay. You draw."

A new card sailed in and landed by the others. She played both hands. She talked while she did it, and her thread went in and out of the grate, turning his cards over, choosing his plays, laying them on her pile.

"So the city," said Pippa. "You want to know what the city thinks? You're like the main thing. You're bigger than the harvest. I'm reading this off the crier's paper, okay, this is the Crown's words, not mine." She put down a green skip, and skipped him. "'The foreign summoner, judged in the hall of the Crown, keeps three women of good birth bound to him against their will, and sends them to their deaths for his own strength, and drinks between.'" She smiled at him over the cards. "And drinks between. That's my favorite part. They put it on the posts by the fish market. People are spitting on your name, Andy. In the street. It's actually adorable."

"I drink because they pour it in me."

"Okay, well, that's not in the statement." She played a blue reverse. "Ollie's doing a verse on it. Rhymes with thirsty. He's struggling."

The HUD moved.
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His eyes went to it. Pippa's eyes followed his up, then came back down to his face and stayed there, interested. She watched him read it.

"She's doing your witch with the little hammers," said Pippa. "Fingers first, then up. The Queen's super old school. It takes forever." She laid a red draw-two on his blue reverse. "Draw two, buddy."

Andy's hands closed on his knees.

"How do you know my HUD number?"

"I'm a summoner, silly. I can read. And I asked." She tipped her head, and the silver ring through the middle of her nose caught the lamplight. For a second it rang, faint, high and thin, like a wet fingertip going around the rim of a glass. Her hand stayed in her lap. Her face stayed sweet. The sound stopped, and Andy stared at the ring.

"So, important question," said Pippa, and leaned in. "When you came over. Did you get the screen?"

He knew about the screen. She had told him herself, behind the wagon at Corse. He gave her the blank face anyway. Pippa loved to explain, and people who loved to explain told you more than they meant to, if you let them.

"What screen?"

"The screen. With the sliders." Her eyes went wide. "Oh my God. You didn't. You just took the default. You walked in here in your own face." She laughed, delighted, both hands over her mouth with the cards fanned between her fingers. "That's so you. That's so you guys, honestly. Just keep your head down and take what you're given."

"What sliders?"

"All of them." She sat up straight and ticked them off on her fingers like birthday presents. "Height. Eyes. Hair. Nose. Age, that was the big one. And skin." She held up her hand and turned it in the lamplight, pale and freckled to the wrist. "Took me an hour on the freckles. I wanted them just right."

"Back home I was Black, Andy," said Pippa. She said it lightly, the same voice she used on the cards. "And where I come from, my people were the ones with owners. So when the nice voice gave me the sliders, I made myself the other thing. I made myself white. And then it gave me the classes, and I scrolled right past the fighters, the healers, all the boring classes, and picked summoner." She smiled. "So this time I'm the owner, okay? I own. That's my revenge for my ancestors. I think they'd be proud of me, honestly."

Andy's mouth had gone dry.

Behind her, Rafe stood stock-still with the basket against his stomach.

"The boys," said Andy. "Kit was born in this world. His people never heard of Texas."

"Policy doesn't care where Kit's from."

"That's a story you tell your mirror."

Her eyes went blank. They stayed blank longer this time, two beats, three, flat gray glass in a freckled face. Then the sweetness came back up through them, slow, like a lamp brightening.

"Okay, so that's a tone thing," said Pippa, "and we've talked about tone." She put down her last card in her own hand and showed him her empty palms. "Uno. I mean, done. I win. GG, no rematch." She leaned close to the grate and dropped her voice. "And you're a bonus, Mr. Miyagi. Honestly? I'd want you anyway, angel or no angel. I've just never liked your kind." She smiled wider and said the next word low and clear, for him alone. "Jap."

It was an old ugly word from home, three letters long, the kind a man said once in Austin and then had to fight about. Every other soul in this world would hear a nonsense noise.

His face went hot. His chained hands came up off his knees by themselves and grabbed at the air.

Pippa watched them do it. She watched every muscle in his face. Her own face was happy.

"There it is," she said. "Okay! Policy check, one sec." She stood up, brushed off her skirt and raised her voice down the passage. "Guard? Can I see your visitor book? I want to make sure I'm logged!" To Andy, sweet as milk: "Be good, summoner." To the boy: "Rafe, stay. Hold the basket. Don't touch his cards."

She walked away up the passage toward the lamp, with her braid swinging.

* * *

T

he boy stood a yard off the grate with the basket against his stomach and watched her go.


At the stair foot, forty yards off, Pippa bent over the visitor book in the guard's lap and talked. Her mouth moved and the guard's head nodded. Her voice came down the passage as a bright small noise, wordless at that range. She had her back half turned.

Rafe set the basket down on the stone. He pulled a coil of brown string out of his sleeve and started knotting it blind, a small loop, a slip, a second loop through the first. A snare. His fingers knew it like Andy's hand knew the knife.

He watched Andy's face while he knotted, though, and Andy guessed he had been watching it since the word.

"What does it mean?" said Rafe. He said it low, to the knot.

"What does what mean?"

"The word on her plate." Rafe's eyes flicked up the passage, then back. "Nobody knows it. You looked at it in the square at Corse like it bit you. You look at it like that now."

Andy looked up at the plate over Pippa's head, forty yards off in the lamplight, small and white. Human · SHOTAMANCER.

He thought about every true sentence he could say to a kid through a grate. He picked the only one that would fit.

"It means she isn't fifteen," said Andy.

Rafe's fingers stopped on the string.

"She's fifteen," he said.

He said it flat and quick, like a prayer before supper, the words worn smooth from saying them. His eyes stayed on Andy's.

Andy read him. The skill went out from behind his eyes in a cold pinch and came back with the boy's sheet. It gave the qi back a breath later.

RAFE · 13 · TRAPPER · WILL B/E · DEATHS 40.

He put it in his head beside the one he had read on the road south. KIT · 13 · WILL B/F- · DEATHS 61. Four notches apart. Twenty-one deaths apart. Rafe still asked questions.

The more deaths, the less boy. It's a stat. She's farming it.

"She's fifteen," said Rafe again, quieter, to the snare. His fingers started moving again, loop and slip.

At the stair foot Pippa straightened up from the book and turned around.

Rafe's face went blank and smooth, a pond with the stone already sunk. He shoved the string back into his sleeve, picked up the basket and held it against his stomach, exactly where it had been, exactly how she'd left him.

Pippa came back down the passage at a skip. She looked at Rafe, at the basket, at his sleeve. Her eyes rested on his sleeve one beat. Then she looked at Andy.

"Were you bothering the summoner, buddy?"

"No, Pippa."

"Good boy." She scooped her cards back up off the straw with the violet thread, one at a time, slid them home in the box and closed the lid. "Okay! This was so fun. Same time next week, Andy, if you're still you." She tipped her head up the passage, toward the corner. "Your witch is at twenty-six. Fun fact. Don't do the math, it's sad."

She went back up the passage with Rafe behind her carrying the stool on his head. At the stair foot she turned around, lifted one hand and wiggled her fingers at him. Then the stair had her. The sweet weight went off his ears like a pillow lifting.

Andy sat in the straw and breathed. JESSAMINE · 72 · HP 26/135.

* * *

T

he guard came down at sundown and poured the bottle into him through the grate, and the second guard held his nose. Andy took it like a man taking medicine. When it was gone he lay on his side in the straw and watched the number through the haze. 19. Then 14.


The palace bell rang the hour far up through the stone, a dull iron clang. The guard got up off his stool and walked the passage with his lamp. Andy counted the steps out of habit. Sixty to the east end. A look through each grate. Sixty back. The bell again. The walk again. 9.

He had played healers. He had played the guy watching a tank's bar go down in a raid, with the heal on cooldown and his hands sweating, typing come on come on come on into a chat that scrolled away unread. This had the same shape. The healer's hands were chained.

The row read 4. He sat up. His head swam and he put a hand on the wall.

"Jess," he said.

An hour before midnight by his count the row went dark.

[ JESSAMINE — SLAIN (QUEEN VESSALINE) ]
[ BOUND 3 → 2 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM E- → ? · ████████████ 3/3 · COUNTED · COMPLETE ]
[ HEART-DEMON — FED · TRIBULATION ARMED · GATHERS WHEN THE PARTY IS WHOLE · FAILS IF IT BREAKS ]


The bar filled. The third block went white beside the other two, a clean full line. COMPLETE. Last time, on a farmhouse floor, Diana had made him read it out loud.

He looked at it a long time in the dark, with Jess's row dark beside it.

"Ultimate's ready," Andy said to the empty cell. "Thirty-hour cast time."

Then he read the last row again, slowly, sober as the bottle would let him be. GATHERS WHEN THE PARTY IS WHOLE. All three of them standing at once.

Sara was alive in her cell around the corner. Diana was alive in hers. Jess's window opened in thirty hours. If the Queen let the other two live one more day and night, he would bring Jess back, his party would be whole, and the sky over this palace would gather.

One day. All she has to do is be slow.

He lay back down in the straw with his heart going like a drum. He did his math. The Queen killed on her own clock, one every day or two when she wasn't busy with a hammer, a different woman each time. She had just killed Jess. Diana had died last before Jess. Sara's turn came next, if the Queen kept her pattern, but sometimes she broke it. Sometimes she slept late.

He lay there and prayed to whatever was listening that she slept late.

* * *

S

he killed Diana in the morning, at her ordinary pace.


He was awake for it. The light from the stairwell had gone from black to gray, and the guard was snoring at the stair foot. Andy was watching the timer under Jess's name tick down through twenty hours when Diana's row started to move.

DIANIZOBILAL · HP 114/114. Then 106. Then 75. Thirty-one in one hit. He closed his eyes. The stone took her weight and broke, again, behind his eyelids, and he opened them. 44. 16. The row went dark. BOUND 2 → 1. A second timer came up under her name: RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00.

It took eleven minutes. The Queen had been quick with her, for the Queen.

Andy sat in the straw and watched the two timers run side by side, Jess's ten hours ahead of Diana's, and the full white bar above them with nowhere to fire it. He turned his left forearm up. Six rungs.

Luck won't stand all three up at once, he thought. Her clock won't either. It'll have to be mine.

The bell rang the hour far up in the stone. Down the passage the guard grunted awake and reached for his lamp. Andy started counting.


CHAPTER 28 — The Quiet One

Jess

T

he dark let go of Jess all at once, and she came up through the floor of the world afraid.


She landed on her knees on wet stone in a ring of cold blue light. Her hands hit the floor. Her hair fell in her face. Every finger she owned was back on her hands, ten of them, pink, new and stupid. The fear came up through her with the warmth like water through a sponge.

That was new. She had died before, in a farmhouse in the cold, and come back up blissed and laughing. Coming back was the best part. Coming back was a hot bath, a bell and a kiss all at once. This time she came back frightened, and the fright fit her like another woman's boots.

She grabbed. Her hands found sackcloth, a chained wrist and a forearm slick with fresh blood, and she held on. She hauled herself up the man in front of her and got her face into his neck. He stank of the bottle. He was shaking worse than she was.

"Jess," said Andy, into her hair. "Jess. Jess."

"Boss." Her teeth chattered on it. The truth window was open. It stood open, a door in her chest with the wind going through, and every true word in her wanted out at once. She picked the safe ones. "It hurt. The little hammers hurt, boss. She took her time."

"I know. I watched your row."

"Course you did." She shut her eyes against his neck. "Course you did, boss."

She shook. She let herself shake. It was real, which helped, and it was useful, because there were people at the grate.

* * *

S

he counted them over his shoulder. A lamp, a yard back from the bars. The guard with the knife, wiping it on his sleeve. Rook, square to the grate and a yard off it, with his gray beard, his patient face and that ugly little iron of Andy's stuck through his belt, the barrel turned up and away from his leg now. And at Rook's right shoulder, a step back, a girl in blue with her braid over her shoulder and her chin on her fist, watching like it was a puppet show.


The pressure came off the girl in a soft, close wave, sweet as milk on the turn. Two realms over Jess at least. Rook's came off him cold and dry, steel on the tongue. Between them the passage felt like the inside of a fist.

"Okay, so that's six," said Pippa brightly. "Six recalls. Sorry, seven, if we count the angel at the gate. The Crown's very interested in the count, Andy. They asked me to come down and give it a look."

Jess kept her face in Andy's neck and opened one eye. Pippa's gray eyes had gone flat and distant, the eyes of a diner reading a menu on the far wall. Her lips moved.

"Sarafael, lit," said Pippa. "Jessamine, lit, that's you, welcome back. Dianizobilal, dark. Window at three this afternoon." She blinked. "Oh. Oh, that's interesting. There's a row under the bar. Andy, did you know you had a hidden row?"

Andy's arm went hard across Jess's back.

"Want me to read it?" said Pippa. "I'll read it. It's for the record anyway." She tipped her head and read off the air in a flat, careful voice, like a recipe. "'Heart-demon, fed. Tribulation, armed. Gathers when the party is whole. Fails if it breaks.'" She looked down from the air at Andy. "Fails if it breaks. Huh. That's so fragile, buddy."

Jess watched Rook. His head turned. It was a small turn, a quarter inch, the turn of a man hearing his own name in a crowd. His eyes left the cell and went down the passage to the corner, where the side row ran off south to three doors: the angel behind one, and empty straw behind the other two. They rested there. Jess counted four breaths, five. His eyes stayed on the corner the entire time, and his face stayed patient. Then they came back to the cell. To Andy's arm. To the ring on the floor, going dark.

Oh, thought Jess. Oh, you clever old dog. You've just learned the boss's sky. And you've learned how to keep it off your roof. She shivered against Andy, harder, on purpose.

"Ignore her, boss," she whispered in his ear. "She's mid. She's a voice in a passage. Look at me."

He looked at her. His eyes went flat and far off, and she knew that look from a hundred fires. He was reading her. His mouth went tight on a row, and she could guess which. Her will. Hers would read S, and S. She knew what he'd find.

"Uncapped," Jess whispered, so low it was mostly breath. "Told you."

His mouth shook. He put his forehead on her shoulder. She put her hand on the back of his head and held it there. Over his shoulder she watched Rook's eyes go back to the corner one more time. Her will held. Why it held was hers, and she meant to keep it.

"Okay!" Pippa straightened up and clapped once. "That's my report. Thanks, guys. Super informative." She smiled through the grate at Jess. "Welcome home, witch." She went up the passage, light on her feet, and the sweet weight went with her.

"Bit," said Rook. His blade came out of its sheath with a hiss, and a steel sheen ran down it from the hilt to the point. "Hands behind you, witch. Through the door."

The guard yanked the bar up, and the door opened a hand's width. Jess climbed off Andy's thighs. Her legs held, mostly. She walked to the door on her own feet, with her chin up, turned and gave Rook her wrists through the opening. The irons bit shut on them. The bit came last. Rook fitted it himself with the edge of his blade lying along her throat, cold as a tongue. She bit down on the leather, met his eyes over it and smiled around it, because a smile around the leather was rude, and he deserved rude.

"Jess," said Andy, behind her.

She looked back at him from the door. He sat in the middle of the cell with his left arm bleeding into his lap. Seven rungs, now. She counted them for him. The newest one was halfway to his elbow. She winked.

* * *

T

he Queen came at noon, to Jess's door, alone. Alone, for a queen, was Rook at her shoulder, two guards behind him and a lamp. She stood in the passage and looked through the grate for a long, silent time. Jess knelt in her straw with the bit back in her mouth, her wrists ironed in her lap and her eyes on the floor. The Queen had them put the bit in for this. The Queen plainly liked her quiet.


"Last and slowest," said the Queen at last. "That's what I promised myself, when they told me you were on the road. I'd do the angel quick, because she's a show. I'd do the demon quick, because she talks. And I'd do you last and slowest, and I would come down after and tell you about it." She had a cup again, and drank from it. "Do you know what I found that morning?"

Jess kept her eyes down.

"Of course you do. You left it for me." The Queen stepped closer to the grate. The rings on her fingers clicked on the cup. "I found my girls. On a circle, in my own cellar, on my own floor. I found the singer first, the one with the voice like a bell, who used to wake the house. Her throat was open. I stood and looked at that open throat until Rook took me by the arm."

Jess looked at the straw. A beetle went through it, black and busy.

"I found the twins next to each other, holding hands. You did that, I think. Put their hands together. That was a joke, wasn't it." The Queen's voice stayed level and soft. "I found the little one from the salt coast, who cried when it thundered. I found the one who did my accounts in her head, quicker than any clerk, and laughed at my clerks. I found the tall one who hated me. She hated me for six years. She was the only one who said so, and I kept her for it. Her eyes were open. All of their eyes were open, witch. Every one of them."

"Thirty," said the Queen, after a long breath. "Twenty-nine of my girls, and the woman who kept my house for me, with her heart gone. Thirty."

Jess kept her eyes on the beetle. It had found a straw end and was trying to climb it. Thirty-one, Majesty, she thought. You've missed one. The quiet one.

The quiet one had come down the stair on her own the second night, for a look, and sat by the door to watch. She'd had a habit of sitting by doors. Jess had put her on the circle last of the twelve, and she had gone the easiest of all of them, with her eyes on Jess's face and her lips moving. In the palace she was the one they forgot, then and now. She was the best of the lot. Jess could still taste her.

Her shoulders shook. She let them. The Queen watched them shake, and through the bars her face changed. It went soft and pleased around the mouth.

"There," said the Queen. "There she is. I knew you were in there."

"Thirty," she said again. She drank the last of her cup and handed it back to Rook. "I counted them myself. I'll count them for you every time you come back, witch. Every single time." She turned to go and stopped. "The demon's window opens this afternoon, Rook."

"Majesty."

"Leave her where she is for now," said the Queen, and went.

Rook stayed a moment at the grate. His eyes went over Jess in her straw, the bit, the irons, the shaking shoulders. Then they went down the side row toward Sara's door, and toward the third door with the dead woman's straw in it. They rested there. Then he went after his queen.

Jess stopped shaking. She sat back on her heels and watched the beetle get to the top of its straw and fall off. Leave her where she is. So the demon would stay dead deep into her window. Somebody else would die first. Clever old dog, she thought again, and this time there was less warmth in it.

* * *

D

own at the stair foot the guard was dozing. Jess knew it by his breathing, slow and catching, and by the lamp glow on the corner wall, turned low. The palace bell had rung one in the morning a while ago. He walked on the bell and slept between.


Jess's bit was out for the night, and the irons were off. She knelt at the back of her cell with her ear to the stone. It was colder down here than in the old cell, and wetter. Through the wall, a long way off, past rock, fill and old foundations, her circle hummed. She had touched it the first night through the stone, faint as a bee in a jar. Tonight she wanted more than the hum. Tonight she wanted to walk around it.

"Hello, old floor," she whispered to the wall. "Still mine?"

She lifted her right hand and bit the heel of it, along the old bite. Her teeth went through the skin with a soft pop. Blood ran down her wrist, warm, and she pressed the open palm flat on the floor where the flags met the wall. Frost came out of her hand.

It went into the joint between the flags first, the crack where the mortar had rotted, fine white feathers growing along it with a sound like sugar crushed under a spoon. Her breath went out of her in a long plume. Her eyes went amber. They went hot, the old bright heat, and she smiled, because it had been a while. Then she went looking for a wick.

A working through a hundred yards of stone wanted heat, and her own was spoken for. The cell was ice. The straw was damp and dead. The guard at the stair foot was warm all the way through, a big slow fire in a leather jerkin, snoring. The frost went to him.

It ran out under her door and along the joints of the side row, a thin white thread in the dark. It turned the corner and went west up the main passage between the flagstones toward the lamp. Twenty yards. Thirty. It went up the leg of his stool. It went over the toe of his boot, and in at the lace holes. The guard's breath caught in his sleep.

"Hush, now," Jess murmured down the thread, sweet as a nurse at a cot. "Hush, love. Give it here."

His warmth came down the thread to her like soup down a throat. It came out of his feet first. The thread brought her his toes going numb inside his boots, then dead. It came out of his hands, and the thread brought her that too, the nails gone cold to the quick and frost biting into the creases of his knuckles. He whimpered. It was a small sound, a child's sound, and it came around the corner to her with the creak of the stool as he tried to curl up on it and got nowhere, because the cold was inside him now, in the long bones of his shins, in the meat behind his knees.

Jess shut her eyes and smiled wider. Her cheeks hurt with it. It was the best she had felt in nine days. With the guard's heat in her, she pushed.

The frost under her palm went from white to violet. It went down into the stone, through the floor of her cell, the fill under it and the old foundation stones of the west range, a hundred yards of cold rock, black, wet and heavy. She went with it, along it, like water down a crack. And there, at the end of the crack, she found her floor.

Her circle. Her room. The one she'd cut alone and signed, first, before the thirty-one. It lay in the dark under the kitchens, swept, cold and signed in her own old blood, and it knew her hand as a dog knew a step. Its hum came up into her palm.

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes, still mine."

She walked the edge of it with her mind, slowly, like a gardener walking her own beds. Every stroke where she'd left it. Every angle true. The room smelled, through the stone, of old smoke and lye. Then her mind came around the north side of the circle and stopped.

There was a second cut. It ran outside hers, a hand's width off, all the way around. A second line around her circle, fine, fresh and careful, the work of somebody who had taken their time. It tasted of violet with an amber edge, sweet as milk on the turn, a nursery taste with the windows shut. Jess knew that taste. It had leaned on her through a grate at five o'clock yesterday morning.

She held still a long moment with her palm on the stone.

"Well, now," said Jess softly, to the dark. "Who's been in my room?"

Up the passage the guard whimpered again, high and thin, and his bootheels scraped. She let go of him. The frost thread snapped back along the joints to her hand and went into her palm like a breath drawn in. The stool creaked once more as he slumped on it, and then he was only breathing. He would wake at the bell with his feet numb and blame the cellar damp. He would live. She wanted him alive, tonight.

Jess sat back on her heels in the dark with her bleeding hand in her lap and did her sums.

The keys were on his belt, thirty yards off. Another minute on that thread and the guard would have gone quiet for good. She could walk the frost back out to him and lift the ring off his belt with it, cold fingers through a cold wire. She could open her door. She could open Sara's. She could walk around the corner to the boss's grate and open that.

"And then Rook," she said to the dark.

Rook sat at Core-Formation, two realms over all of them. The boss was E-. Jess was suppressed to the boss's realm, and so were the angel and the demon. Two realms. On the causeway a mindless blind bull with a ruined leg had still killed the angel and broken the boss's chain at arm's length. Rook had a mind. Rook kept the bit, the irons and his blade on every one of them, every single time the leather went on or came off, or else a locked door. Any woman running from Rook would die in a corridor. And every dead woman came back in the boss's cell, on her knees at his feet, with a door locked between them and Rook on the far side of it.

She could run. Every road she ran down ended at Andy's feet, in this cellar, with a new cut on his arm and a new rung gone off the angel's eyes. Jess licked the blood off the heel of her hand and stayed where she was.

Down the passage, the bell rang two. The guard jerked awake, swore at his feet, stamped them and swore again. His lamp came up. His footsteps started down the passage on their walk, slow and limping.

Jess lay down on the frost in the straw with her cheek on the cold stone. Through it her old room hummed, and the new line hummed around it in a sweeter voice.

"Blessed be, little sister," she whispered to the stone. "Cut all the circles you like. I was here first."


CHAPTER 29 — Not Whole

Andy

S

ara's row went dark at the eighth bell, and Andy cut the letter into the wall before he let himself feel it.


He did it with the corner of his wrist iron. The mortar under the grate had gone soft as cheese years before he got here. The iron's square edge took a line out of it clean. One stroke, two, three. An S. He put it at the bottom of the column for today, under the row of little ticks that stood for bells. He sat back on his heels in the straw and looked at it. Then he looked at the HUD.

SARAFAEL. Dark. RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00.

Eighth bell, row goes dark. Queen's an early riser today.

He breathed through it. In through the nose, out through the mouth, like a man on a firing range. It came anyway. Her face on the horn at the causeway came up behind his eyes, white and surprised, with the gold running out of her down the black horn in a sheet and her mouth making his name on a breath that had already left her. Then the cell came back. Straw, stone, the slop bucket, the grate. His own hands were on his knees, shaking, and he made them stop.

It was a good wall. He had been working on it since the Queen came down. Seventeen days, seventeen columns, cut a finger's width apart, starting under the grate and running right toward the corner. Every bell had a tick. Every time a row went dark he cut its letter: S, D, J. Every time a woman came back he cut a ring.

Back home this would have been a spreadsheet. He'd kept them for every raid he ever led, color coded, with a tab for each boss, a tab for loot and a tab for which healer stood in fire. Here it was mortar and a wrist iron, and it held the same thing a spreadsheet held, if you read it right. He'd started reading it the morning after Jess came back.

"Water," said the guard at the grate.

He was the slow one, the knife guard, with the big red hands and the ears that stuck out under his cap. He pushed a wooden cup through the bars and waited while Andy drank it, because the cups had a way of going missing.

"Which one's next?" said Andy.

"Not my end, summoner." The guard took the cup back and looked into it, to make sure. "Queen's in a good mood, though. She had eggs."

"Good for her."

"Two eggs," said the guard, with deep respect. "She only takes the two when she's had a good morning down here." He went back up the passage to his stool.

Andy looked at the S at the bottom of today's column, cut while the mortar dust was still on his iron. A good morning. He added a small mark beside the S, a circle with two dots in it, so he'd know the next time he saw a plate come back with two shells on it.

* * *

H

e came back at the second bell with his lamp, a knife and the bottle under his arm. The second guard came behind him with the irons and the bit. Rook came last. The steel taste came with him, cold over the wet, and the pressure leaned on Andy's ears like two hands.


"Up, summoner," said the guard. "Demon."

Andy got up. His knees cracked. He had slept, which meant his pool was full. Thirty-two. The ring would want nineteen of it.

Rook stopped a yard off the grate, and Andy's eyes went to the gun out of habit. The Peacemaker still rode in his belt butt-forward. The barrel had moved, though, and it had been moved for days. He'd been too drunk, or too busy holding a woman through the shakes, to clock it. Twenty-two days ago it had hung straight down the front of his left thigh, six rounds aimed at the big vein, and Rook had patted it like a dog and told him it hadn't bitten yet. Now it ran crosswise along his belt over his hip, with the muzzle tipped up and out, at the wall.

Andy looked at it a second too long. Rook followed his eyes down to the gun, and back up.

"You moved it," said Andy.

"It sits better," said Rook.

"Sure."

"Knife," said Rook, to the guard, in the same patient voice, and that was the end of it.

You absolute old bastard. The knight had taken a safety briefing from a drunk in a sack, through a grate, and quietly fixed his holster. Andy had been tech support for the final boss, and the final boss had closed the ticket and marked it resolved. It was the best thing that had happened to him in seventeen days. He had to look at the floor so his face wouldn't do it.

The guard passed the knife through, hilt first. Andy knelt two yards back from the door and turned his left forearm up. Eleven rungs climbed it from the wrist, black at the bottom, pink and puffy at the top, and the newest still wept at one end.

He set the point a finger's width above the eleventh rung. The skill took his hand. The cut went across in one draw, and it went deeper than he meant.

The skin parted. Under it, for a second before the blood came, lay a thin yellow layer like chicken fat, and a white thread of tendon under that. Then the red welled up out of the cut, ran down over the old rungs and dripped off his wrist bone into the straw. He hissed through his teeth. The pain came a beat after the cut, hot and sick, up into his armpit.

He passed the knife back and drew the ring with two fingers. The stone drank it and lit silver-blue.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

[ DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]


Two of three. He had stopped expecting anything else.

* * *

D

iana came up on her knees with her arms around herself, naked, pink and shaking, and fell into him.


She fell, more than climbed. Her face hit his chest and stayed there. Her hands grabbed the sackcloth at his sides and twisted it. She was panting high and fast, as always when she came back, with sweat on her collarbones. Her horns knocked his chin. He waited for the high. For the Andy, Andy, it's going. For the jokes.

"It hurts," said Diana.

Her voice came out of her small and flat.

"I know, Di."

"It hurts. I am frightened. Andy. I am frightened." She said it to his chest, and her fingers tightened in the sack. "I do not like it. It hurts. Please."

"I've got you."

"Please."

He held her. His arm bled down her spine. Her hair stuck to his wrist. The truth window stood wide open in her, the same as every time, and it hurts and please were all that came out of it.

"Di," he said. He made his voice light. "Quick one. What's the shelf mark on Harrow's sermons?" Six recalls ago she'd given the Queen one star and wiped her ass with those sermons in the same breath. She had shelved them herself, years before she ever met him.

She lifted her head. She squinted at him from a foot away. She squinted at everything now. Her eyes were wet, wide and frightened, and they looked at him like he might have an answer.

"I do not know," said Diana. "Andy. It hurts."

Four recalls ago she had come back swearing. Today she had it hurts and please, like a book with every page torn out but the last.

He read her. He did it out of habit, the way he checked a tank's bar, and hated himself while he did it.

DIANIZOBILAL · WILL B- → C+.

A letter grade off the top. She was a C now. She had been an A once, an A with an F stapled under it, and he'd thought the F was the problem.

"Andy," she said. "Is it over?"

"Getting there."

She nodded, slowly, as if that were a reasonable answer to anything, and put her face back on his chest.

"Hands off, summoner," said Rook. "She comes out."

Go with them sat on his tongue. She'd be grateful for it, because it was simple and she was frightened.

"Di," he said. "Will you go with them?"

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she looked at the door. Then she got up and went. She took the bit like a child taking a spoon and clutched her field-book. At the corner she turned her head and squinted back down the passage toward him. Then the corner had her.

Rook didn't go with her. He stood at the grate with his hands folded on his belt above the gun and looked past Andy, at the wall.

The columns ran right from under the grate toward the corner, seventeen of them, letters and rings and bell ticks, plain as a page in the lamplight. Andy's stomach dropped through the floor.

"You keep a calendar," said Rook.

"Drunks lose track," said Andy. "The bells all sound the same."

Rook read the wall. His eyes went along it from the left, slowly, column by column, like a man reading a ledger he had kept himself. At the S at the bottom of today's column they stopped.

"Keep it," he said. "It's accurate." He went up the passage after his escort.

"Bottle," said the guard, and shoved it through the bars at him.

Andy drank it. He drank it fast, because the faster it went, the less they held his nose.

* * *

H

e woke at the eleventh bell with the taste of pears and lamp oil coming up his throat and his left arm stuck to the straw.


The guard's lamp went down the passage on the bell, sixty steps, and came back, sixty steps. Andy waited until it was back at the stair foot and the stool creaked. Then he crawled to the wall, got his face close to it in the gray slot of light from the stairwell and read his log from the left, slowly, with a fingertip.

The first ten columns were from before. Diana recalled, then Jess taken, then Jess going dark at the end of the eighth day, the night the bar filled, and Diana going dark the next morning. For eight and a half days he'd had three lit names in his head at once, and the Queen had let him have them. Her clock was her own. She'd killed quick or slow, whichever woman she fancied, and recalled whoever came up next.

Then the eleventh column. Jess's ring. The morning Pippa came down to watch and read his hidden row out loud, in that recipe voice, to Rook. Fails if it breaks.

"Twelve," Andy whispered to the wall, and put his finger on the next one.

J, just past the second bell, and a ring for Diana before the third. Diana's window had opened the afternoon before, and the Queen had held it to its last hour, until Jess was dead. Thirteenth, S at the eighth bell, and a ring for Jess at noon. Fourteenth, J in the afternoon, then a ring for Sara after dark. Sara's window had sat open six hours, held until Jess was dead. Fifteenth, bell ticks alone: two lit, and Jess's window opening late at night, held. Sixteenth, D before dawn, then a ring for Jess. Seventeenth, today. S, then a ring for Diana. Kill first. Recall after. Every window held, and every one used inside its twelve hours.

He sat back on his heels.

It was so clean he wanted to laugh. Three lit, zero times in six days.

He'd heard it happen and read it wrong. The morning Pippa read the row, behind him, Rook had gone quiet. A long quiet, five breaths long, at his back. Andy had thought he was bored. Two days later the guards emptied the three cells on the side row and put the women in the pen at the end of it, one long stone room behind one grate. One grate was easier to count. Rook hadn't been bored, then. He'd been counting cells.

"Rook's rule," said Andy, out loud, to the dark.

He started laughing. It hurt his ribs and it hurt his arm and he couldn't stop, so he put his face into the straw so the guard wouldn't come. Patch notes, he thought, with straw in his mouth. Version one point oh point four. Full party: removed. Working as intended.

He laughed until the laugh turned into a sob, and then he lay there with his cheek on the straw until it turned back.

When he could, he crawled back to the wall. Beside every ring in the log he'd cut a second, smaller mark, a letter grade, scratched so small he had to read it with his thumb. The grades from before the wall sat in a short row under the first column, cut from memory. He ran his thumb down Diana's. A-. B+. B. B-. And today's, which he cut now, with the iron's corner, while it was fresh. C+.

He counted it out on his fingers like a man counting rounds. C. C-. D+. D. D-. E+. E. E-. F+. F. F-. Eleven more notches and Diana sat where Kit sat, on the floor of the sheet. At a notch every four days, that was six weeks.

"Six weeks," he whispered. "Godd Howard. Six weeks."

Sara's marks ran S+, S, S-. Slower. She'd started higher, so she had farther to fall, and she was falling.

Jess's ran S, S, S. He touched them one at a time. Uncapped. One bar on his sheet that refused to move, three times running, after seven days of hammers.

He was glad of it. He was so glad of it that he stopped looking at it, in case it changed.

* * *

T

he palace bell rang midnight far above him, twelve slow iron strokes through the stone. The guard did his walk, and within twenty breaths the snoring started.


Andy lay on his side and watched the stair slot go from gray to black, and did his math.

Rook's rule was simple. It was a rule about recalls, and the Queen held the recalls because the Queen held the knife. The knife came first. Blood came after the knife, the ring after the blood, the woman after the ring. Every recall since the gate had started with a guard passing a blade through the bars hilt first. Every one ended with him taking it back and wiping it clean. That was the lock.

Except the knife only opened the blood. The blood was already in him.

He looked at his forearm. Twelve rungs. The newest was a crusted line, black, half a day old. Above the HUD's dark row the timer for Sara ran on in quiet white: a shade under fourteen hours. It would open at two tomorrow afternoon, in daylight, with the palace awake. Wrong hour. The next one might be better.

"Scabs open," he whispered. "They open if you pick them."

And the window was a timer. It ran booked or unbooked. If a window opened at the right hour, in the dark, between two bells, he could have three lit. The guard would be asleep on his stool. The Queen would be asleep in her bed, and Rook wherever Rook slept. Whole.

And then the sky. It would gather over the palace roofs in the dark, black on black, while the palace slept with its eyes shut. He had stood under one before. It took time to build. How long, he could only guess, but people looked up at clouds in the daytime. At night they slept.

Fails if it breaks. Then don't let it break. Keep every soul upstairs in bed until it lands.

His heart was going hard now. He made himself breathe. Firing range. In through the nose.

He had a floor. He had blood under a scab. He had a guard who walked on the bell and slept between. What he needed was a window that opened in the dark, for a woman the Queen hadn't gotten to yet, on a night she kept the other two alive.

"One night," Andy said to the wall. "Just give me one night."

He crawled back to the wall in the dark and found the last column with his fingers, and the empty mortar to the right of it, where tomorrow would go. With the corner of his wrist iron, slowly and carefully, he started cutting a clock.


CHAPTER 30 — Left, Love

Diana

T

he guard brought them the moon on his pass at the tenth bell. He always held the lamp up to their faces when he gave them news.


He stopped at the pen's grate with the lamp held up. The light came through the bars in four yellow stripes and lay across the straw. Diana squinted into it from the back wall. To her eyes the man was a lamp with a smear of beard under it and a wet red mouth.

"Moon's back, ladies," he said. "Thin as a nail paring, and down already. You missed the dark of it in here. That's your first gone." He grinned. "Queen wants the second. Gives you a month, near enough, to look forward to."

He waited for their faces. Jess gave him hers from the straw by the door, a pale blur with a white grin in it. He took the lamp away quickly after that. His boots went off up the side row and around the corner, and the dark came down on the pen like a lid.

Diana sat with her back to the stone and tried to count it.

The Queen had said it in the throne room with an almond in her fingers. At the dark of the second moon. The first dark had passed over their heads five nights back, by the guard's paring of a moon, so the second came a month after it, and five of those days were already gone, and a month in this world ran to a number she knew. She had shelved the tables herself. She held the start of the sum up in the dark and reached for the rest, and the start came apart in her hands like wet paper. She grabbed for it. She had a three, and then the three went, and she was holding a seven and had forgotten what it was for.

She tried again from the top. It went the same way, faster.

"Fuck me," said Diana quietly, to her knees.

"Thirty-two days," said Jess, out of the dark by the door.

Diana sagged. Thirty-two. It sat there in the air where Jess had put it, a plain, solid number, and she could look at it as long as Jess's voice stayed under it. Once she would have wanted it entered. The want came up out of long habit, looked around the pen for a page, and lay back down.

Straw rustled. Jess came across the floor on her hands and knees, by the sound of it, and found Diana's foot. Then her shin. Then the rest of her. A small hard hand closed on her ankle and pulled. Diana slid down the wall onto her side in the straw with a yelp, and Jess climbed in behind her and fitted herself against Diana's back, slight, warm, lean with muscle. A bare knee pushed between Diana's knees. An arm came over her waist and held on.

"There," said Jess against her neck. "That's better. You were doing sums in the corner like a widow."

"I was failing to do sums in the corner."

"Same thing in the dark."

In the dark Jess was as blind as she was. Diana lay in that and found it the fairest the world had been to her in a month. The black was total. The stair slot was around the corner and thirty yards off, and the lamp at the stair foot died out long before it got this far. She had her own breath, Jess's breath, the straw under her cheek, the reek of the bucket in the corner, and Jess's hair against her ear. It smelled of sackcloth, of old blood, and under both, of Jess.

She thought about Andy for a while, because she was bad at stopping it. Yesterday afternoon she had come up out of his blood on the floor of his cell into the lamplight. He had been a pale blur on his knees with blood running down his arm, and she had squinted at him with everything she had and failed to make out his face. She had wanted his face. She meant to feed on it, as she fed on every face that wanted her. His voice had come instead, rough, drunk, asking. Di. Will you go with them? She had gone. She had fed on the voice all the way up the passage and around the corner, and it had been enough to keep her warm through the irons.

There were worse diets.

"Jess," she said. "Will you tell me about the hammers?"

The arm around her waist went still.

"Again?" said Jess.

"I am aware it is again." Heat spread out from her collarbones in the dark. "I am a disgrace, and I shall go on asking."

Jess laughed into her hair, low. "You're a demon, Di. Demon's got to eat." She shifted closer. Her mouth came to Diana's ear. "Little silver hammers. She keeps them in a box lined with blue. Fingers first, one joint at a time. She counts out loud, so I can keep up. She has a lovely counting voice, the Queen. Very clear."

The heat started low in Diana's belly and climbed.

"Go on," said Diana. She hated herself for it and wanted the rest.

"Thirty-one on the right hand, last time. She lost count at nineteen and started over. Said it was only fair." Jess's voice was flat and easy, like a cook reading out a recipe. "Then the toes. Then she got bored and let Rook finish."

It ran through Diana in a long hot pulse, up out of her belly into her breasts and her throat. Her skin warmed under the sackcloth. Her tail stirred against Jess's shin and curled. Somebody she loved had hurt, a great deal, slowly, and the hurt went into her like wine into a dry throat. Her body thanked it. Shame came up right behind it, thick and sour. She shut her eyes in the dark, uselessly, and pressed her face into the straw.

"There," said Jess. "Better?"

"Yes." It came out wet. "Fuck. Yes. I am so sorry."

"Don't be." Jess's thumb moved on her hip, slow. "I'd give you every one of them twice. Better you have them than her."

Diana rolled over to face her. It took two tries, because her tail was under Jess's knee and Jess kept her weight on it, plainly on purpose. Then she was nose to nose with a warm dark shape that smelled of Jess and breathed like Jess. She squinted at it. Useless. She reached up, found a jaw, held it, aimed for the mouth with every scrap of her nerve, and kissed Jess full on the ear.

Jess went rigid with laughter. It shook through the small hard body against hers, silent as laughter in church.

"Left, love," said Jess, wheezing.

"Fuck left," said Diana, and found it.

Jess's mouth was hot and tasted of the gruel and the pen's stale water. It opened under hers at once. Then Jess took it over, as Jess took everything, with a hand fisted in the hair at the back of Diana's head and her tongue pushing in. Diana went soft against the stone. Her hands found the hem of Jess's sackcloth and hauled it up. Smooth skin met her palms, impossibly smooth, the hard flat midriff and the firm full breasts above it, each one filling her palm. She cupped one. The nipple drew tight against her palm, and Jess made a low pleased sound into her mouth. Diana's other hand ran up Jess's right arm and found the seam at the elbow. It was the one line on her that was anything but smooth, a raised ring of gold under the skin, all the way around, where Sara's ichor had gone in. Diana traced it twice with her fingertip in the dark. Jess let her.

"Off," said Jess, and stripped Diana's sackcloth over her head and her horns in one rough pull. The filigree on the left horn caught. Jess yanked anyway. She dragged her own off after it and flung both away into the straw. "Sorry. Lie back."

Diana lay back. Jess's hands went over her in the dark like a groom's over a horse, firm and quick. They stopped on her breasts, weighed them, stayed there and squeezed, then pinched both nipples hard enough to make her gasp. Diana arched up into it. Whatever else the Queen had taken, she had left this. The want came off Jess in waves, from her hands, her breath, the hard knee between Diana's thighs, and Diana drank it. It was a better meal than the hammers, and it came clean of shame.

Then Jess climbed up her body. A knee came down on either side of Diana's head. Diana's horns pressed back into the straw.

"Tongue out, scholar," said Jess, above her in the dark.

Diana put it out. Jess sank down onto her mouth.

She was already wet. Diana found her pussy by taste, salt, heat, Jess, and licked up the length of it slowly. Jess's thighs clamped on either side of her face. She found the clit and circled it. Above her Jess hissed through her teeth. A hand came down, took a horn for a handle and held Diana's head right there, and Diana let it.

"Flat tongue," said Jess. "Slower. There. Stay there till I say."

Diana stayed there. She would have written it down if she had had a pen.

She was blind as a stone down here, and it mattered less than a hair. She had fed on faces all her life, and this was a face of a kind, and she read it as she read anything she loved, by every sign it gave. The rhythm of Jess's breath told her when to go slower. Jess's hips told her when to press. When Jess's grip on the horn went tight and trembling, Diana sealed her lips around the clit and sucked. Jess bucked down on her face and swore in a whisper. She swore in Common first, then in a swamp tongue Diana had shelved once and loved, then in plain noise.

"Keep on," breathed Jess. "Blessed be. Keep on, or I'll eat you."

Diana did as she was told. Jess came on her mouth hard, grinding down. Her thighs shook on either side of Diana's horns and her slick ran down Diana's chin. Diana swallowed what she could and wanted the rest. She choked off her own cry with the back of her wrist. It came off her in a flood, that pleasure, rich and wild. It hit Diana half a beat later and twice as big. She came under Jess with her own body untouched. Her hips jerked up off the straw at the empty air, her tail lashed the stones, and the moan went into Jess and stayed there.

Jess lifted off her slowly, shaking. "Did you just," she said.

"Yes," said Diana, and licked her lips. "Hush. It is a symptom."

Then the bell went for the eleventh hour, far up in the palace, and the lamp came around the corner.

Boots on the stone. The light swung down the side row, filled the grate with yellow stripes and lay across the two of them in the straw. Jess was crouched over her naked, Diana's face slick, both sackcloths lost in the straw. The guard's face came to the bars behind the lamp. It was a pink blur. The mouth in it opened.

"Quiet!" he barked.

Diana's mouth shut by itself.

It shut like a door in a wind, and her breath stopped behind it. For one motion of the world her mouth belonged to the wet red mouth at the grate. It was the worst thing in the cells, worse than the hammers. A stranger's word reached into her and shut her like a box. Then the motion ended. The lid came off on its own, and air rushed back into her. Andy had put her in that box once, with two words in his cell, and she had stayed in it until he let her out. He had sounded sick when he did it. Now he asked. He asked her everything.

"Ignore him," said Jess, quite calm.

Diana's hand closed on a fistful of straw so hard the stems cut her palm.

Jess turned on her knees toward the grate. She was naked in the lamplight, and she let him have the look, like a stick held up for a dog. "Like the view?" she said sweetly. "Have a good long one, darling. I'll have your eyes for it after. I'll eat your soul with a spoon, and I'll save the eyes for last, because they're the best bit."

The guard laughed. It was a thin laugh, and the lamp went away faster than he had brought it. His boots went off around the corner. Diana lay and shook.

"Shh," said Jess. She came down over her and put her forehead to Diana's, for one breath, the softest thing Diana had ever had from her. Then her hand was moving. "There. He's gone. You're mine again. Where were we."

"You were going to eat the blood slave's eyes."

"After." Jess's hand slid down Diana's belly, between her legs, and found her soaked. "You first."

She went into her with two fingers, unasked, and Diana's back came off the straw. Jess was small and Jess was strong. She fucked her with her hand, hard, deep and curled, the heel of her palm grinding the clit. Her other hand settled on Diana's throat, light, and held her down by it. Diana let her.

"Hips up," said Jess. "Fuck my hand, scholar. Show me how much you want it."

Diana showed her. She rode the hand with her hips off the straw, shameless as a tavern girl, and Jess laughed low in her ear. Being put in her place by this one felt like the old halls, the warm crowded rooms of home, and she went down into it gladly.

"Say it," said Jess in her ear.

Diana's breath was ragged. "Say what, precisely, you vicious little bitch?"

"You know what. The word you picked." Jess's fingers slowed, cruelly. "Say it or I stop."

"Whore," said Diana. Her skin burned outward from the collarbones, all the way down. "Yours. And his. A loved one."

"Again."

"Your whore." It broke in the middle. "Yours and Andy's. A good one, a loved one, Jess, please."

"Good girl." Jess's mouth went to the join of her neck and shoulder. Her breath was hot there. Her fingers sped up. "And whores get signed."

"Sign me," said Diana. It came out of her from deep down, old and certain. "Sign me. I want to be read."

Jess bit down.

Her teeth sank into the meat at the join of neck and shoulder and held, hard enough to break skin. The pain lit through Diana white and clean, and under it Jess's want poured off her, the want to mark her, own her, keep her. Diana fed on all of it at once. She came with Jess's teeth in her neck and Jess's fingers buried deep in her. Her cunt clenched on them in long hard pulls. Her hands clawed at Jess's back, and her tail wrapped Jess's thigh and squeezed. The sound she made went into the stone and stayed in the pen, because Jess's hand slid up from her throat and covered her mouth just in time.

Jess held the bite through every pulse. Then she let go and licked the place, once, slowly, like a cat cleaning a kill.

They lay in the straw. Diana's heart slammed against Jess's cheek. Jess's head lay on her breast. Her fingers were still in her, and Diana let them stay. She put her hand up to her shoulder. The bite was hot and wet under her fingertips, a neat double crescent, already swelling.

"Signed," said Jess, against her skin. "Jessamine. Her mark. Now they'll know whose you are when they come for you."

"When," said Diana. "If it is me tonight, it comes off. I shall come back clean. Fingers, bites, all of it."

"Then I'll sign you again," said Jess. "Every time they send you back. First thing. Before you've got your breath." Her teeth grazed the place, lightly. "I'll wear my jaw out on you."

Diana laughed. It hurt the bite, and she laughed harder.

Jess was quiet for a while.

"The angel's window opened at two this afternoon," she said at last. "He left it shut. They left it shut. And the Queen likes her party short a member. So one of us goes up the stair before midnight, and he gets Sara back after."

Diana lay still and tried to follow it. It was a simple chain. She could see it was a simple chain. She reached for the first link and held it. She reached for the second, and the first went out of her hand into the dark.

"Which of us?" she said.

"Doesn't matter."

"I want it to be me."

"I know you do." Jess's fingers slid out of her at last. Jess licked them clean, unhurried, and settled her head back on her breast. "That's the demon in you. Wants the hurt for itself. Greedy thing."

"It is the kind part."

"Same part, love. Go to sleep."

Diana stayed awake. She lay on her back in the black with Jess's weight on her and the bite beating hot under her hand. Thirty-two days. She tried to count down from it. She got to twenty-six before the numbers went out from under her. Then she lay in the dark and listened for the midnight bell, and for whose name came with it.


CHAPTER 31 — The Worst Night

Andy

A

t the sixth bell the guard pushed the knife through the grate hilt first, and Andy sat in the far corner of his cell with his arms around his knees and let it hang there.


"Summoner," said the guard. "Knife."

"I see it."

"So take it."

"Pass."

The guard looked at the knife in his own hand. He looked at Andy. He was the slow one, with the big red hands and the ears that stuck out under his cap, and Andy watched the thought go across his face from one ear to the other.

"You have to," said the guard.

"Do I?"

"It's the demon. It's booked." The guard frowned. "Queen's holding supper on it."

"Tell her to start without me."

The knife stayed in the grate a long breath more. Then the guard pulled it back through, slowly, like a man taking back a refused handshake, and stood there holding it. Andy's heart was going so hard it shook the chain on his wrists.

"I'll have to tell," said the guard.

"Yeah," said Andy. "Go tell." The guard went up the passage with his lamp, the knife and his big shoulders hunched, like a kid sent to the principal's office. The stair door banged. Then the cellar was dark except for the slot of gray from the stairwell, and the HUD. SARAFAEL, dark, her window opening in seven hours. JESSAMINE · 72, lit. DIANIZOBILAL, dark, WINDOW OPEN. Andy let out his breath. Jess was still lit.

* * *

H

e had worked it out on the wall four nights running, with the clock he'd cut into the mortar, and he ran it once more now in his head, like a raid lead at the pull timer.


The Queen recalled after she killed. Nine columns in a row said so. If he took the knife at the sixth bell, somebody would walk down the side row first and kill the only woman he had standing. Then he'd bring Diana up into a party of one. So the knife stayed upstairs, and with the knife upstairs, Jess stayed alive in the pen. Sara's window opened at one in the morning. Diana's had opened at four this afternoon.

His pool sat full at thirty-two. A recall drew nineteen. Do Diana late, when the palace was in bed, between two bells, and he'd drop to thirteen. Two an hour awake. Three hours later he'd be back at nineteen, with Sara's window open, right on time. A second recall in one night needed a second site. He remembered that panel. He'd read it once before, in the fourth hour of a long bad night, and he'd put the second cut on his right arm with the knife in the wrong hand.

Diana on the left, at the elbow. Sara on the right, opened on the square corner of the wrist iron. Jess alive in the pen. Three lit. Whole. The knife was the lock, and the knife was upstairs. That was fine, because the blood was already in him.

He turned his left arm up to the gray slot of light. Fourteen rungs. The top one was a day old, Jess's, a crusted black line a finger below the crook of his elbow. He put his thumbnail at one end of it and dug in.

The scab came up in a flake. Under it the cut was half healed, pink, shiny and glued shut. He dug harder. His nail went in. The skin tore open along the old line with a sound he felt in his back teeth, and the blood came, slow at first, dark, then faster and brighter. He hissed. His eyes watered. He kept tearing, a fingernail at a time, until the cut ran its length again and his hand was red to the wrist.

"Heist night," he said to the cell, under his breath. "Heist night, bro."

The palace bell rang the seventh hour, far up in the stone, and he froze. At the stair foot the door banged, a lamp came on, and the second guard came down the passage on the pass. Sixty steps. Andy lay down on his side in the straw with his bleeding arm under his body and his eyes shut. The lamp went over him through the grate, stayed a breath and moved on. Sixty steps back. The stool creaked. He sat up and got to work.

* * *

H

e couldn't draw the ring with a fingertip. A fingertip ring on bare stone would be a red smear a guard could read from the door. So he scratched it instead.


He used the corner of his wrist iron, the same square edge he'd cut the log with. He swept the straw back from the middle of the floor and knelt on the bare flags. He set the iron's corner down and pulled it in a curve. The stone was harder than the mortar. The iron squealed. He went slower. A yard across, bigger than he needed. It always came out bigger than he needed.

It took a long time. The chain kept his hands a hand's width apart, so every stroke was short, and his arms burned from the shoulders down. Blood from his torn rung ran down over the iron and made it slick. Sweat ran into his eyes. Twice he lost the line and had to find it again by touch, with his fingertips in the groove like a man reading braille.

When the circle closed he dipped two fingers into the cut on his arm and laid the blood into the groove, all the way around. The red sat down in the scratch below the surface of the floor, where the stone would drink it when it was time. Then he swept the straw back over it, sat on his heels and looked at the straw.

Pull timer's running. Tank's alive in the pen. Healer's on the floor under the straw. Two rez casts and a full party at one in the morning. He laughed once, quietly, through his nose.

The bell rang the eighth hour. He lay down on the straw over the ring with his arm under him, shut his eyes and waited for the guard's lamp. It came down the passage on time. Sixty steps. It stopped at his grate, and stayed.

The pressure came first, cold and dry, a steel taste on the back of his tongue, and the air in the cell thickened until his ears popped. Andy opened his eyes. Rook stood at the grate with the guard's lamp in his own hand, holding it up. His patient face looked down through the bars at Andy lying in the straw, then at the straw, then at the red at the edges of the straw where it had soaked through. His eyes went from the straw to Andy's arm and back.

"Up," said Rook.

Andy got up. It was the only move he had.

"Step back. Against the wall."

He stepped back against the wall. Rook kept the lamp up and reached through the grate with his other hand, the gauntlet scraping on the iron. He swept the straw aside along the floor with two armored fingers as far as he could reach. Then he sent the guard in with the key while he stood in the doorway with his blade out, and the guard kicked the rest aside with his boot. The ring lay in the lamplight, a yard across, scratched into the flags, red in the groove. Rook looked at it for a long time.

"Your circle's crooked," he said.

Andy stared at him. Then he looked down at it. The old man was right. The left side bulged where he'd lost the line the second time. It looked like a pizza somebody had sat on.

He started to laugh. It came out of him high and wrong, and he stopped it. Rook was looking at him, and the patient face had changed. The man behind it had woken up, quiet and interested. By the look of him, he had found the hole in a wall he'd built himself, and he was already deciding where to put the brick.

"Fetch the Queen," said Rook to the guard, with his eyes still on Andy. "Tell her the summoner can count."

* * *

T

he Queen came down with her fur at her throat and a napkin still in her hand. She'd come straight from her table. A dark smear sat at the corner of her mouth, gravy or wine, and she was smiling. She stopped at the cell door, which stood open now with Rook in it. She looked past his shoulder at the scratched ring on the floor, and at Andy against the wall with his arm red to the shoulder.


"Oh, look at that," she said. "Look what he made."

"Majesty," said Rook. "The angel's window opens at one."

The Queen looked at the ring a moment longer. Then she lifted her eyes to Andy's face and kept them there.

"The witch," she said. "Now. Down the row. I'll wait."

Two guards went past her up the passage toward the corner with the irons and the bit, at a jog. Their boots went around the corner and down the side row. A bar went up. A door scraped.

"Wait," said Andy. "Please. Majesty. Wait. I'll do the recall. I'll do it now, I'll do it right now, give me the knife—"

"Hush," said the Queen. She watched his face as if it were a kettle.

Down the side row, around the corner, a thump. A scrape, like a heavy thing dragged over stone. A short noise behind leather, high, cut off. JESSAMINE · 72 · HP 135/135. Andy's eyes went to it, and he couldn't stop them. HP 61/135. HP 9/135. The row went dark. JESSAMINE — SLAIN. BOUND 1 → 0.

It took less than a minute. He could feel the Queen's eyes on his face for every second of it. She'd watched him read it. She'd watched every number go through him. Now she smiled, slowly, and folded her napkin in half, then in half again.

"There," she said. "Now there's nobody to stand up but the ones I give you." She tucked the napkin into her sleeve. "You'll bring the demon back for me tonight, summoner. And the angel when hers opens. Rook will hold the knife. I want both of them fresh in the morning." She turned to go, and at the door she looked back once at the ring on the floor. "Three is a number I don't keep in my house."

She went back up the passage to her supper. Andy slid down the wall until he was sitting in the straw. Three dark names on the HUD, all three, and the bar above them sat full, white and useless. Rook stood in the doorway with his blade out and watched him.

He'd pulled. That was the plain fact of it. He'd pulled early, with the tank parked in the pen and the healer hidden under straw, and the boss had looked at the pull timer and one-shot the tank before the first swing. Every raid he'd ever wiped, he'd known why within ten seconds. He knew this one. He'd built a plan with a hole in it and filled the hole with Jess.

The pen was thirty yards away around a corner. He would have given his other arm to look at it.

"Two windows," said Rook. "Two sites, I'm told. Left arm first."

* * *

T

hey did Diana at the tenth bell. Andy remembered little of the two hours between. He remembered the bucket, which came because he'd started shaking and couldn't stop, and the guard's red hand shoving the knife through the grate hilt first. Rook stood behind the guard with his blade bare. The scratched ring had been scrubbed out with a brush and lye, and his crooked circle was a pale scar on the flags beside his knee.


He set the point at the crook of his left elbow, on the soft skin where the arm folded, above the fourteenth rung. It was the last space left on that arm. The skill took his hand. The knife went across, and the cut gaped, because the skin there moved with the joint. Blood came out of it fast and dark, pulsing with his heartbeat. He passed the knife back. The guard took it, wiped it on his sleeve, and stepped back. Andy drew the ring with two shaking fingers, and it came out lopsided too.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

[ DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: ONE OF THREE ]


Diana came up on her knees, sobbing before she was solid, crawled into his lap and pressed her face into his stomach.

"It hurts," she said, into the sackcloth. "It hurts, it hurts, I am frightened, please."

"I know, Di."

DIANIZOBILAL · WILL C+ → C. He read it and shut his eyes. They took her out. He asked her if she'd go, and she went. He couldn't have said if she'd heard the question.

Thirteen. His pool sat at thirteen. He sat on the floor in the lamp's glow with Rook's eyes on him and watched it come back. Fifteen, at the eleventh bell. Sixteen. Seventeen at midnight. Eighteen. The window under Sara's name counted down beside it, a minute at a time, the two numbers racing each other toward one in the morning. Exactly enough, he thought. I did the math right. I did the math perfectly.

"How'd you know?" said Andy. His voice came out of him like gravel.

Rook was quiet so long Andy thought he'd let it go.

"You turned down a recall," said Rook. "Every recall since the gate, you've taken the knife the second it came. Shaking, drunk, crying, you took it. Tonight you said pass." He shifted his weight in the doorway. "A man who turns down the thing he wants most has found a better way to get it."

"She'd have killed Jess first. At six. Before Diana."

"Yes."

"So I kept her alive."

"For two hours," said Rook. "Well done."

SARAFAEL. WINDOW OPEN. Nineteen, at one.

"Right arm," said Rook.

The guard checked the knife out to him a second time. Andy turned his right forearm up. Mid-forearm, the old scar from that other long night showed white. He set the knife below it, on the inside of the wrist, a finger's width above the crease, where the tendons stood up like cables when he made a fist. The skill took the wrong hand. The left gripped the knife clumsily, the chain dragging, and the cut went across shallow and then deep. Blood ran down into his palm and filled it.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

[ SARAFAEL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]


Zero. His pool sat empty, and the floor of his skull went soft. Sara came up out of the light on her knees with her wings folded flat and shaking, and grabbed his ankle. Her mouth moved. She was trying to say it. He watched her try. Her lips came together for the first sound and stuck there.

"A," said Sara. "A—"

"It's me. I'm here."

"A—n—"

She gave up. She laid her cheek on his foot and held his ankle with both hands. She shook and kept shaking. SARAFAEL · WILL A+ → A. They took her out. Rook sheathed his blade and went up the stair in silence. One dark row and a full bar, and two lit names, Sara and Diana, down the row around the corner where he couldn't see them, and Jess's thirty hours already running.

* * *

T

he hangover came at the second bell, with the pool empty and the bucket long gone, and it came like a sledgehammer. He couldn't open his eyes. The light from the stairwell was a nail. Both arms burned, the left at the elbow, the right at the wrist, a cut on each, wet. He lay on his side in the straw and threw up until his stomach was empty, and then threw up air. He was talking. He couldn't have said when he'd started.


"Please," said Andy. "Hey. Hey. Please. The bottle. Can I have the bottle? Please. Just the bottle."

The guard came down the passage with the lamp and looked at him through the grate. "You want it?"

"Please."

It was the first time he'd asked. He knew it was the first time. He asked anyway, again and again, until the slow guard yanked the bar up. The second guard held his nose, and the slow one put the brown glass to his teeth. He swallowed, pears and lamp oil, swallowed again, and reached for it with his torn hands.

Far above him the Queen would be asleep by now, and full. She'd be dreaming about a summoner who could count.


CHAPTER 32 — Sold

T

he Queen sold him at his cell door between two sips of tea, and Andy was drunk enough to be offended by the number.


Four mornings on from the night they caught him counting, he lay on his side in the straw where the morning bottle had left him. The grate swam. Through it, in the lamp's glow, hung a fur at a throat, a gray beard, two of Rook's men and a blue braid, and their voices came down to him through deep water.

"Forty," said the Queen. "And you keep him off my scaffold until the day. I want him whole for the day."

"Forty, Majesty. Totally fair." Pippa's voice rang bright as a bell. "And the summoner's going to draw such a crowd at the bowl, I promise. They already hate him so much."

"They do, don't they." The Queen sipped. "The killings have gone dull, Rook. The women barely make a sound for me now. Let the city have him. I keep the women."

"Majesty," said Rook.

Forty. Andy's mouth moved in the straw. Forty crowns. The bill on the post had said two hundred for him and Jess together, and he'd been half of that, a hundred, in big square letters with ALIVE above it.

"I was a hundred," he said, into the straw. "On the bill. A hundred."

At the grate, Pippa laughed, a delighted hiccup, and the Queen sipped her tea.

Sixty percent off, thought Andy. Steam sale. She got me in the Steam sale.

He was still insulted about it when Rook's blade came out of its sheath for the door. The bar came up, and a small hand took him by the back of the sack and dragged him out of the cell like a sack of meal.

* * *

S

he dragged him herself. He worked that out later. In the moment there was the sack's neck cutting into his throat, the passage stones going by under his face and her feet in neat blue slippers stepping along beside his head. Her voice floated above him, cheerful, telling Rook's men they could totally just follow, it was fine, she had him. She was small, and she hauled a grown man along a stone floor at a walk. Her breath stayed easy the entire time. Sweet violet pressure came off her and pushed on his ears.


Behind him the bond pulled. Three threads ran back into the stone, and he felt every yard of them stretch as she hauled him away. Two rows still burned at the edge of his sight, DIANIZOBILAL and JESSAMINE, and the third row sat dark, SARAFAEL, with her window counting down under it. A hundred yards of rock, then more. The threads held. They were rubber bands, and somebody was walking off with one end.

Stairs. His shins hit every one. A yard, cold air, a smell of horses. Then a passage with whitewashed walls, so bright after the cellar that it hurt his eyes, and at the far end a door. In the floor outside the door sat an iron hatch over a square of black, and a cold draft came up out of it and licked his face as she dragged him past.

"Guys," Pippa called through the door ahead of her. "Out, out, out. Biggest first. Passage. Wait for me."

Feet went past his head. Five pairs, quick and quiet, and they went on by him to the far end. Behind him a door shut, and the passage went still.

Then her threshold. She heaved him over it, and his knees hit cold flags. Behind him Rook's men stopped at the doorway and stayed there. One of them said, "Miss." She said, "Thanks, guys, super helpful." The door shut on them, and their boots went away down the whitewashed passage.

It was very quiet.

Iron went around his neck. Cold. It closed at the back with a click, and the click went into his teeth. Then it woke. Thin amber script lifted off the metal and crawled up under his jaw, hair-fine, and under the amber ran violet, cold, moving with purpose. It sank into him like a straw into a cup.

ASTRAL QI 15/32.

The morning's recall had left him there. He waited for the next point of regen. It came up out of him, warm, and the collar drank it on the way. The number sat still.

Mana drain, said the part of his head that would be a gamer in his grave. Unremovable item, drain on equip. Regen's two an hour, and it's eating both. That's the bar done filling for good. He watched the number. It held at fifteen. Fifteen was four short of a recall. Past that sat a knife he didn't have and a cut he couldn't make with her watching. He watched it anyway.

She took the irons off his wrists with a small key. His arms fell into his lap. They had been chained a hand apart for so long that his shoulders screamed when they dropped.

"There," said Pippa. "Hi, Andy."

He looked up at her through the haze. Blue braid, freckles, the silver ring through her nose. Gray eyes, interested.

"Okay," she said. "Let's see what dropped."

* * *

S

he yanked the sack off over his head.


It caught on his ears and his chin. She tugged, it came free, and the room's air hit his bare skin all at once. The room was a long whitewashed hall, cold, with a hearth on the east wall gone gray and dead. A bench sat under a deep slot of a window with a bar across it. Two doors led off it, both shut. A pile of straw lay in the corner by the hearth with a blanket folded on it. He knelt in the middle of her floor naked, with the sack in a heap behind him, and shook.

She walked around him slowly, once, all the way around, her slippers whispering on the stone. He turned his head to follow her, and she pushed it back to the front with one finger. She came around, stopped in front of him and looked down.

"Okay, so first impressions," she told the room. "Smaller than I thought. Bad color. Really bad smell. But the frame's fine. Frame's good."

She crouched. She put her thumb on his lower lip and pushed it down. With her other hand she pushed his upper lip up and looked at his teeth. Her thumb sat in his mouth. It tasted of soap and ink. He froze.

"One, two, three," she counted, tapping each tooth with her thumbnail, top row, left to right. Her nail clicked on the enamel. "Four, five, six. Ooh. Oh, nice." She tapped a molar at the back. "All there. Really good teeth, honestly. Better than the boys' teeth. Earth teeth. Fluoride and a dentist."

She took her thumb out and wiped it on his shoulder.

She pulled his lower eyelid down with her thumb, close, like a vet at a dog's ear, and her breath smelled of peppermint. "Yellow. That's the drink." She pinched the back of his forearm into a tent and watched it sink back. Slowly. "Dry. Super dry. Okay. Water first, then."

She took his hands and turned them over, palms up, and held them flat on her own palms in the lamplight. She bent her head over them and read them like a page.

"Oh, these are soft," she told the room. She ran a thumb over his palm. "Look at that. Never held a hoe. Never held a hammer. Just a keyboard and a mouse." She giggled. "He'll learn. They all learn."

He was going to throw up. He swallowed it and knelt there while a girl's voice marked him up and down like a grocery list.

She hooked one finger through the ring on the front of the collar and stood up.

"Up," she said. "Up, up."

The collar pulled. He got his feet under him and stood, swaying, and she led him by the ring to the far wall. Six steps. His legs shook. He stumbled at the fourth and caught himself on her shoulder. She stood still and let him find his feet. Then she turned and led him back to the middle of the room. He stumbled again. She watched his feet, interested.

"Shaky," she said. "That's the drink. That'll dry out." She smiled at the room. "When I say it can."

She turned him around by the shoulder so his back was to her. The quiet went on so long that his skin crawled. Then her fingertip touched the top of his spine and walked down it, bump by bump, and stopped at his waist. She lifted his left arm out from his side by the wrist. Then his right.

"Okay, so here's the history," she told the room, and her voice went bright with interest. "Look at this. One, two, three, four..." Her nail touched each rung on his left forearm as she counted, wrist to elbow. "...fourteen, fifteen. And this side... sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. Nineteen." She turned his left arm in the light. "The old ones heal really clean. Look. Super clean. Good skin. Good healer." Her thumbnail found the freshest rung, on his right forearm, cut that morning, and pressed into it.

The crust split. Blood came up around her nail and ran down to his wrist. He jerked.

"Hold still," she said, pleasantly. She pressed harder and watched it bleed. "That's a lot of corrections, though. Nineteen times somebody's had to correct this one." She let his arm drop. "That's a markdown. Honestly, that's a big markdown."

"Forty crowns," she told the room, hands on her hips. "Was that a lot? The bill said a hundred, but the bill said alive, and look at him. Barely. And he's going to eat so much. They always eat so much."

Andy got his tongue to move. It was the only play he had, and he knew it was a bad one while he made it.

"Flip me," he said. "Sell me on to the bowl today. Eighty at the gate, easy. You told her yourself, they hate me. Hate sells. You double your money by sundown, and you never have to feed me once."

Pippa looked at him with real interest for the first time since the sack came off. She tipped her head at him, just as she had at his teeth.

"Ooh. Okay. That's actually smart." She crouched so her face was level with his. "Is that a question? Are you asking me?"

"Yeah."

"No." She patted his cheek twice. "See, here's the problem. It talks, it bargains, and bargaining is just talking with a price on it." She stood and spoke to the room again. "So it's going to stop doing both unless I ask a question, okay, that's policy. And it doesn't get water today. Water's for boys who listen."

He shut his mouth. His tongue lay in it like a dry stick. One bad pitch, and she had taken the water off the table without lifting a finger. He'd watched raid leaders do that to a new guy: one wipe, and you were benched for the night.

She looked at him, then. She stood back a step and looked him over, all of him, from his feet to his face, unhurried, with the same face she'd used on his teeth, his palms and his history. Her eyes went below his waist and stayed there a while.

"Okay, so the thing is, he's grown," she told the room. "He's a man. Like, a lot of man. Too much for my taste, honestly." Her nose wrinkled. "I don't really care for grown men."

She lifted her gray eyes back to his face.

"But I might try him," she said to the room. "Some night. When I'm bored."

It went into him slowly, through the drink. She meant it like she meant everything, as an item for a list, and whether he wanted it was a line she hadn't bothered to put on the list.

And under that, the other thing came up through him cold, like a body floating up through a pond.

Too much of a man for her taste.

Five boys waited in the passage outside her door. She'd sent them out before she brought him in. They'd be sitting on the stone out there right now, he guessed, small and quiet, waiting for her to say they could come back. He knew what they were for. He knew it now, all the way down, as sure as his own name.

His stomach turned over, and he threw up on her flags, a thin string of the Crown's spirit and bile, between her slippers.

Pippa stepped back from it, unbothered, and waited for him to finish.

When he had, she stepped close again and hooked one finger under the collar at his throat, between the band and his skin. She pulled it out from his neck, let it go and pulled it again, testing the gap. Two fingers. She tried three. Three wouldn't fit. She nodded, satisfied, and gave the band a pat, like a man patting a dog's collar to make sure it wouldn't slip the leash.

"Good fit," she said. "Okay! He needs a name."

She stood back. She put her finger on her chin, looked at the ceiling and hummed. Then her eyes came down to his face and lit, bright, spiteful and private, just for him.

"Ching-Chong," said Pippa to the room, as if she were naming a puppy. "Ching-Chong. That's cute. That's his name now."

Andy stood naked on her floor with the collar on his neck and her voice ringing off the whitewash, and he was nine years old on a hot Texas blacktop. A ring of bigger kids stood around him. The sing-song went around and around, and he held his lunchbox and waited for the bell. That was all his head said about it. It said it over and over.

"Ching-Chong," said Pippa again, trying it out. She smiled at him. "Say thank you."

He kept his mouth shut. Her smile stayed on.

"That's okay," she said. "You'll learn that too."

* * *

S

he dressed him herself.


The shirt was gray linen, a servant's shirt from the guardhouse stores, still creased from the shelf. The breeches were brown wool and too wide in the waist. She pulled the shirt down over his head and fed his arms into the sleeves one at a time, like a mother with a toddler, and tugged the hem straight. He stood and let her. His hands hung at his sides. He tried to lift one to stop her. It lifted an inch and fell back. She knelt and held the breeches open for his feet. He stepped into them because his body did what it was told, and she drew them up and tied the cord at his waist in a neat bow.

"There," she said. "Presentable. Ching-Chong, straw."

She pointed. He went to the corner and sat down on the straw because the straw was the only place left in the room for him.

She brought the bottle over last. It was a stoneware bottle with a cork in it, the Crown's spirit, pears and lamp oil, full to the neck. She set it down on the flags by his hip, within reach of his hand. She didn't open it. She didn't hold his nose. She didn't pour it in. She just set it there, stepped back and went to sit on the bench under the window, swinging her slippers while she watched him.

Andy looked at the bottle.

He knew this one from every game he'd ever played. The potion on the pedestal in an empty room, glowing, unguarded. The room was the trap, and the potion was the bait. His tongue had stuck to the roof of his mouth, and he had to work it loose. His throat closed on nothing. His right hand had got as far as his knee without asking him, and he made it stop there.

"Go on," said Pippa from the bench. "It's yours. I'm not looking."

She was looking.

She wants to watch me reach for it.

His throat clicked when he swallowed. There was no water in the room. She had seen to that an hour ago, with a pat on his cheek, and now she sat on her bench, swinging her slippers, and waited for the only wet thing she'd left him.

Fifteen, he thought. The collar drank every point he made, the second he made it, and it was always thirsty. The bottle wouldn't change that number. It would only make him stop caring about it.

His right hand was already moving.


CHAPTER 33 — The Collar

P

ippa hooked two fingers through the collar ring at the sixth bell and told him to say thank you. She was down on her heels at the edge of his straw, close enough that her blue braid swung over his knee. Lamp oil and peppermint came off her. Her big gray eyes were on his face, and the septum ring caught the lamp when she tipped her head. Behind her the hall was whitewash and morning gray. Rafe and Dun sat on the bench under the window with their spears across their laps. Kit stood in the doorway of the boys' room with his split shield on his arm, still as a hat stand.


"Say it," said Pippa. "Thank you, Pippa. Easy peasy. You can do it, buddy."

"Morning," said Andy. His mouth tasted of last night's bottle.

Her fingers turned the ring a quarter turn, and the band woke under his jaw. Heat came first, bathwater heat, then a crawling, like a line of ants marching up his throat in single file. He looked down his own cheekbones and caught the light of it. Thin amber script was lifting off the metal and climbing his skin, hair-fine, the color of a nursery lamp left burning in a hall. Violet ran under it.

Then she was inside his head. It was a hand. It slid in behind his eyes like a hand into a glove and felt for his tongue from the inside. It pressed. It shaped. Two words lay ready for his mouth, warm, reasonable and pleasant to say, and the pressure leaned on them the way a teacher leaned on a desk.

Thank you, Pippa.

He pulled a point of qi up out of his chest instead. INSPECT went out in a cold sip behind his eyes.

[ COLLAR · BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA · DOMINATION: FIRING · ▓▓▓▓░░ ]


The panel stuttered at the end and broke off in gray blocks. The amber reached the hinge of his jaw and stopped there. He kept his eyes on hers and read it in her face. Her mouth stayed sweet. Her eyes went flat and patient, then busy. The violet piled up under his ear like water behind a sluice gate, climbed a quarter inch, slid back, climbed again. The pressure on his tongue went heavy, then thin, then ragged. Far down in him, under the drink and the ache, the cold of open sky sat in his chest like a stone at the bottom of a well. The amber wore itself out against it. The script guttered from the top down, one rune at a time, a row of candles dying in a draft.

Pippa let go of the ring. A bead of sweat stood at her hairline, right at the part of the braid. She wiped it with the side of her thumb and looked at the thumb.

"Huh," she said.

She stood up, turned around and counted the boys. She did it by size, with a small nod for each, the tallest first: Kit in the doorway, Rafe on the bench, and Dun beside him, the smallest, last.

"One, two, three. Okay. Ned and Ollie are sleeping. Five." Her eyes came back to Andy, and she smiled with her whole freckled face. "That's okay. It's a process, buddy. We'll try again when you've had your juice."

She picked the stoneware bottle up off the flags by his straw, pulled the cork with her teeth and put it into his hand. Then she went into her room and shut the door. He sat with the bottle in his fist and his heart going like a rabbit's. INSPECT gave his point back while he sat there, a thread of cold coming home behind his eyes. The QI row at the edge of his sight read 19 of 32. Under it JESSAMINE still burned, down in the cells. SARAFAEL sat dark, and under her DIANIZOBILAL, with a window that wouldn't open for nearly twenty hours. The Queen had come for Diana at last night's evening bell, while he lay in Pippa's straw too drunk to feel the thread go. He had slept nine hours. Nine hours should have filled him to the brim.

"Godd Howard," he said through his teeth, and drank, because the shakes were already starting in his wrists, and because she was right that he wanted it.

* * *

B

y the eighth bell the row still read 19.


He watched it like a download bar at two in the morning. His body knew the rhythm of the refill by now. A point would gather up out of the dark under his breastbone every half hour, a cool bead of starlight, and settle. Each time the bead came, the band at his throat warmed for a moment, like a cat warming against your shin, and the bead was gone.

Nineteen. He did the sum twice. Nineteen was one recall, to the point. She had let him fill exactly that far, enough to bring a woman back for the Crown, and the band drank the rest.

Rafe and Dun had gone off the bench at the seventh bell, and Ned and Ollie had come on. Ned sat with his knees up, a nail in his fingers and the corner of his mouth pulled down hard. Ollie hummed under his breath and drummed two fingers on his spear. Their eyes went to Pippa's door, then to the passage door, then back to Pippa's door. Andy might have been a coat on a peg.

The boys were bad jailers. He took the hall in, one piece at a time. The poker leaned against the hearth on the east wall, a yard of black iron with a hooked end, and the nearest boy sat seven yards from it. The passage door stood on the latch. Kit stood where he had stood since the sixth bell, in the boys' room doorway on the far side of the hearth, shield on his arm, eyes on the middle of the floor. Ollie lost the tune, found it, and lost it again. Ned scratched a short line into the plaster beside the window with his nail, very small, under a row of others, and blew the dust off it. All of it was for her door.

He got up and walked across the hall to the window. He went slowly, a drunk's walk, one hand trailing along the whitewash. Ollie watched him go and went back to humming. The window was a deep slot in the north wall, waist-high, with a bar across it. Below lay the champion's yard: packed earth, a well-head, a street gate in the far wall. A row of tenements leaned over the wall beyond it with laundry out on poles, and on the third floor an old lady was beating a rug. The bar was set in mortar, and the mortar was good.

"Straw, Ching-Chong."

Pippa's voice came through her shut door, light and pleasant, as if she had looked up from a book. He turned around. Her door was shut. Ned and Ollie were both looking at her door, and both of them had kept silent.

He went back to his straw and sat down. The band sat at the warmth of his own skin under his jaw, a phone buzzing in a pocket with a blank screen. She heard the boards, he thought. The floor was stone. He thought it anyway.

Dun came on the bench at the ninth bell, in place of Ollie, and sat with his feet hooked under him. He was the smallest of them, with a scab across one knuckle. He looked at Andy every third breath and away again fast. Andy hooked a thumb under the band. It sat snug, two fingers of room and that was all, with the ring cold against his throat apple. He read it out loud to the hall like a drop off a boss, for a raid too tired to care.

"Neck slot," he said. "Can't unequip. Drains my qi. Quest-giver's a psycho."

Dun's eyes came around. "What's a quest-giver?"

"The lady who gives you the job."

Dun worked on that, with his whole forehead. "Pippa gives us jobs."

"Yeah, buddy," said Andy. "I know."

Dun smiled at him then, quick and shy, pleased to have got one right, and looked back at Pippa's door.

* * *

T

he food came at the tenth bell. A guardhouse boy in a leather apron set a tray down outside the passage door and knocked twice. Kit went and got it, and the boys ate on the bench with their knees together. Andy got a wooden bowl of barley with a lump of mutton fat melting in the middle and a heel of bread. The first spoonful went down and stayed. So did the second. His stomach turned over once, thought better of it, and let him have the rest. He had brought up everything he ate the day before, onto her flags, twice. Ned had cleaned it up.


Ned caught it too. He sat with his own bowl untouched on his knees and watched Andy wipe the bowl with the bread, and his sour face went bright. He set his bowl down, went to Pippa's door, and knocked his special knock, three and one. She opened it. Every head in the room swung to her, five of them, birds on a wire.

"Pippa." Ned stood up very straight. "He kept it down. The summoner. He ate all of it and he kept it down."

She smiled down at him, warm as a big sister. "Oh, buddy."

"He's better," said Ned. "All of it, Pippa."

"Ned. Ned, Ned, Ned." She put her hand on his head and left it there. "I'm disappointed. Because that's actually not good news, is it? Did I say I wanted him better?"

Ned's face went slowly white from the chin up.

"Did I? Think about it. I want you to really think." She waited, with her hand on his hair, while he thought. "No? Okay. So I think that was a misread, and I think misreads mean you skip supper tonight, so you can think about it some more. Okay? No worries. It's a learning thing."

"Okay," said Ned. "Thank you, Pippa."

She took his bowl off the bench and carried it into her room, and the door shut. Ned sat back down with his hands open on his knees and looked at them. Then he took the nail out of his pocket and turned to the plaster. He started a new line beside the old ones, very slowly, with his back to everybody.

Andy put the bread down. He had wanted to learn what good news earned a boy in this house. Now he had the answer for any boy who guessed wrong about which news was good. Dun's eyes had gone to the floor. Kit had stopped breathing in the doorway, as far as Andy could tell, and started again when the latch clicked.

Andy picked up the bottle and drank a long pull. He let the boys see it, and let her see it if she was looking through a crack. When he lowered it, Ned was watching him from the bench. There was hate in the boy's face. Andy held it for a while, like a hot plate with the table out of reach.

* * *

"W

indow's open, Ching-Chong," said Pippa, at the tenth bell that night. "Chop chop."

She had come out of her room with a knife. It was small, with a blue handle wrapped in thread, a kitchen knife for apples. She held it out to him hilt first between two fingers, like scissors to a child. The window was open. He had watched the line on his HUD all evening, as close as he had watched the QI row all morning: RECALL — SARAFAEL — WINDOW OPEN · CLOSES IN 3:58:03.

Two knocks came at the passage door, heavy. Pippa went and opened it a hand's width. Rook filled the passage outside. Lamplight ran down his plate in a long steel sheen, and his realm came in around the edge of the door like cold air off a cellar. Andy's lungs went tight. Dun on the bench sat up straighter. The Peacemaker rode butt-forward in his belt with the barrel turned off his thigh. Two of his men stood behind him with a folded sackcloth, a set of wrist irons and the strap with the hide bit on it.

"Evening, Sir Rook!" said Pippa. "She'll be right out."

Rook looked past her once, at the hall, the boys and the straw, and back at the passage wall. He stayed where he was.

Andy went to the middle of the floor and knelt on the flags. He pushed the right sleeve up past the elbow. The right forearm carried four short cuts above the wrist, the newest still pink, and he laid the little blue knife above them. Blood dropped onto Pippa's floor and crawled out into a ring around his knees. Ned and Ollie came off the bench to watch. Kit took one step out of his doorway. The ring drank the last of the blood and lit, star by star, in cold silver-blue. The light threw five boys' shadows up the whitewash, very tall.

Pippa stood at the edge of the light with her arms folded and her eyes on his face.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

It tore out of his chest. All nineteen went at once, down to the floor of him.

[ ANDY QI 0/32 ]
[ SARAFAEL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE ]


Sara was on her knees in front of him. Her wings came open all at once, too big for the hall. The gold of them lit the room up to the rafters, brighter than the lamp, and Dun made a small sound. Her eyes found Andy's and stayed there, enormous and gold, and her chest rose and fell fast. It did that when she came back to him. He pulled his shirt off over his head and put it around her shoulders, and she let him.

"Sara?" he said. "You okay?"

She looked at the hall. At the boys in a half-ring at the edge of her light. At the blue braid. At the band on his throat, the ring, and the place under his jaw where the amber had climbed that morning. Her eyes stayed on it a long time.

"I do not know," said Sara.

SARAFAEL · WILL A → A-. He read it through the pear fog and knew whose fog it was.

Two rows burned down the left of his sight, Sara's and Jess's, and Diana's sat dark beneath them. Two of three. Rook's rule held even here, on Pippa's floor.

"Okay, guys!" Pippa clapped once. "Buddy system. Ned, Ollie, irons. Rafe, the sack, please. Kit, you're on the door. Thank you so much for your cooperation, Sara."

Sara folded her wings herself, before anybody could touch them. The gold went down along her back, and the light in the hall went with it, back to one lamp. They did the rest quickly. Rafe dropped the sackcloth over her head, and the shirt came out from under it. Ollie handed it back to Andy with his eyes on the floor. Pippa put the irons on her wrists behind her back with her own hands, snap and snap, while Ned and Ollie held the chain between them like a leash. Then Pippa took the bit off Rook's man through the gap in the door, and Sara opened her mouth for it before she was asked.

Andy pulled his shirt on. It was warm from her. Pippa walked Sara to the door by the irons. At the threshold she stopped, and Sara stopped with her, and Rook took the chain out of Pippa's hand like a groom taking a horse at a gate. Sara looked back once over the bit, at him on his knees on the cold stone. He swayed, emptied to the bottom, and the band at his throat was warm. He put his hand flat on the floor to stay up.

"Sara?" he said.

The door shut. Pippa held her palm out for the knife, and he put it in her hand. She wiped it on the shoulder of his shirt, both sides, and slipped it into her sleeve.

"Good job," she said. "Super brave. Tomorrow the Crown wants a show. Then it's the witch." She bent down until the braid hung beside his cheek, and her voice dropped to the flat, bored one she kept for Earther to Earther. "They're flooding the bowl for you at dawn. You're gonna be my eyes, Ching-Chong, and you're gonna be so, so good at it."


CHAPTER 34 — First Bout

"T

he Crown keeps its children safe!" Pippa sang out, and four thousand people sang it back at her.

The sound came down off the tiers like a wave on a seawall. Andy took it on his knees in an inch of lake water at the boys' grate. The grate was a waist-high grille of black iron across the mouth of the champions' tunnel, in the west wall of the bowl. Pippa stood at his right shoulder with two fingers through his collar ring. She held her other arm up to the tiers, and they gave her back her name.

"PIP-PA! PIP-PA! PIP-PA!"

The Crown called this one the cistern. At dawn they had opened the sluices under the east wall. Now the sand oval was a pond sixty yards long and forty wide, brown and still, with straw and gull feathers floating on it. Andy had paced it in his head from the grate while the water came up. The beast gate stood at the far end, the east, a portcullis down to the waterline with dark water behind its bars. The walls stood a man's height all around, slick stone, and above them the tiers climbed in rings packed to the rail. A drain step ran along the foot of the wall a foot above the water. It was a stride wide, gray and dry, all the way around the oval. It was the one dry footing in the bowl.

The royal stand hung over the west wall above his head under a red awning. A ward shimmered across its front like heat over a road. The Queen had gone in under it, a bronze face and a crown. Rook stood at her shoulder in his plate, and the Peacemaker's butt stuck out of his belt like a doorknob.

The Songbirds had waded out through the gate in the grate. They stood in a line twenty yards out, water to Kit's ribs, to Dun's chest. Kit had the front. His shield was the one from the causeway, split from rim to rim across the boss. Ned had punched two holes with an awl and bound the halves back together with a leather strap. The grain along the split was still stained dark gold. Pippa had looked at it that morning and called it character.

"Okay, guys!" Pippa's voice went out across the water high and bright. "Remember what we talked about! Brave hearts! The Crown's watching!"

The portcullis went up with a scream of chain, and Andy's stomach went up with it.

For a breath the water behind the bars lay flat. Then a bow-wave came out of the tunnel, a long low hump of brown water lit from underneath. The light under it was deep river-blue, the blue of a lake on a summer afternoon. It ran under the surface the length of a rowboat. The hump came halfway down the oval and sank. The blue went down with it and hung in the brown, a long shape of light ten yards from the boys, dead still.

He drew two points for it. INSPECT went out cold behind his eyes, and the points came back home as fast as they went.

[ FUSED PIKE · FOUNDATION (EARLY) · WATER QI · HOSTILE · HP 210/210 · SIGHT F ]


"Okay," said Andy. "Pippa?"

"Shh." Her fingers tightened on the ring. She was watching the crowd. "Kit, buddy! Front and center! Shield in the water, plant your feet! Everybody behind Kit!"

The boys did it. Kit set his feet on the flooded sand and pushed the split shield down into the water like a plow. Ollie, Rafe and Dun bunched up behind him with their spears up. Ned stood at the back with his short bow and an arrow on the string. The blue shape turned in the water, slow, a rowboat swinging on a rope.

"Ned!" Pippa called. "Show it, buddy!"

Ned loosed. The arrow went into the water a foot over the light and struck. Andy caught it clear as day from the grate. A puff of blue fire went up where the head hit the scales, a flare like a gas ring catching, and the arrow skipped off and floated away. The tempering held. Ned nocked again with his sour mouth turned down to his chin. The second arrow went the same way, a blue puff and a skip.

The third one went in.

It went in up near the head, low on the left side, behind the curve of the gill plate, and it stuck. The blue light around it went thin. It went patchy and mottled in a spot the size of a hand. A dark thread came up through the water around the shaft and spread, and the light that leaked from the hole leaked out blue.

Then the pike moved.

It came at the boys in a straight line with the water heaving up over its back, and Andy's breath stopped in his throat. It passed the shield by a yard. Kit stood dead still with his shield in the water and his eyes shut, and it swung out around him. It went into the knot of boys behind him, where Dun was thrashing to get his spear around.

Dun went under. The water boiled. The pike's head came up out of it for the first time, and Andy finally got a good look at it.

Calling it a fish was like calling a bull a calf. It was twenty feet long and as thick as a barrel, olive-black and slick. The head was a flat duck's bill that opened back past its eyes. The jaws were lined in rows of hooked white teeth like a carding comb. The eyes were small and filmed white, a blind man's eyes, and blue light poured out of the seams between its scales. It had Dun's spear crosswise in its mouth, and it bit down. The shaft broke in three places with a noise like knuckles.

Rafe hauled Dun up by the collar. Dun came up coughing and white, with blood running down one shin from a long rake across the calf.

"Kit!" Pippa called. "Kit, go! Go get it, buddy, shield up!"

Kit opened his eyes and went. He waded at the pike with the split shield high and his short sword back over his shoulder. He slapped the water into spray with every stride, and the pike turned on him like he had rung a bell. It hit the shield. The strap held for one breath. Then the two halves folded around the bill like a book closing, and the pike shook him. Kit went over sideways in a wall of water. He came up with his left forearm raked open from the wrist to the elbow, three long red lines, and the split shield hanging off it by the strap.

The crowd made the sound crowds always made for that. Some of them laughed. Pippa laughed too, one beat late, high and happy, matching them. Her eyes were on Andy's face.

Andy's gut rolled over. He kept it off his face, because she wanted it there, and watched the water.

The pike went out to the middle and turned, slow, and when Kit stood up and stood still with his torn arm held to his chest, it went right past him again. Ollie sloshed backward with a spear up, and it turned like a dog to a whistle. Rafe slapped the water with his spear butt to warn Ollie, and it went for Rafe.

It hunted by the wake. Everything that moved the water rang its bell. Everything that stood still was a rock to it, filmed eyes and all.

"Pippa," said Andy. "It turns to the splash."

She kept her eyes on the tiers. "Uh-huh."

"Listen to me. It turns to the splash and leaves the shield alone. It went past Kit both times he stood still. Get Kit up on the drain step." He pointed with his chin, along the north wall. "There. Out of the water. Dry, flat, still. Then send everybody else across to the south wall to beat the water like they're calling it to dinner. It'll come along the north wall to get to them. It'll pass under him."

"Then what, Ching-Chong?" Her voice was flat and very bored, but she had bent her head an inch toward him.

"Then he drops on it. Ned's arrow is in behind the gill plate on the left. The light's gone patchy there, so the hide's weak there. He drops on it and he puts his sword in where the light is patchy, as deep as it goes."

Out on the water, Kit had gotten back on his feet in the middle of the oval, holding his torn arm across his chest. The pike had gone deep. The blue light circled slowly under the boys, waiting for one of them to move.

Pippa's face went empty, one beat. Then she threw her arm up and gave it to the tiers in a voice like a bell.

"OKAY, GUYS! You heard the summoner! Kit, up on the ledge! North wall! Up out of the water and hold still, buddy, still as a statue! Everybody else, south wall! Splash, splash, splash! Make some noise for Pippa!"

The crowd roared for that. They took up the splash, splash, splash, four thousand people stamping it on the stone.

Kit waded for the north wall. He went slowly, with the water shoving at his chest, and the light under the water drifted after him. He got his good hand on the lip of the drain step. The light came up under his legs.

Pippa sucked in a breath through her teeth. "Ollie! Rafe! Splash!"

The four boys on the south side hit the water at once with their spears, their open hands and their feet. They slapped it white. Dun screamed with every slap, high and wordless. Ned beat the water with his bow. The light under Kit's feet swung away from him, out to the middle and across, a long blue arrow pointing at the noise. Kit hauled himself up onto the drain step with his torn arm pressed to his side. He crouched there, dripping, on the dry gray stone, a foot above the water.

"Still, Kit," Andy said, under his breath, at the grate.

Kit crouched as still as a stone saint on a church front.

The boys on the south wall gave it four splashes. On the fifth, Pippa called them west along the wall toward the grate, slapping as they went, and the pike followed. It came along the south wall in a curve and swung around the west end under the grate. The blue light lit the iron bars from underneath. The water slopped through them over Andy's knees, and it stank of mud and old blood. For a breath the bill was a yard from him on the far side of the bars. The filmed eye rolled past. The gill plate lifted and fell, with Ned's arrow standing out behind it in a patch of thin light.

"North wall," said Andy, quietly. "Pippa, take them up the north wall now."

"North wall, guys!" sang Pippa. "Up along the north! Under Kit! Go, go, go!"

The boys waded up the north wall, hammering the water. The pike came around after them in a long blue curve. It swam a yard out from the stone, under the drain step, toward the boys beyond Kit. It passed under Kit's feet.

"Now," said Andy.

"NOW, KIT!"

Kit dropped. He came off the step with his sword in both hands, torn arm and all. He landed on the pike's back behind the head like a boy jumping off a dock. He landed where the light was patchy. The point went into the thin place behind the gill plate, right beside Ned's arrow, and Kit's weight drove it in to the crosspiece.

The pike came up out of the water.

Half its length rose into the air with Kit on its back. Blue light sprayed out of the hole around the sword like water from a split hose and hung in the air in glowing drops. The bill opened. The pike made a sound like a sheet tearing. Kit hung on to the hilt with his face buried against the slick black hide. The pike went back down into the water on its side and rolled.

It rolled right over Kit. Kit came up gasping on the other side, still hanging on to the sword. The sword came with him, and the gill plate came with the sword.

It peeled off the side of the pike's head like the lid off a tin. The gills underneath lay open to the air, red as raw beef, layered like the pages of a book. Blue light pumped out of them in time with the heart. The pike thrashed. Blood came out of the gills in a dark sheet. The water around it went red, then purple, with the blue light shining up through it.

"All of you," said Andy. "Pippa. Now. Everybody, in the gills."

"Everybody in, guys!" sang Pippa. "Get it! Get the yucky fish!"

The boys came in with their spears. Ollie put his into the open gills. Rafe put his in beside it, and they leaned on them. The pike tried to roll again, and the spears pinned it. Rafe's spear went in to the shaft and came out under the jaw on the far side, and the light went out of the far eye. Ned waded along the north wall and put an arrow in the near eye from two yards. The filmed white popped like a grape. Blue fluid and jelly ran down the side of the head into the gill.

The pike stopped moving except for its tail. The tail kept slapping the water for a long time, slower and slower, while the light went out of it from the tail forward in a long blue fade.

[ FUSED PIKE — SLAIN ]


The crowd stood up, four thousand of them at once. The noise of it went straight through Andy's chest and out his back.

"PIP-PA! PIP-PA! PIP-PA!"

Pippa took her fingers out of his collar ring and stepped up to the grate. She spread her arms. She turned to the royal stand with her face lit up and pressed both hands to her heart for the bronze face under the crown. The crowd went up another notch. Somebody started throwing flowers, and a bunch of yellow daisies came over the rail and landed in the water at Andy's knees.

He knelt in an inch of lake and blood at the bars with his collar warm, and watched her take it.

Every raid had that guy. You made the call, the raid lived, and that guy posted the clip with his own name on it and got eight hundred likes.

"Clip it," Andy said, to the daisies.

At the edge of his sight a row went dark.

JESSAMINE. The thread that ran down to the cells went slack and cold, with four thousand people on their feet above it, and a count started under her name. He had been on his knees in the water, calling a fish, while somebody killed her.

Out on the water, Kit had climbed back onto the drain step with the sword in his good hand. He sat down on the dry stone with his feet in the water and the halves of the shield hanging off his arm. His face was gray. Blood ran off his fingertips in a slow drip. He was looking at the grate.

He was looking at Andy.

He looked for one long breath, chin down and eyes up, like a kid working a sum he had gotten wrong. Then Pippa called his name and blew him a kiss. He turned to her, smiled with his whole face and lifted the sword. The crowd roared for him.

"You took forever, Ching-Chong," Pippa said, when the boys were wading in.

She had come back to the grate and hooked her fingers through his collar ring again. She bent down to him all smiles, for the tiers, with her breath sweet with peppermint. Under the roar her voice went flat and quiet.

"I called it as fast as I saw it," said Andy.

"You saw it on the first pass. You sat there and watched Kit bleed for two more. I watched you do it." The ring turned a quarter turn in her fingers. "Next time you're slow, I'll pick one of them for you. You can watch him all the way down."

Behind her, Dun limped through the gate in the grate with a red thread trailing off his calf in the water. He was smiling at her like the sun had come out.


CHAPTER 35 — Faking It

A

ndy poured the first cup of the day into the straw at the seventh bell, while both boys on the bench watched Pippa's door.


He did it with his back to the room. He had the stoneware bottle between his knees and the tin cup in his right hand. He swallowed one mouthful, enough to wet his breath, and tipped the rest down between his thigh and the wall. The spirit went into the straw with a soft hiss. The smell came up sharp and sweet, pear and turpentine. He turned the wet straw under with his heel, spread dry over it, then sat back against the whitewash. Then he wiped his mouth on his sleeve, slow and sloppy, for an audience of one door.

"You took forever, Ching-Chong."

She had said it yesterday at the grate, with her fingers in his collar and the crowd chanting her name. She had been right. He had read the pike on its first pass. Then he had sat there in an inch of lake water with his thoughts full of syrup, chasing the read around his own skull, while Kit bled. Two more passes. Kit's arm had three long red lines in it now, under a bandage, because the summoner was drunk. At noon she had handed him the blue knife for Diana, and he'd cut that one drunk too.

[ DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE · WILL C- → D+ ]


So the bottle had to go. All of it, starting today.

He made a plan for the week the way he used to plan a respec. A mouthful at the seventh bell every morning, enough to wet his breath and put the pear on it for Pippa's nose. Everything else into the straw, and the straw turned twice a day so it stank of rot, pear and old sweat in equal measure. She would read his face. He would give her a face to read.

Ollie and Rafe sat on the bench under the window. Ollie was humming. It was the same tune as always, a jig with a hitch in the third bar. He had started putting words to it yesterday, under his breath, and Andy had caught the word summoner in it twice and the word drunk once.

At the eighth bell Ollie got to the end of the verse and laughed at himself. Rafe laughed too, and both of them looked at Pippa's door to check on it.

* * *

A

t the ninth bell Pippa ran drill in the hall, and Andy watched the build.


She pushed the benches back against the wall herself and stood in the middle of the flags with her hands on her hips. The boys lined up in front of her by size, unprompted, Kit at one end and Dun at the other. Each of them had a wooden practice sword. Kit had his in his right hand and the split shield on his left arm. Ned had punched the shield with two fresh holes that morning and bound it back together with a new strap. The halves met crooked across the boss. The old gold stain ran down the grain on both sides of the seam like a tide line.

"Okay, guys! Shields high, swords low. Kit, front. Go!"

Kit lunged. He came off his back foot and thrust, and the shield came up a beat behind the sword. His left forearm was a bandage from wrist to elbow, three long lines of brown blood dried through the linen, and he carried it low and a hand's width out from his body, like a full cup. Ned swung at the shield. Kit took it on the strap, right on the seam, and the two halves of the wreck clacked together like teeth.

"Good! Again! Dun, buddy, you're dead, you dropped your sword."

Dun had. He grabbed it up off the flags and hauled it back into his guard, red to the hair.

Andy sat in his straw with his hands under his thighs to hide them and ran the party in his head.

Five boys. One shield, broken. One bow. Three spears in the arena, wooden sticks today. Kit was the tank because Kit was the one who stood still, and he stood still because he froze, which was a different stat that happened to look the same from the tiers. His shield arm was torn. He was leading with the sword to keep the arm out of it, so his guard opened every time he thrust. A clever beast would eat that. Ned had the only damage that counted, at range, and he pouted when he missed. Rafe was smart. Rafe watched the others and moved half a step before they did. Ollie talked too much in fights and sang when he was scared. Dun flinched.

Dun flinched before every blow, before it was thrown. His eyes went to Pippa first, then to the sword.

It was a bad comp. It was a comp built for how it looked lined up by size.

"Ollie, you're too slow, buddy. Rafe, good job. Kit." Pippa clapped. "Kit, shield first. Shield first! What did we say?"

"Shield first, Pippa."

"So why's the shield last?"

Kit's face went blank and white. His arm came up. The bandage was spotting fresh red at the elbow. "Sorry, Pippa."

"Don't be sorry. Be better. Again. Everybody watch Kit. Kit's going to do it right this time."

Kit thrust, with the shield first. He put the torn arm up into Ned's swing and took it full on the seam. The bandage went red down its length in one long bloom, and his knees buckled. He kept the shield up. He kept it up for a long breath, shaking, until Pippa clapped.

"There! See? That's a Songbird."

She counted them by size, Kit down to Dun, one nod each, and sent them back to the benches. Her eyes had stayed off Kit's arm from first to last. She was looking at Andy.

Andy let his head loll and grinned at her, loose and stupid, and she smiled and went back to her room.

He did the math anyway. Bleeding shield, frozen tank, a runner who flinched, a bow with a temper. Next bout she would put Kit in front again, because he looked right there. And the beast would find the arm.

* * *

T

he shakes came in at the tenth bell like weather.


They started in the backs of his hands. Then they were in his wrists, a fine hum under the skin, a guitar string after the chord. Within the hour his forearms were going, and the cuts on the right one ached in time with his pulse. His jaw clattered when he relaxed it. He kept it clamped. Sweat came out on his top lip, cold. His shirt stuck to his back, and the hall went too bright at the edges.

This one had a name. He had read about it on forums at three in the morning, back when it was other people's problem.

Dun took the bench at the tenth bell with the bandage on his calf showing under his breeches, and sat with his feet tucked under him. He looked at Andy every third breath and away again fast.

The fourth time he looked, he stopped looking away.

Andy had both hands on his knees. They were bouncing, and the knees were bouncing under them. He made them stop. He pressed them flat until the knuckles went white, and the shake went up his arms into his shoulders instead and sat there buzzing like a hive.

Dun's eyes went to Pippa's door. Then they came back to Andy's hands, wide and grave.

"Hey," said Andy, quietly. "Buddy."

Dun's lips moved. He was counting. His eyes went to the door again, then to the bottle by the straw, which was nearly full, and his face did a long sum on its own. Andy watched him do it. By the look of him, the kid had seen a man drink before, and seen a man stop.

"It's okay," said Andy. "It's just a cold."

"It's not a cold," said Dun.

"Okay. It's not a cold."

Dun looked at the door one more time. Then he turned his face to the window, to the champion's yard and the laundry on the tenement poles. He sat with his back very straight and his eyes very busy on the laundry. His ears had gone red.

When the latch on Pippa's door clicked at the eleventh bell, Andy had the bottle up to his mouth, and Dun was looking at the laundry.

* * *

"H

ey, you," said Pippa. "There he is."

She came out with a plate of shortbread and sat on the floor in front of his straw with her legs crossed. She put the plate down between them. Her blue braid fell over her shoulder, and she flicked it back. Her big gray eyes went up and down his face like fingers reading a page.

He had a face ready for her.

Raid night, junior year. The tank had shown up with a six-pack of tall boys and a bag of jerky. By the fourth can he was the best tank in the world. He told everyone this. He pulled four packs of trash at once because he could. He wiped them five times on the same corridor, and every time they wiped he laughed so hard on comms that he had to mute. He kept saying "I'm good, I'm good, I'm so good." He kept saying it while he ran into the wall.

Andy put on the tank.

He let his head roll back against the whitewash. He let his eyes go wet, pleased and a beat behind. He smiled too wide, too soon, at the hearth. When he reached for the shortbread he missed by an inch and found it on the second try, and he looked at it in his hand like it had done a trick.

"I'm good," he said. "I'm so good."

Pippa's mouth twitched.

"How many cups today, Ching-Chong?"

"Two." He held up three fingers. Then he looked at them. He folded one down very carefully with his other hand and held up two. "Two. I'm good."

She laughed. It was a real laugh, high and delighted, the one the tiers got.

"Oh my God. You're so gone." She leaned forward and pinched his cheek, then gave it a shake. Her eyes stayed on his face all through it, reading. "That's okay. That's okay, buddy. You've had a big week. You were such a good boy at the cistern."

"I was so good," Andy agreed, and laughed at his own joke, too loud. It was the tank's laugh exactly. He could hear the comms going in the back of his head, four guys on the other end telling him to shut up.

She reached over, plucked the shortbread out of his fingers, and ate it.

"Keep it up," she said, with her mouth full. "The witch is tonight. Don't you dare cut yourself too deep and bleed out on me. I'd be so mad."

She went back into her room. The door shut.

Andy sat in the straw with his head against the wall and the smile still on his face. He let it slide off a quarter inch at a time, in case she was watching through the crack. His hands were going again on his knees. Behind the smile, his heart was hammering.

Up on the bench, Dun was still looking at the laundry.

* * *

S

ARAFAEL went dark at the evening bell. The thread went slack and cold, and he kept his hands flat on his knees and let it.


[ SARAFAEL — SLAIN (QUEEN VESSALINE) · BOUND 2 → 1 · RECALL WINDOW OPENS IN 30:00:00 ]


At the tenth bell Pippa came out with the little blue knife, and he took it in a hand as still as a table.

The handle sat in his palm like a pencil on a desk. The shakes had backed off for an hour, a tide pulling back before it turned, and his fingers were his own. Rook's two knocks came at the passage door. Pippa opened it on Rook and his escort. The knight stood in the passage in his plate with his hands folded on his belt, and behind him the escort held the sackcloth over one arm like a waiter with a towel.

"Evening, Sir Rook!" said Pippa.

Rook kept his mouth shut. He stood in the passage like a wall.

[ RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPEN · CLOSES IN 5:58:40 ]


Andy knelt in the middle of the flags and pushed his right sleeve up. He laid the knife above the newest cut and drew it. The edge bit a finger's width, clean and straight. It stopped where it should. It was the cleanest line on either arm, and he looked at it a beat too long before he made his face slack again. The blood ran. The ring crawled out of it around his knees, line by line, and lit in cold silver-blue.

Pippa stood at the edge of the light with her arms folded. She was looking at his face.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím."

It tore out of him, all nineteen, down to the floor, and Jess was there.

She landed on her knees, naked, small and light-tanned, with her short platinum hair stuck to her forehead and the gold seam bright at her right elbow. Other nights she came through with her eyes rolled half up and her mouth open, a long breath before she found the room. Tonight her amber eyes opened straight onto his. They were clear. They went from his face to his right hand, then to the knife in it and back to his face, all in one beat. The corner of her mouth did its small, private thing.

"Hello, boss," said Jess.

He got his shirt off and around her. She held it closed at her throat with one fist.

"Jess?" He let it come out thick, a drunk's mumble. "You okay?"

"Uncapped." She looked past him at the hall: at the five boys at the edge of the light, at the whitewash, at Pippa with her arms folded. Her eyes stopped on Pippa and stayed there. "Aren't you a sweet little thing."

"Hi, Jess!" said Pippa. "Welcome! Okay, guys, buddy system."

Jess smiled up at her. "You've got a fat little soul in there, haven't you, love. I can hear it from here. Sloshing." She tilted her head. "I'd have you in two bites."

"Ned, Ollie, irons," said Pippa brightly. "Rafe, the sack, please."

The boys had her sacked and ironed inside a minute, and Ollie handed the shirt back to Andy with his eyes on the floor. Pippa took the bit from Rook's man and put it in Jess's mouth herself. Jess bit down on it and looked at Pippa over it, pleasantly, all the while.

At the door Rook took the chain. Jess went out into the passage with her eyes front. That was her way. Doors were for walking through.

Andy pulled his shirt on. It smelled of her for a breath, warm skin and the dirt of the cells, and then it smelled of pear again. He sat back on his heels at zero, empty, and watched Pippa wipe the blue knife on his shoulder and slip it up her sleeve.

"Your witch is rude," said Pippa.

"She's a witch," said Andy, and grinned at her stupidly.

Pippa went into her room and shut the door, and he crawled back to his straw on his hands and knees. That part was real.

* * *

T

he shakes came back after midnight, worse.


He lay on his side in the straw with his knees pulled up and his teeth clenched to keep them from clattering, and his whole body hummed like a power line. The lamp over the hearth had burned down to a blue bead. The boys' room was dark. On the bench under the window, Dun sat alone on the watch with a new spear across his lap and the bandage pale on his calf.

Dun got up. He came across the hall on his bare feet, quiet as a cat, with his tin cup in his hand. He put the cup down on the flags beside Andy's face. It was water. Then he went back to the bench. He sat down and looked out the window.

"Everything okay out there, buddy?" Pippa's voice came through her shut door, soft, sleepy and sweet.

Dun's shoulders went up around his ears.

"Yes, Pippa," said Dun. "He's asleep."

Andy lay very still with the water an inch from his nose, and listened to the silence behind her door go on and on.


CHAPTER 36 — Family Business

"G

o back around," said Rook.

Kit stood in the passage doorway with Sara's chain in both hands, holding it out to the knight like a boy offering a dog's leash to a stranger. Rook kept his arms folded. He kept his eyes on the whitewash of the passage wall a foot over Kit's head.

"Sir?" said Kit.

"Go back around. Get her."

Kit stayed where he was. He stood in doorways like that, rooted, a sapling the frame had grown around. The chain hung from his hands in a long loop down to Sara's irons. Sara stood behind him in the hall in the sackcloth with the bit in her mouth and her eyes on the floor.

Andy watched all of it from his knees in the middle of the flags, where the ring of his own blood was still drying to brown.

Ten minutes earlier the recall had gone through him like a train. It was his third day on a mouthful a morning, and the shakes had been in his wrists since dawn. He had taken the blue knife from Pippa's fingers with a hand that buzzed like a phone on a table. Then he had laid it on his forearm and held his breath. His hand had gone still for the cut, as still as a held breath on a scope. One clean line. Nineteen points out. Then the air had folded, and Sara had come down on her knees in Pippa's hall with her wings open and her golden eyes clear as glass. She had looked at him and said his name. Just his name. She had said it once and kept her eyes on him.

Pippa had been watching his face. He had given her the drunk.

Before that, at first light, JESSAMINE had gone dark. Pippa wasn't up yet. The thread down to the cells went slack and cold, quiet as a candle pinched out. Somebody down there had done it on a plain gray morning while he lay in his straw and listened to the boys breathe.

Now Pippa came out of her room, drying the little blue knife on a cloth. She took in the doorway at a glance, Kit with the chain held out and Rook looking at the wall.

"Oh my gosh, Kit. Buddy." She was all smiles. "What did we say? Pippa hands over. Not you. Pippa."

"Sorry, Pippa."

"Don't be sorry. Be better." She took the chain out of his hands, and he let go of it with both hands at once, as if it burned him. "Back inside, okay? Thank you so much."

Kit went back into the hall. He went to the boys' room doorway and stood in it, still as a hat stand, with his eyes on the middle of the floor.

Rook looked at him once, then. His eyes came down off the wall and went to the boy in the doorway, and from the boy to Pippa, and from Pippa to Andy on his knees. It took a breath. His face stayed flat as a plate. It looked like a face that had studied this room for years, every inch of it, and filed it long ago under another man's business. Then his eyes went back to the wall. Andy's stomach turned over, slowly, like a fish in a bucket.

* * *

T

he escort had brought a new thing this morning. It was a strap of tarred leather a yard long, with a buckle at each end. The man who carried it had a bruise across the bridge of his nose. The boys had told the story of the bruise with relish. Sara's wing had found it at the cells last week while he was putting her back in.


"Wings," said the man with the bruise. He held up the strap.

Pippa walked Sara up to the threshold by the chain and put the chain in Rook's gauntlet. The man with the bruise stepped in behind Sara with the strap and reached for the sackcloth over her shoulders. Sara turned her head and looked at him, and he took his hand back.

"Kneel!" he barked.

Sara knelt. She went down all at once, in one motion, knees to the stone, like a puppet with its strings cut. Her eyes went wide over the bit. Then she stood back up.

It took her a breath to do it. She came up slowly, like a swimmer standing up in deep water. She stood in the doorway in the sackcloth with her chin high and her eyes on the man's face. Her chest lay still under the cloth. The gold under the sackcloth stirred and pressed against the weave.

The man with the bruise swore. "Kneel, damn you!"

She knelt again. One motion, all at once, and her knees cracked on the stone loud enough to carry ten feet. Then she stood back up.

"Leave it," said Rook.

"Sir, the wings—"

Rook let go of the chain. He took one step into the doorway and grabbed the man with the bruise by the back of the neck, one-handed, like a cat picked up by the scruff. The steel sheen on his gauntlet flared, bright as a struck blade, and ran up over the man's collar in a skin of light like frost. Then he slammed the man's face into the passage wall.

The sound was a wet crack, a melon dropped on a step. The bruise across the bridge of the nose split open. The nose went flat and sideways under it, and blood sprayed the whitewash in a fan as wide as a hand. Rook pulled him off the wall and held him up by the neck while his knees went. Blood ran out of both nostrils, over his mouth and down his chin in two thick strings. It pattered on the stone at Sara's bare feet. A tooth came out with it. It bounced once and lay there.

"Her Majesty's," said Rook, in the same flat voice. "Not yours to damn." He let go. "Wrap them standing."

The man sat down hard against the passage wall with both hands over his face and blood coming through the fingers. The other escort picked up the strap.

The second man wrapped them standing. Sara let him. She stood in the doorway with her eyes fixed on the passage wall while he ran the tarred strap around her back and buckled it under her arms. When it was done she looked back over her shoulder, once, at Andy. Her face was white over the bit. Her knees were bleeding through the sackcloth in two dark spots.

Andy got up. He did it before he decided to, and the collar went warm under his jaw.

"Sit down, Ching-Chong," said Pippa, pleasantly, with her eyes on Sara.

He sat down.

Pippa was looking at Sara from her own threshold, one hand on the doorframe, and her big gray eyes had gone very still. They went from Sara's bleeding knees to the man with the bruise and back to Sara. Her lips moved. Her mouth shaped the word once, silently, exactly as the man had said it. Kneel. When the smile came back into her face, it was a different smile. It was small. It was the smile of somebody who had found a cheat code in a game and was saving it.

"Okay!" she said brightly. "Bye, Sara! Thanks for coming! Same time next week?"

* * *

T

he escort took Sara up the passage toward the guardhouse. Her bare feet left two prints of blood on the whitewashed stone every other step. Rook stayed in the passage with his arms folded.


Pippa turned around and clapped twice. "Okay, guys! Breakfast. Inside. Buddy system."

The boys went in. Pippa went in after them, into the boys' room, and the door shut. Andy was alone on the threshold with the knight.

He had been told to hold the door. He held it.

Rook stood a stride away in the passage with the steel sheen lying on his plate in the lamp. His realm pressed in on Andy's chest like deep water. He looked at the passage wall. Then he looked at Andy.

"Your owner wants my schedule," said Rook. "Says she wants it in writing."

"Okay," said Andy.

"So here it is. In your ears." Rook kept his voice flat. It always stayed flat. "Daylight, I come when you call. Night, I come at the tenth bell or after. At the evening bell I'm at the cells with Her Majesty. She visits her pets at the evening bell. I stand at her shoulder while she does it. If one of yours falls due at the evening bell, she waits."

"What if her window closes?"

"Then she waits longer." Rook's mouth moved a fraction. "I don't care what you do with your blood, summoner. I care where I am at the evening bell."

"Okay."

"Say it back."

"Daylight, when I call. Night, at the tenth bell or after. Evening bell, you're at the cells." Andy kept his voice thick and slow. "With Her Majesty."

"Good." Rook nodded once. He stayed where he was. His right hand came off his folded arms, went to his belt and drew the Peacemaker out of it.

He turned it over in his gauntlet like a stone picked up on a beach. The light ran over the black of the barrel and the worn walnut of the grip. He had turned the barrel off his thigh weeks ago. Now he held it flat in his palm and looked at it, the cylinder, the long barrel, the little hammer folded down at the back like a sleeping ear.

"What's it do to a knight?" said Rook.

"Kills them," said Andy.

Rook nearly smiled. It got as far as one corner of his mouth and stopped there. "I've asked about it," he said. "At the cells. At the yard. What it's dropped." He weighed it in his palm. "Men in leather. Beasts in the first realm. Nothing in plate. Nothing above Qi-Gathering."

"Okay."

"So I think you're lying to me."

Andy kept his mouth shut. He let his face stay slack, stupid and sad.

Rook raised the gun. He pointed it at the passage wall, at a spot of whitewash a yard off, with his arm out straight and the barrel dead true. Andy's heart stopped in his chest. Rook squeezed the trigger with the hammer down.

The gun sat dead in his fist. The trigger moved a hair under his finger and stopped against the sear. The hammer lay folded down at the back of the frame. The gun was a lump of steel and walnut in his hand. Rook squeezed again. Harder. His knuckles cracked in the gauntlet, and the gun stayed dead.

He lowered it and looked at it. Then he looked at Andy, and the corner of his mouth went up the rest of the way, for one breath. It was the first smile Andy had ever seen on him. It was the smile of a kid who had been told a ghost story and had just checked under the bed.

"Kills them," said Rook.

He shoved the gun back through his belt, butt forward, barrel off his thigh, and turned and walked away up the passage toward the guardhouse, plate ringing on the stone.

Andy kept his face still all the way through it. He kept it still while the steps went up the passage, around the corner and out of hearing. He kept it still while he shut the door and walked back across the hall to his straw. He sat down in it with his back to the wall.

His hands were going again. He put them under his thighs. Thumb, he thought. You thumb the hammer back. One click. Then you squeeze.

He ran it like a boss fight with one mechanic left unexplained. Core-Formation. Metal qi, the tempering that turned Ned's arrows into blue puffs on a fish, only harder, and steel plate under it to begin with. Rook's read was honest, and Andy had his own memory to back it: six slugs rolling off a beast's hide once, six spits of fire, every one a hit. He would get one round to learn which read was true, and he hated that. Fine. Six rounds, a hammer, a thumb. He put it on the list under the knife he lacked and the watches he had to count.

* * *

H

e watched the evening bell from the window.


He went at it like the tank in his old guild at a buffet, slow and sloppy, one hand on the whitewash. Ollie and Rafe were on the bench. Ollie was singing under his breath, the jig with the hitch in the third bar, and the words had grown. Andy caught the summoner's drunk again and the angel bows her head, and the second line had a laugh built into the tune where it landed.

Rafe laughed when it landed. Then he looked at Pippa's door.

Below the window the champion's yard lay white under a fat moon a night or two short of full. The well-head threw a shadow across the packed earth. The tenements beyond the far wall had their laundry in, and somebody was cooking onions.

The evening bell rang from the palace, eight slow strokes, and the guardhouse door under the window banged open.

Rook came out of it in his plate. He walked across the champion's yard toward the far corner, where a low door stood under an arch, and four of the Queen's men walked behind him. The low door led down. Andy had come up out of it five days ago with Pippa's fist in the back of his sack, too sick to count stairs. It went down to the cells.

Rook went through the low door with the men after him, and the yard was empty.

Andy stood at the window and counted. He counted under his breath like Ned with a nail, one, two, three, every breath, while the shadow of the well-head crept across the yard toward the guardhouse.

At four hundred and some, the boys changed on the bench. At nine hundred, Pippa came out of her room and told him to sit down, buddy, and he sat down. From the straw he kept counting. At twelve hundred and forty breaths, the low door opened under the arch. The plate came back across the yard, white under the moon, and went in under the guardhouse.

An hour and a quarter. Every evening bell. The knight at the Queen's shoulder in the cells, a hundred yards and floors away.

Andy put that in his pocket with the thumb and the hammer.

"How's the arm, Kit?" he said.

Kit had come out of the boys' room to stand in its doorway, as always. The bandage on his left forearm had been changed. It was clean at the wrist and brown at the elbow. He looked at Andy across the hall with his chin down and his eyes up.

"Pippa says it's fine."

"Okay."

Kit stood there. His lips moved once on a word and let it go. Then he said it anyway, low, with his eyes on Pippa's door. "You told her the ledge."

"Pippa called the ledge, buddy."

"You told her." Kit's face worked. Then the boys' room swallowed him, and the doorway was empty.

* * *

"H

ey, Ching-Chong."

Pippa had come out again with the lamp after the plate went back in. She set it on the hook over the hearth, then came and stood over his straw with her hands behind her back. Her face was pink and pleased. The boys were all in the boys' room. The hall was hers.

"Yeah?"

She smiled down at him with her whole freckled face. Then the smile went out of it all at once, like a lamp blown out. Her chin came up. Her chest filled. Her voice, when it came, was a hard flat bark. It was the man with the bruise, to the life.

"KNEEL!"

Andy sat in his straw and looked up at her.

His knees stayed where they were. His body stayed where it was. The bark went past him, hit the whitewash and fell down. In the boys' room every sound stopped.

Pippa looked at him for a long moment. Then she laughed, high and delighted, and clapped her hands once in front of her chest.

"Huh," she said. "Just the girls, then."

She went into her room and shut the door. Her voice came through it a moment later, very soft, practicing. Kneel. A pause. Kneel. Lower this time, and flatter, closer to the man with the bruise, again and again, until she had it exactly right.


CHAPTER 37 — Second Bout

"T

he Crown keeps its children safe!" Pippa sang. The bowl sang it back to her, and the ice under Andy's knees answered with a long, deep creak like a ship's hull.

They had frozen the cistern for this one. Two frost nights in a row, the Crown's men had flooded the oval at dusk and let the cold do the rest. Now the bowl was a sheet of ice sixty yards long and forty wide, and it was two kinds of ice. Along the south wall, in the shadow of the tiers, it lay thick, black and dull, a hand deep at least, with frost furred over it. Out in the middle the afternoon sun had been sitting on it since noon. There it had gone gray and soft, with a skin of meltwater shining on top like oil on a puddle. A gull had landed out there an hour ago, and its feet had gone through.

He knelt at the grate on wet stone with his collar warm and his knees aching from the cold. Pippa stood at his right shoulder with two fingers through the ring. Above them, behind the ward's shimmer, the Queen sat in her red-awninged stand with Rook at her shoulder. The Peacemaker's butt stuck out of the knight's belt. The Songbirds stood twenty yards out on the black ice along the south wall, hobnails in their boots. Kit had the front with the split shield on his torn arm. Ned had bound it again with a third strap, and it hung on him crooked, two halves of a plate held together by leather and hope.

"Brave hearts, guys!" Pippa called. "Shields high! The Crown's watching!"

The portcullis at the east end went up. The wolf came out of the dark at a trot, and the ice steamed where its feet touched it. It was the size of a plow horse, gray-brown and rangy, with its ribs showing under the coat. From the crown of its skull to the middle of its back ran a mane of fire. It burned flame-orange, licking up off the neck in tongues a foot high, roaring softly like a lit stove. Where it set each paw down, the ice sweated and went dark in a ring, and when it lifted the paw, the ring stayed, wet.

Andy drew two points. INSPECT went out cold. The two points started home, and the collar drank them before they got there.

[ FUSED WOLF · FOUNDATION (MIDDLE) · FIRE QI · HOSTILE · HP 260/260 ]


His pool read 17 of 32 after it. The collar had been sucking at him since dawn, harder than usual, a warm mouth at his throat. He put that away and watched the wolf. It stopped in the middle of the oval on the gray ice, lifted its head at the boys, and drew in a breath. The mane flared. It went from a stove to a bonfire, three feet high and white at the roots, and a wave of heat rolled down the bowl into Andy's face. The gray ice under the wolf went dark all at once, in a ring a yard wide, and water came up through it and steamed. The wolf stepped out of the ring onto dry ice. It had learned that much.

"Kit, buddy!" Pippa called. "Front! Make it come to you!"

Kit stepped out with the shield up, and the wolf came for him low and fast across the black ice. Ned loosed. The arrow struck its shoulder, burst into an orange puff like a struck match and skittered away. The tempering held. The wolf hit the shield. It reared and came down on it with both forepaws, and the burning mane swept across the top of the shield and over Kit's head. The strap caught. Ned's third strap went up like a fuse, then the second. The two halves of the split shield came apart in Kit's hands with a crack. They hit the ice burning along the old split, the gold stain in the grain blistering black, and Kit stood there with his hands empty. The wolf's jaws closed on the air where his head had been as Rafe yanked him back by the belt.

"Kit!" Pippa laughed, one beat late, with the crowd. Her eyes were on Andy's face. "Oopsie!"

Kit sat down hard on the ice with his hair smoking.

"Pippa," said Andy. "Listen. The middle."

"Go, Ching-Chong."

"The middle's rotten. The sun's been on it all day. Every time it flares, the ice under it goes soft. It walked off its own ring just now because it knows. So keep it on the middle and keep it angry. Ned shoots it every time it steps onto the gray. Don't try to hurt it, just make it flare. Everybody else stays on the black ice by the wall, in the shade, and hollers. It'll come at them across the middle. Make it flare twice out there and it goes through."

Her fingers turned in the ring. "That's a lot of words, buddy."

"It's three calls. Ned shoots. Everybody stays on the black. Everybody hollers."

She smiled down at him with her whole freckled face. Then the ring turned another quarter turn under her fingers, and the collar woke.

The amber came up his throat in a rush this time. It came fast and hungry, and the violet underneath it came with a pull, like a drain opening. His pool went down the drain. It ticked down in the corner of his sight, 17, 15, 12, a point every breath, the collar sucking it out of his chest like a straw at the bottom of a milkshake. The hand slid in behind his eyes and pressed on his tongue.

Yes, Pippa.

He reached for INSPECT. The cold sip went out and came back empty. The panel flickered at the edge of his sight, showed him the same half line as before, and stalled. The well was dry. 8. 6. 4. He held on to his own tongue. The amber reached his jaw, piled up under his ear and pushed. His vision grayed at the edges. Pippa's face swam in front of him, sweet, patient and sweating. The row in the corner of his sight said 2 of 32. Then the amber stopped at the jaw anyway, against the cold at the bottom of him, the same as before.

She let go of the ring with a hiss through her teeth. A bead of sweat ran down from her hairline into her eyebrow, and her face went empty for a long time. Then she turned her back on him and threw her arm up at the ice.

"DUN! Runner, buddy! Your turn! Across the middle! Lead it across, sweetie, fast as you can, show the Crown how fast you are!"

"No," said Andy. "Pippa, no. That's the—"

"OKAY, GUYS! You heard me! GO, DUN!"

Dun went. He came out from behind Ollie on the black ice with his short spear, his scabbed calf and his face lit up, the littlest kid picked first for the team. He ran out onto the gray. The wolf swung its head to him and came in three bounds with the mane flaring white. The ice went dark behind it in a trail like footprints in wet sand.

Dun was halfway across when the ice under him went soft. He looked down at it. He had time for that. Then he went through. The gray ice folded under him like wet paper, and he dropped into the black water to his chest, then his chin, then all the way. His spear spun away across the ice. His hands came up out of the hole and slapped at the edge. The edge broke off under them, and he went down again.

The wolf skidded to a stop at the edge of the dark patch it had made and stood there with its mane roaring, looking at the hole. The crowd made a sound four thousand people made once in a lifetime, a long falling oh. Pippa's face went white. She was looking at the stand.

Andy went over the grate.

He went over it like a fence with a dog behind him, one hand on the top bar, both legs swinging. He landed on the ice on his side and slid. The collar went from warm to hot. It closed like a wire pulled tight around his throat, amber light boiled up off it into his eyes, and he kept going. He got onto his belly. He spread his arms and legs flat for bad ice, like the safety video in third grade. He crawled on his elbows and knees across the black ice onto the gray. The gray sagged under him. Water came up cold through his shirt.

"CHING-CHONG!" Pippa's voice rose to a shriek behind him. "GET BACK HERE!"

The hole was ten yards out. Dun's hand came up out of it again, slapped the edge and slid off. Andy grabbed the wrist with both hands and hauled. The ice cracked under his chest in a long branching line. The cold came up into his ribs, and he hauled anyway. Dun came up out of the hole like a cork, blue-lipped and choking, with black water pouring off him. Andy rolled, dragged him out onto the gray and kept rolling, both of them, over and over, away from the hole. The ice groaned and popped under them. Out on the dark patch the wolf turned its head toward the noise.

"Pippa," Andy croaked, over his shoulder, from the ice. "Now. Ned shoots it. Everybody holler."

Pippa's mouth opened and closed. Her face was the color of the ice.

"Ned!" she shrieked. "Shoot it! Everybody yell! Yell!"

"HEY!" Rafe bellowed, beating his spear on the ice. "HEY, DOG! OVER HERE!"

Ned shot it. The arrow hit its haunch, burst orange and fell away. The wolf whirled toward Ned with its mane going up white. The boys along the black ice screamed at it. Kit beat the ice with the flat of his sword, and the wolf came. It came straight across the middle as Andy had called it, toward the noise. It bounded across the gray. It flared at every bound, and the ice went dark under it at every bound.

At the fourth bound it went through to the shoulders, and the water around it exploded into steam. A white cloud boiled up off the hole and rolled across the ice. The mane hit the water and screamed, a high shrill hiss like a kettle. The fire on the wolf's neck went out in a gout of white vapor, came back and went out again. The wolf scrabbled at the edge of the hole with its forepaws. The edge broke. It went under and came up with its fur boiling off it in patches where the fire had been, and the skin under the mane was red, wet and blistered, cooked like a ham.

"Kill it," said Andy, from the ice, with Dun shaking in his arms. "Pippa. On the edge. Now."

"Kill it, guys!" Pippa screamed. "Kill it, kill it!"

"Kit!" Ollie yelled. "Kit, the eye!"

The boys came across the black ice and onto the edge of the gray. Kit got there first with his sword in his hand and his torn arm bare. The wolf got its jaws over the edge of the hole at him, and Kit drove the sword down into its eye. The eye burst. Steam and blood came out of the socket together. The wolf screamed and threw its head back, and Kit's sword went with it, buried to the crosspiece. Rafe and Ollie put their spears into its throat side by side below the jaw and leaned on them. Blood came out of its mouth in a sheet, hit the ice and smoked. Ned walked up to the edge of the hole, pulled his bow to his ear, and shot it down its open throat from a yard away. The arrowhead went in behind the tongue. The wolf stopped screaming.

It hung on the spears in the black water with its mane guttering out in little blue flames and its cooked hide steaming. Then the spears came out, and it slid back into the hole and sank. The last of the fire went down with it, glowing orange through the black water, then dull red, then gone.

[ FUSED WOLF — SLAIN ]

* * *

"M

Y SUMMONER, GUYS!" Pippa sang. "Isn't he brave? Just like we practiced!"

She stood at the grate with her arms up and her face lit, the color back in it, and bowed to the stand. She bowed to the tiers. She bowed to where Andy lay on the gray ice with Dun in his arms, and she put her hand on her heart and pointed at him with the other, a hostess showing off the help after a good dinner. The crowd gave her half the cheer. It came down off the tiers ragged, with gaps in it. High in the north stand a man laughed out loud, one bark, and somebody near him told him to shut up.

Andy lay on his back on the wet ice with the collar smoking and the sky going around above him. Dun was crying into his shirt.

"Clip it," Andy said, to the sky. "Again."

* * *

"Y

ou went over the grate, Ching-Chong," said Pippa, in the tunnel.

Two of the Queen's men had walked out onto the ice with ropes and dragged them both in. Now the boys trooped past in the dark behind the grate with the crowd still roaring outside, and Pippa took hold of the collar ring with her whole fist.

"He was drowning," said Andy.

"I know. I was watching. That's against the rules, buddy."

The collar went white-hot. The amber runes came off the metal in a sheet of light and sank into his skin. His throat burned from the jaw to the collarbone, a ring of fire. Smoke came up off his own skin in thin gray threads, and the smell of it was pork on a grill. He screamed. His hands went to his throat, and the metal burned his fingers too. HP 32 TO 19, said the row at the edge of his sight. It went on for ten long breaths. Then it stopped.

He lay on the stone floor of the tunnel with his cheek in the wet and his throat a ring of blisters. The boys went past him. Ned spat on him as he went by, a neat white gob on his shoulder. Ollie stepped over him. Kit walked past with his eyes on the floor and his empty arm hanging. Dun went past last, wrapped in a blanket, with his eyes on Pippa's back. Only Ned looked at him, and Ned looked at him all the way up the tunnel.

"You made her look bad," said Ned, low, for Andy alone. "In front of the Queen."

Then they were gone, and Andy lay alone on the stone in the dark, with the collar smoking and his pool at 2. On the edge of his sight a new line had come up under the others while he screamed: RECALL — JESSAMINE — WINDOW OPEN · CLOSES IN 11:58:02. He had two points of nineteen, and the collar was drinking.

* * *

"C

hing-Chong." Kit's voice, low, close. "Pippa says wake up."

Andy came up out of black sleep on his straw in the hall with his throat on fire and Kit's hand on his shoulder. The lamp was a blue bead. The window was black. His pool read 19 of 32, and under it the line read CLOSES IN 0:21:40. Twenty-one minutes. Below that, DIANIZOBILAL had gone dark while he slept. The evening bell, by the count, and a day and more before her window opened.

"Chop chop, buddy." Pippa stood in her doorway in a shawl with her braid undone, holding out the knife. "Sir Rook's in the passage. He's super grumpy."

He got to the middle of the floor on his knees. The blade went across his right forearm above the last cut, and his hand was as still as stone. The ring crawled out of the blood and lit. The words tore the nineteen out of him, and Jess came down on her knees in front of him with her amber eyes already open. They went to his throat and stayed there, on the ring of blisters and the black crust where the collar sat, and the small private thing her mouth did went away completely.

"Who cooked your neck, boss?" said Jess.

He got the shirt around her. He looked at Pippa in her doorway, and he let Jess follow his eyes. Jess looked at Pippa for a long breath. Then she smiled at her, sweet as milk.

"Ta," said Jess. "Now I know where to start."


CHAPTER 38 — Ned's Nail

A

ndy counted Ned's scratches by the light of the hearth before dawn, because counting was the one thing in the hall the collar left alone. Jess's row sat dark at the edge of his sight while he did it. The Queen had come for her yesterday morning, and her window had ten hours to run before it opened.


They ran along the plaster beside the north window at the height of a sitting boy's shoulder, in rows of five, four uprights and a slash. The newest were white and sharp. The older ones had gone gray with soot, and the oldest, down near the floor, were filled with grease and dust, barely there. He counted forty-one rows before the plaster went bad. There were more under the bad patch, smaller, as if the hand that made them had been smaller.

Ned was asleep on the bench with the nail in his fist. The night watch was one boy alone, changed at every bell. Rafe had sat the last one with his head against the window and his mouth open, asleep inside a quarter hour. Dun had sat the one before, upright, awake, staring at the yard. Andy had them all by now. Rafe slept. Ollie sang. Ned counted. Dun watched. Kit, off the rota, stood in doorways at all hours, took in everything, and as far as Andy could tell, told it to her only if she asked.

He had it as a timetable now, a raid schedule pinned to the inside of his skull. Two boys by day, one by night, a change at every bell, buddy system. Rafe's watches were holes. Dun's were walls. Ned's were walls with a grudge. On a night with Rafe on the bench, a man on his straw could sit up and count to five hundred with only the window for a witness.

Beside the tally, lower down, there was other writing.

It had been scratched with the same nail, in letters that leaned and wobbled like a kid's first cursive. Three lines of a song. Andy had to put his face close to the plaster in the low light to read it.

The summoner's drunk and he can't stand up, The angel's ~~gold~~ on her knees, And the witch and the demon go down in the mud

The fourth line was still blank plaster. The word in the second line had been scratched through, over and over, until the plaster under it was gouged white. The four letters still showed under the cross-hatching. Somebody had started that line meaning the opposite. Somebody had stood on the causeway with the rest of the boys and watched gold run down a broken wall into the lake.

Andy sat back on his heels and looked at the gouged word for a long time.

"That's mine."

Ollie had come out of the boys' room in his shirt with his hair standing up. He stood by the hearth with his arms wrapped around himself, all elbows and ribs, looking at Andy looking at his song.

"It's good," said Andy. "It scans."

"It's about you."

"I got that."

"Pippa likes it." Ollie's chin came up. "She says I can sing it at the gate. After bout three. In front of everybody."

"What was the gold line?"

Ollie's face shut like a door. He looked at the scratched-out word, then at Pippa's door, then at the floor.

"There wasn't one," said Ollie.

He went back into the boys' room. After a moment his voice came through the doorway, very low, humming the jig with the hitch in the third bar. It stopped at the second line, started over, and stopped there again.

* * *

"F

ield trip!" said Pippa, at first light.

She had him by the collar ring before he was properly awake, two fingers through it, and she walked him out through the passage door in his bare feet. The passage was whitewashed and cold. Two strides short of her door a square hatch lay set in the stone floor, oak and iron, with a ring for a handle. She hauled it up herself. A breath of damp came up out of the dark, and iron rungs went down into it, set in the stone.

"Ladies first," said Pippa. She laughed and went down.

He went after her. Thirty feet of rungs in the dark, cold and slick, with her lamp glowing up from below. His throat was a ring of scab under the collar, and every rung pulled at it. At the bottom his feet found flat stone and the lamp swung, and the room opened up around him.

It was round. It was maybe fourteen yards across, cut out of the rock under the palace, with a domed ceiling sweating in the lamplight. A walkway ran around the edge two strides wide, a hand higher than the floor inside it. He was standing on the walkway at the north side. On his left, a stride away, an altar stood on the walkway, a block of gray stone as long as a stride and waist-high. Its east end sat hard against a squat post of black stone, knee high. Across the room, due south, an iron door stood in the wall with a threshold that flared out into the room like the mouth of a trumpet.

In the middle of the floor lay an older circle, a shallow groove cut in the stone and scuffed gray with old chalk.

"So," said Pippa. "This is my room."

"Big," said Andy.

"Right? I drew it myself. Every line. Every night for a year, on my knees, with a needle and a lamp." She held up her free hand and wiggled the fingers at him. "My knees were so bruised, buddy. You have no idea."

She held the lamp up. She spun once on the walkway with her braid flying, and her face was pink with the cold.

"The Crown dug it for me. Isn't that sweet? Four years, Ching-Chong. Four years of being a good girl, and they dug me a room." She pointed the lamp at the floor inside the walkway. "You can't see it. Nobody can see it. That's the best part."

He looked. Gray stone, swept clean, the old chalk circle in the middle, and nine squat black posts standing around it like mile markers. The lamp threw his own shadow out across it, long and thin. In the stone there had to be lines. His eyes slid off the floor like rain off a window.

"Okay," said Andy, and nodded.

"It's for when I'm a big girl. 'Bout three, I'm going to make the Queen so happy. You know what she asked me for? A real show. Not fish. Not puppies." She tipped her head. "Your girls, Ching-Chong. On the sand. Against my boys."

The cold of the room came up through the soles of his feet.

"And you're going to call it for me," said Pippa. "Because you're my eyes. And you're going to call it so, so good, because if you call it bad, I'll know."

He nodded. Every villain gave the tour. Every single one, in every game he had ever played: the long walk through the lair, the speech, the reveal of the doomsday device. You nodded, and you said wow, and you saved the map. He had nodded through a hundred of them with his thumb on the screenshot key.

"Wow," said Andy.

"Right?" She beamed at him. Then she put two fingers back through his collar ring, and turned it. "Let's try a thing. Hold still."

* * *

T

he collar woke.


It woke harder here than anywhere. The amber came up off the metal in a sheet, brighter than the lamp. The violet came under it cold and heavy, and the floor answered it. The floor itself. A pull came up out of the stone into the soles of his feet, a long low hum like a power station through a wall. The collar drank from it as it drank from him. Pippa's breath went out of her in a happy sigh. The hand came into his head through the back of his eyes and closed on his tongue.

Yes, Pippa.

He had nineteen in the well. He had woken with it. He had kept every point of it all of yesterday, off the boys, off her face, off the yard below the window. He had lain on his straw, let the collar sip at him and held the rest like a breath at the bottom of a pool.

He let the well go into INSPECT, all of it, at once.

It went out of him in one cold gulp, so much at once that his vision went white. It went out through his eyes, down his own throat and into the collar from the inside. It went into the amber, the violet and the hum from the floor, and it read them as they fired. All of them. At once. It read the collar like a sentence, front to back, and a lock in the back of his skull went click.

[ INSPECT — E → D · READS A WORKING WHOLE AS IT FIRES ]
[ COLLAR · BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA ]
[ DRAWS: WEARER'S QI · AWAKE ALL · ASLEEP PART ]
[ BREACH: BURN · HOLDER SETS THE LINE ]
[ DOMINATION: FIRING · WILL: NOT TAKEN ]
[ TETHER · HOLDER-SIDE · — ]


The last line ran off the collar and down into the dark, toward Pippa, and ended in a dash.

He read the WILL line twice. It sat there in plain white caps, and a knot in his chest that had been clenched since the cell in the palace basement let go a quarter inch.

The amber guttered at his jaw, the same as before, and went out.

Then the gulp came home. INSPECT gave it all back in one breath, a flood of cold behind his eyes, and the world came back into color. He was on his knees on the walkway, with the going down lost in the white.

Pippa let go of the ring. She stood over him with the lamp, breathing hard, sweat running down from her hairline into the septum ring. Her eyes went over his face. They went over it fast, flat and close, and the look was his own.

She laughed out loud.

"Oh my God. D?" She clapped once, with the lamp swinging. "You ranked your eyes. Right now? In here? That's adorable." She bent down and patted his cheek with two cold fingers. "A mortal's eyes. Cute. Look at my floor all you like, buddy. Dark doesn't show."

She was right about the floor. And she was wrong about the floor.

He still had the read up. D read a working whole as it fired. The working under the floor lay cold, but it was a working, and it was there. The new rank brushed it, and the line of it came up into his sight, faint, gray on gray, like the ghost of a road under snow.

[ WORKING · UNLIT · RING · 10 YD · ANCHORS: 9 · DARK ]


It was a ring ten yards across. Its outer line ran a hand inside the walkway's edge, all the way around, close enough to touch if he lay down and reached. Due north the line swelled into a knot, and the altar stood on the walkway clear of the line with its east end hard against the knot's west shoulder. The knot sat on the door's axis, straight across from the trumpet threshold. It was a dark place in the gray, a hole in the ghost road, and INSPECT slid off it like a fingernail off glass. He counted eight more of them around the ring, spaced like the hours on a clock, black and closed.

The rungs of the shaft came down to the walkway a stride west of the altar. Right where he had stepped off.

He fixed it in his head and walked it like a raid map before the first pull. Then he let the read go before she could watch his eyes do it.

"Up we go," said Pippa. "Sunshine time."

* * *

T

hey went out through the iron door and came straight out at the foot of a stair. Beside it, on the left, a short passage ran off to another iron door, shut on a bar.


"The vault," said Pippa, and patted it on the way past. "All your girls' kit is in there. The witch's hat. The demon's glasses." She giggled. "I check on it."

The stair went up, narrow, one man wide, stone steps worn into cups. Halfway up it turned on a landing with a slit of gray light in the wall, and then it went up again into a stone passage that smelled of bread. Five strides along it stood a heavy door, a greasy latch string hanging out through a hole above the latch and the step white with flour. Pippa shoved it open with her shoulder, and morning came in.

The altar yard was long, bare and paved. The palace face rose at the east end of it, tall and pale, with a gallery high on the wall under a carved stone canopy. At the west end, a hundred yards off, stood the outer wall. A gallows stood against it, the rope gone and the beam bare. A low block of stone sat before the gallows, darker than the paving, stained in long streaks down its sides. And in the west wall, under an arch, set low, there was a small gate.

Pippa walked him to it by the collar like a dog to a lamppost.

It was oak, black with age, bound in iron, and a beam of oak lay across it in two iron brackets, stiff with rust. Grass had grown up through the cracks in the paving at its foot. Somebody had cut it once and stopped bothering. On the far side, through the gap at the bottom where the oak had rotted, he caught the smell of lake water and reeds.

"The old gate," said Pippa. "Nobody uses it. Nobody remembers it. Isn't that funny? A whole gate." She leaned against the wall beside it with her eyes closed and her face turned up to the sun, the collar ring in her fingers. "I like it here. It's quiet."

Then she opened her eyes, looked straight at Andy, and lifted the beam out of its brackets with one hand, as easily as lifting a cup. Rust sifted down onto the grass. She swung the gate open a foot. The lake lay beyond it, flat and silver out to the far shore, with reeds along the edge and a heron standing in them on one leg. "See?" she said. "Open. Go on, buddy. Run for it." She held the collar ring up between two fingers and waited, smiling, while the gap stood open and the heron watched them. Andy didn't move. "Aw," said Pippa. "You're learning." She dropped the beam back into its brackets with a clang. Then she leaned on the wall again and shut her eyes.

"What's the swing for?" said Andy, thick and slow. He nodded at the gallows.

"Bad people." Pippa kept her eyes shut. "Thieves. Traitors. People who talk back."

"And the rock?"

"That's the Crown's altar. For the Crown's business." One gray eye opened and looked at him. "Why, buddy? You want a turn?"

"I'm good," said Andy. "I'm so good."

She laughed and shut the eye again.

Andy stood on the grass with his bare feet cold and wet. He looked at the bar.

Rust in the brackets. Rust on the bar. A good shoulder would lift it. A bad one would take two tries.

He counted it, too, in his head, with everything else.

A blade and a count of the watches. He had the count. He needed the blade.

"Okay," said Pippa, and opened her eyes. "Back to work, Ching-Chong. Your demon's at the twelfth bell. And Kit's getting a present. Kit lost his shield, so Kit gets a new one, because Kit's a good boy. Ned's not getting anything. Ned spat on you." She smiled. "Spitting's not nice."

* * *

T

he new shield was round, red and unscarred. It came up from the guardhouse stores at the eighth bell in the arms of the leather-aproned boy. Pippa gave it to Kit in the middle of the hall with the others lined up by size to watch. Kit held it like a baby. His face went soft and wondering, a look it had kept hidden until now. Then he looked at Pippa, and it went bright as a lamp.


"Thank you, Pippa."

"Good boy." She counted them, Kit down to Dun, one nod each. "Okay! Drill!"

Ned sat on the bench alone while they drilled. He sat with his knees up, his face supperless and sour, the nail in his fingers. When the others were busy he turned to the plaster and scratched a new mark into the row. Then he looked across the hall at Andy and held his eyes, and slowly, very deliberately, he scratched one more.

Two marks for one day.

At the twelfth bell he held his hand out for the blue knife, and his hand was as still as the stone.


CHAPTER 39 — Vigil

Sara

T

he bond pulled at Sara before the grate opened, a lodestone pulling at a needle. Her head turned toward the west end of the sand ahead of any reason.


She was walking behind the Queen. She walked where the chain put her, three strides back, with the bit between her teeth, her wrists ironed behind her and her wings strapped flat under the sackcloth by the tarred leather. The sand was raked. Somebody had raked it at dawn in long straight lines from the beast gate to the grate, sixty yards of furrows like a plowed field. Her bare feet broke them. Behind her she left a track of prints. A Crown man held the end of her chain. He walked a stride to her left and kept his eyes off her.

The Queen walked ahead of her with her hands folded at her waist. Queen Vessaline was a big woman, broad through the shoulders, and out on the sand she looked bigger than she had from the floor of the throne room. She wore a gown the red of the awning over her stand, and a plain gold circlet on the coiled black hair. The morning light lay on the bronze of her heavy jaw like light on an old helmet. She smelled of sugared almonds. She walked as if she were counting sand that belonged to her.

Rook walked at her right shoulder in his plate. The steel sheen of his qi lay over the metal in a skin as fine as frost. The pressure of his realm came off him and pressed on Sara's chest like a hand. The gun of Andy's rode in his belt, the handle forward.

The empty tiers climbed up around them on every side. Gulls sat along the rail of the topmost ring. Over the west wall the royal stand hung under its red awning with the ward's shimmer across its front, empty today. Below it, at the foot of the wall, the boys' grate stood in the mouth of its tunnel.

The bond pulled again, harder. It pulled at the place under her breastbone where the binding lived, and her chest, which lay still when she was calm, moved once.

The gate in the grate swung open, and the girl in blue brought him out.

* * *

H

e came out on his knees.


He came out walking, but the girl had two fingers through the ring at his throat, and she was a head shorter than he was, so he walked bent. At the edge of the sand she stopped. She said a word to him that the gulls swallowed, and he went down on his knees in the raked furrows with his hands on his thighs. Two of her boys came out behind them. Kit carried a new red shield. Dun's hands were empty. The girl in blue turned and counted them, Kit and then Dun, with a nod for each, and turned back.

Then she walked him out into the middle of the sand by the ring, on his knees, like a dog that had been told to heel.

He came closer, furrow by furrow. His hair had grown over his ears. He wore a servant's shirt, gray, and breeches, and his feet were bare and blue with the cold. The collar sat on his throat. Around it, from his jaw to his collarbone, his skin was one ring of brown scab, pink new skin and black crust where the burn had gone deepest. It had wept down the front of the shirt and dried there. When he swallowed, the scab cracked at the edge.

Through the bond the throat came to her as heat, as a ring of fire around her own neck, and her hands closed behind her back on the iron.

The girl in blue stopped him four yards from Sara and three from the Queen. She made him kneel square to the Queen with his back straight. She smiled up at the Queen with her whole freckled face and bobbed so low that her blue braid touched the sand.

"Majesty! Here he is!"

"Here he is," said the Queen.

She looked down at Andy for a long time. It was the look of a diner served, at last, a dish she had ordered weeks ago.

"The foreigner," said Queen Vessaline, "who stood in my throne room and told my court that my darling was a predator." Her voice was low and pleasant. It carried well. "Do you remember that, Ching-Chong?"

The girl in blue giggled behind her hand at the name.

Andy looked at the sand. "Yes, Majesty."

"Look at me when I speak to you."

He looked up at her.

Sara studied his face. She had kept it in the pen through the bond on long nights, on the road, across fires and under her own hands. She had it by heart in more weathers than her own. It was thinner now. She had last seen it four mornings back, from Pippa's floor, at her own recall. The eyes were sunk and ringed. But they were clear. They were as clear as the lake on the morning of the causeway, before the Bull. They went from the Queen's face to Rook, the girl and the grate, then to the beast gate at the far end. Then they came back to the Queen, and all through it ran a quiet, careful attention she had met on him a hundred times at a table over a map.

The bond gave her a thread of that. A cold, clean, counting thread. She put her eyes on the Queen and kept them there.

"Tomorrow," said the Queen, "your demon and your little witch walk out of that gate onto this sand. My darling's boys will be waiting for them here." She turned her hand over at her waist, a small gesture, palm up, toward the girl in blue. "And you will kneel at my darling's feet and tell her boys how to kill them. You are very good at telling boys how to kill, I hear."

"Super good," said the girl in blue. "Like, scary good, Majesty."

"And the angel." The Queen kept her eyes on Andy. "The angel will be dead tomorrow, I am told. Tonight is her night. So the angel walks with me today, and looks at the sand she will miss." Now she turned her head. "Do you like it, angel?"

Sara looked at her over the bit.

She had been asked a question by a sovereign. Courtesy asked for an answer, and the bit took it. Under the bit lay a question of her own, and its end kept running away from her. Was the woman wicked? She was. Sara had ruled it on the causeway. But when she reached for the ruling, the clean gold word for it that had always come to her as easily as breath, her hand closed on the place where it should be and found it empty. There was a hole there, like the gap where a tooth had been.

She held the Queen's eyes and gave her a face as blank as a wall.

The Queen smiled at her, satisfied with the answer, and turned away.

* * *

R

ook stood at the Queen's shoulder with his arms folded over the gun, looking at the far tiers. He was three strides from Andy. He was big in the plate, and the steel sheen moved over it when he breathed. The pressure that came off him pressed on Andy too. It showed in the set of Andy's shoulders.


Andy looked up at Rook. His lips moved.

"Raid boss," he said, under his breath.

Sara caught it. Her ears were better than his, and four yards was close. It was two words in his own tongue, the tongue of his home. He had explained the first one to her in the cells. She was nearly sure of it, and it was gone. That frightened her more than Rook did. Raid. Boss. They sat in her ear like two stones.

But the bond carried what was under them. It came down the binding in one hard, dry, clean pulse, and it was contempt. It tasted of a hunter's contempt, a hunter with a hundred beasts of this exact kind behind him and sure of the next. It was bored, patient scorn. Rook was weather, and Andy was a man with an umbrella.

Sara looked at Rook. At the plate with the frost of steel on it, at the gun that sat dead in his belt, at the big folded arms.

She agreed with the feeling. She agreed with it all the way down.

Rook's eyes came off the far tiers and went to Andy. "What did you say, summoner?"

"Nothing, sir," said Andy. "Praying."

The girl in blue laughed. Rook looked at Andy for a long moment, then looked back at the far tiers.

* * *

H

er hands were warm. It came on slowly, like the light coming into a room at dawn. Her hands were behind her back in the irons, palm to palm, the fingers curled. And between them, in the hollow of her cupped palms, there was warmth. A small warmth. A seed of heat, round, the size of a bead.


It was the vigil. It was the oldest of the small workings, the one the novices learned before the sword. It was the lamp a novice lit for one beyond her reach, to keep watch over them through the dark. In the pen she had lit it every night, with her hands cupped in her lap, and held it over the bond for him until the escort came or she slept. It had always been small. A spark. A candle's glow of gold, enough to keep the night out of one cupped palm.

It woke now on its own. It came uncalled. She had been watching his throat, his clear eyes, the cold clean counting thread through the bond and the contempt. Her whole self had been bent on him like a flower on the sun. And the lamp had answered that. The gold came up out of her into her palms, and the seed of heat became a flame. A real flame, gold, standing up out of her cupped hands behind her back the height of a thumb, hot enough to sting.

The light of it fell past her hips onto the sand.

It threw itself out across the raked furrows in front of her, past her shadow and past the Queen's red hem, in a fan of soft gold. It lay on the sand at Andy's knees. It lay on his hands where they rested on his thighs. It lit the underside of his burned jaw from below, gold on the scab.

And he was there for her, exactly, with her eyes shut. He was as plain to her as her own hand in the dark. The burn at his throat was hers. The cold of his feet was hers. The steadiness in him, the cold clean thread, ran through her like a second spine.

[ VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA · F → D ]
[ THE LAMP KEEPS WATCH ACROSS THE BOND ]


The words wrote themselves in white at the edge of her sight.

Andy's eyes came down to the gold on the sand by his knees. He went very still. He looked up at her, past the Queen, and his eyes found hers. In the bond, very faint, he answered. A tug. A hand closing on the other end of a rope.

Rook's head turned. The knight looked at the sand. At the fan of gold lying across the furrows. He followed it back with his eyes to its source, to Sara, to her hips, to the hands behind her back. His eyes narrowed.

Sara closed her fingers. She folded them down over the flame, one by one, and the light went off the sand like a door shutting. The heat stayed. It burned in her closed fists, a live coal, and she held it with her face as calm as water.

Rook looked at her for three breaths. Then his eyes went back to the far tiers.

"Enough," said the Queen. "I have seen it. Take them in."

The Crown man jerked her chain, and she turned. Her path off the sand ran west to the grate under the royal stand, and it took her past Andy, a stride from his knees, and the girl in blue had her fingers in his collar ring and her eyes on the Queen's back.

"Sara?" he said, low, as she passed. A question. He made all of them questions now.

The bit held every word of hers. She gave him the bond instead. She pushed the heat in her closed fists down the cord to him, all of the small burning seed of it, and his breath caught. His eyes went to her hands. Then the chain pulled her on. The raked furrows broke under her feet, and she kept her face to the gate.

* * *

T

he pen was a stone room at the end of the women's row, with straw on the floor and an iron grate across its front. Jess sat against the far wall with her knees up and her sackcloth tucked under her feet. She had come down from Pippa's floor in the night, and the hall's lamp smoke and soap were still on her. She looked up when the escort shoved Sara in.


"There she is," said Jess. "How's our boy?"

The escort took the bit out of Sara's mouth and the irons off her wrists. They left the strap on her wings and shut the grate. Sara stood in the middle of the straw. Diana's place against the near wall was empty. Diana had been taken the evening before, and her place had stayed empty since.

Sara sat down beside Jess, and opened her hands.

The flame stood up out of her palms, gold, the height of a thumb. The pen filled with soft light. The light went into the corners and up the walls, and Jess's amber eyes went wide and gold in it.

"Ooh," said Jess. "That's new."

"It is the vigil," said Sara. "It woke today. When I was looking at him."

"Oh, that's lovely." Jess leaned in to it like a fire on a cold night, which it was. "And how was he, then? Our boss?"

Sara looked into the flame. Through it, faint, down the long cord of the bond, a hundred yards through the stone and floors above her, he was there. He was lying down. His throat hurt. He was awake in the dark, and what came down the bond from him ran careful and cold, a smith testing a blade.

"I do not know," said Sara. "Forgive me."

Jess looked at her sidelong.

"He knelt," said Sara. "His throat is burned. The collar did it. He looked at the Queen, and he looked at the knight." She paused. "He called the knight a word."

"What word?"

"Raid boss."

Jess laughed. It came up out of her all at once, a real laugh, her head back against the stone, her short hair falling off her forehead. She laughed until she had to wipe her eyes.

"Oh, he didn't. Oh, the cheek of him. To his face?"

"Under his breath."

"What's it mean?"

"I do not know," said Sara. "I agreed with it."

"Course you did." Jess wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. "And Pippa? Did she look at you?"

"She looked at him. She always looks at him."

"Mm." Jess's smile went thin. "Greedy little soul, that one. I can smell it from down here. Fat as a Sunday goose."

"You must not eat her, please," said Sara.

"Not tonight," Jess agreed.

Jess laughed again, softer, and leaned her shoulder against Sara's. They sat together in the gold light and watched the flame.

It was late, and the flame had settled to a calm glow, when the boots came down the row. Sara's ears caught them first. Three men. The jingle of irons. They stopped at the grate. The bar went back, and their lamp threw yellow stripes across the straw.

"Angel," said the man at the grate. "Up."

Jess's shoulder went hard against hers.

Sara closed her hands over the flame. She closed them slowly, so that the light went out of the pen a finger at a time. The last of it lay on Jess's face, and then it was gone. The heat stayed in her fists. She stood up.

"Ta, love," said Jess, very quietly, behind her. "See you on the other side."

Sara walked to the grate. They put the irons on her wrists behind her and the bit in her mouth. One of them yanked the chain and turned her into the passage. She went up the stairs between them with the vigil burning in her closed hands, and the bond pulling at the place under her breastbone toward the floors above, toward him.

At the top of the stairs the doors stood open on the court, and the light, and the faces.

"Kneel," said the man behind her.


CHAPTER 40 — Get Ready

Jess

T

he first one started screaming a quarter hour after they took Sara up the stairs, and Jess was alone in the pen to hear it.


She was sitting where Sara had left her, against the far wall with her knees up and the straw cold under her, in the dark. The gold had gone out of the pen with the angel. The bars of the grate were as black as the rest. The boots had gone up, the bar had gone down, and the row was quiet.

Then a man screamed inside her. It came from under her breastbone, low down, where she kept them. It was a man's voice, hoarse and raw, one long scream on one endless breath. It came up through her chest and rang in the back of her skull, as loud as a man in the pen beside her with his mouth at her ear.

Jess went still. A second voice joined it. A woman's, high and thin. Then three more, together, then a dozen, then all of them. Every soul she had ever pulled out of a body and swallowed down under her ribs was screaming. They screamed at once, at the top of their lungs, in the black inside her.

Every voice was hers to name. The hedge-mage. The captain's lad at the bridge. The fat man in the red coat who had laughed when the girl bled. The nobles. The guards. She had the order of them, who first and who last, and the one who stopped to draw breath, because he had always been a coward.

They had always been quiet. Fat, quiet and full, like stones at the bottom of a sack. Now they screamed. Jess put her hands flat on her own chest. She pressed, hard, as on a wound. They screamed louder. She bit her lip until it bled and the blood ran down her chin, and they screamed through it.

"Hush," she said, out loud, to the dark. "Hush, now. Hush, loves."

They screamed. She sat there with her hands on her chest, her eyes open and the blood drying on her chin. She listened to them scream until the bell went for the next hour and the lamp came past the grate. The guard's eye went across the bars and away. She sat very straight for that. She smiled at the grate. When the lamp had gone, she put her face down on her knees and kept it there.

It stopped after a long time, like rain stopping. One voice at a time, until the coward whimpered on alone, and then he stopped too. Jess lifted her head.

"Right," she said, to the empty pen, and her voice came out quite normal. "Right, then."

She wiped her chin with the back of her hand and lay down in the straw. She closed her eyes and kept them closed, and was still awake when the bar went back.

* * *

T

hey brought Diana down just after the bell for four in the morning. The escort pushed her in, took the bit out of her mouth and the irons off her wrists, then shut the grate. She stood in the middle of the pen in the sackcloth, tail lashing and horns tilted down, squinting at the dark.


"Jess?"

"Here, Di."

Diana turned her face toward the voice. She found it on the second try and came across the straw with one hand out in front of her. Jess grabbed the hand and hauled her down.

Diana came down onto her knees and then onto her side, hard, and lay there against Jess's hip with her face in Jess's lap. She was shaking. She smelled of Pippa's hall, lamp oil, peppermint and pear spirit, and under that of her own skin, warm cream and smoke.

"Fuck me," said Diana, into Jess's sackcloth. "Fuck me, that is a horrible room."

"I know it is."

"The boys stand in a ring and stare at the floor. One of them took my arm to put the iron on, and his hand was shaking worse than mine. He cannot be more than twelve." Her tail curled around Jess's ankle and held on. "And she. That blood slave in blue. She stands in the doorway with her arms folded. And she watches him. The entire time. She never looks at me."

"No," said Jess. "She doesn't."

"I could not see him. Not properly. A pale shape in a gray shirt." Diana's voice cracked. "I could see that he was kneeling. I could see the blood on his arm. That is all."

Jess put her hand in Diana's hair and stroked it, back from the brow, past the root of the left horn. Under her fingers the horn rose smooth out of the hair, the gold filigree raised along it like the tooling on a book's spine. She did it slowly, over and over, until the shaking eased.

"Sleep," said Jess. "Morning's soon enough."

* * *

I

n the morning she had it. She had had it for three nights, and she had kept it out of words. She had come down onto Pippa's floor on her knees in the small hours, three nights back, naked, into the ring of Andy's blood. She had come down clear. Clear as once before, at the tenth bell a week back, and clearer, clear as she had been on the road.


He had got his shirt off over his head and put it around her shoulders. The shirt had stunk of pear spirit. It reeked of it, at the collar, the cuffs and down the front where it had been spilled and spilled. Then he had bent close to button it at her throat, because her hands were shaking, and his breath had been on her face. It had smelled of a mouthful. One mouthful, gone stale. And under it, his own breath, clean, as it smelled in the mornings on the road. And the hand with the knife still in it, after. The fresh cut clean and straight above the last one, and the hand steady. Still as a nail driven into a board.

She had kept her eyes on Pippa's face from first to last and her own face sweet, and kept all of it out of words. A girl in a doorway might read words off your face.

The lamp came past on the bell and threw yellow stripes through the grate, and Jess looked at Diana while it lasted. Diana was awake. She lay curled on her side in the straw facing Jess with her tail across her own hip. Her violet eyes were open and squinting, and they were clear too. She had come down clear. It showed in how her eyes moved, quick, close and sharp, a scholar's eyes looking for the next line on the page. Then the lamp went on down the row, and the black came back.

Jess leaned in until her nose was a foot from Diana's.

"Get ready," said Jess.

Diana went still a foot away, and her breath came out through pursed lips. She would be squinting. She squinted at everything, and in that black the squint was wasted. Jess was a voice and a warm breath.

"Which one of you said that?"

"The pretty one," said Jess.

Diana's breath hitched. Then she laughed, one breath of it, helplessly, and pressed her face into the straw to stop it. Her tail thumped the floor.

"I'm serious," said Jess. "Get ready."

"For the sand?"

"For the sand. And for after." Jess kept her voice down to a breath. "When the girl barks at you today, and she will, you listen for me. Not her. Me. I'll tell you to ignore her and you'll be yours again. And keep your fire off the boys."

"Keep my fire off the boys who are trying to kill me."

"They're babies. They don't know what they're doing. She does." Jess touched Diana's lip with one finger. "Keep it off them. I'll put them on the ground."

"And if you are wrong about him?"

"Then we die pretty, same as she planned. Nothing lost."

Diana's hand came up out of the straw and found Jess's face. Her fingertips went over it slowly, brow, cheek and mouth, like a reader's over a page in the dark.

"You know a secret," said Diana.

"I know lots of secrets."

"About him. You know a secret about him. Your face is doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The thing it does before you eat a man."

Jess smiled under her fingers. It was the slow smile, the private one, and she let Diana have all of it by touch.

"Get ready," she said again, very softly. "That's all, love. That's the plan. Get ready."

* * *

T

he bell went for the hour. The lamp came down the row, and the guard's eye crossed the bars and went on. Jess counted his steps down the row and around the corner. She had the count by heart. She had had it for weeks.


She had the better part of an hour. She rolled onto Diana and pinned her.

She did it all at once, as she did everything. A knee went on either side of Diana's hips and a hand on each of her wrists, pressing them down into the straw over her head. She was small. Diana had most of a head on her and half again her weight, and Diana could have thrown her across the pen with her tail alone. Diana lay there under her and let her. Her breath caught. Heat came off her collarbones and spread out across her chest, as fast as a struck match.

"Jess. The guard."

"Gone around the corner. I've got an hour."

"We are going to be killed today."

"So we'd best be quick," said Jess, and kissed her.

Diana kissed her back hard. Her mouth opened under Jess's, and she made a sound into it, a low, startled, hungry sound. Her tail came up off the straw, wrapped twice around Jess's thigh and pulled her down tighter. Jess let go of one wrist and got the sackcloth up. She shoved it up Diana's belly and over her breasts in one pull, then left it bunched under her chin.

Diana's breasts were big and heavy. They spilled over Jess's palm, the wide nipples already drawn tight with the cold. Jess took one in her mouth. She sucked it hard. Diana arched up off the straw, and Jess pressed her back down with the flat of her hand on Diana's breastbone and kept sucking. She flicked the nipple with her tongue. She bit it, gently, and Diana swore.

"Fuck. Fuck, Jess."

"Shh. Quiet, or the guard comes back and watches."

"I despise you."

"No you don't." Jess moved to the other breast and took that nipple in her teeth. Diana's hips came up under her and ground against her thigh. "You adore me. You'd write a whole book about me. Footnotes and all."

"I would not," said Diana, breathless. "I shall write a monograph."

Jess laughed against her breast. Then she slid down Diana's body in the straw, all the way, pushing the sackcloth up as she went, and put her shoulders between Diana's thighs.

Diana's thighs were soft and trembling. Between them her pussy was hot and already wet, the lips swollen and open, slick to the inside of her thighs. Jess spread her open with two thumbs and held her like that, deliberately, her mouth an inch off, until Diana made an agonized sound and covered her own face with both hands.

"Stop that."

"Can't see a thing. Have to go by feel." Jess blew on her, lightly, and Diana's body jumped from hip to horn. "Lovely. Now ask nicely, scholar."

"Please," said Diana from behind her hands. "Please put your mouth on me, Jessamine, before I die of it."

"There. Was that hard?"

She put her mouth on her. She licked her from bottom to top in one slow stroke, and Diana bucked off the straw. Jess held her hips down with both forearms and did it again. Then again, slower. She found Diana's clit with the tip of her tongue, hard and swollen under its hood, and circled it. She circled it slow, then fast, then slow again. Diana's thighs clamped on either side of her head, and her tail lashed the straw like a cat's.

"Oh," said Diana. "Oh, gods. Oh, fuck me, there, there—"

Jess stayed there. She sucked Diana's clit between her lips and flicked it, quick and sure, and slid two fingers into her at the same time.

Diana was hot inside, soaking and tight, and she clenched around Jess's fingers at once. Jess curled them up toward her belly and found the rough swollen place there. She pressed on it and kept her mouth on Diana's clit until Diana stopped making words.

She came hard and fast. Her back arched up off the straw. Her thighs locked around Jess's head, and her pussy clenched on Jess's fingers in long rolling pulses. She bit down on the heel of her own hand to keep the sound in. It came out anyway, a long, shuddering moan through her teeth. Her tail went rigid along Jess's back. Her hips jerked against Jess's mouth, once, twice, again, and wetness ran down over Jess's knuckles into her palm.

Jess kept going. She kept her mouth soft on her through it, licking slower, and kept her fingers deep. When Diana's hips stopped jerking, she started again. Slow. Circles. Fingers moving inside her, in and out, curling up.

"Jess." Diana's voice cracked. "Jess, I cannot, I already—"

"Yes you can. You're a scholar." Jess lifted her mouth an inch. "Repeat the experiment."

Diana laughed. It came out of her in a sob, half a laugh, and then Jess put her mouth back on her and it turned into a moan.

The second one took longer. Jess built it. She took her time with her tongue and kept her fingers working in Diana in a slow, sure rhythm. Diana's hands came down off her face, found Jess's hair and pulled her in, hard.

"Did I say you could have my hair?" said Jess into her.

Diana let go at once and put her hands flat in the straw like a good girl, and Jess gave her a third finger for it. Her breath went short and high. Her hips rolled up to meet Jess's mouth. Her tail came off Jess's back and wrapped around Jess's wrist, the one with the fingers inside her, and pushed it deeper, holding it there.

"Like that," Diana gasped. "Like that, like that, don't you dare stop—"

Jess kept on. Diana came again with Jess's three fingers buried in her to the knuckle, Jess's tongue on her clit and her own tail clamped around Jess's wrist. This time the sound beat her. Her body went taut as a bowstring from heels to horns, and she cried out, a cracked, high, helpless sound. Her pussy pulsed, gripped and pulsed again around Jess's fingers, and her heels drummed the straw.

Then she went limp. Jess slid her fingers out slowly. Diana shivered at it. Jess licked them clean one at a time where Diana could see, and Diana went pink all over again. Jess wiped her mouth on Diana's thigh and kissed the inside of her knee. Then she crawled up the length of her and lay down on top of her, her head on Diana's breasts and her wet hand on Diana's belly.

Diana's heart was going like a drum under her ear. For a while they lay silent. Diana's breath slowed. Her tail let go of Jess's wrist and lay across both their legs, the spade end twitching now and then.

"That," said Diana at last, to the ceiling, "was academically indefensible."

"Mm."

"We shall be killed in a few hours. I have it on excellent authority."

"Probably." Jess traced a circle around Diana's navel with one finger. "Not the way she wants, though."

Diana was quiet. Her hand came up, found Jess's hair and stroked it back from the brow, as Jess had stroked hers in the night. "Your hand is shaking," she said.

Jess tried to still it. It went on. The one on Diana's belly, the fingers still wet. It was shaking, very finely, a tremor that went up into her wrist. It had been shaking for a while. In the black under her ribs, very far down, faint enough to pretend away, the coward was whimpering again.

"Uncapped, love," said Jess, and closed her hand.

Diana was quiet against her, nose to nose. The bell went for the hour. Boots came down the row, more of them this time, and the jingle of irons.

"Get ready," said Jess. She sat up, pulled Diana's sackcloth down over her and smiled at the grate as the bolt went back.


CHAPTER 41 — Third Bout

Andy

J

ess walked out of the beast gate with the slack walk of the killed-too-often. She knelt in the sand twenty-five yards from the grate.


Andy had his knees in the grate's mouth and the collar warm on his throat. Pippa stood at his right shoulder with her hand on the collar ring. Rook stood one stride out on the sand in front of them both. His plate was dull under a gray noon, and his arms were folded over the Peacemaker in his belt.

Every face on every tier had come out in the noon gray to watch the darling's boys kill the witch, and half of them had brought their supper in a cloth. Behind Andy and above him, over the west wall, the royal stand hung out over the sand under a red awning. A ward ran across the front of it like heat over a summer road. The Queen sat inside the shimmer with her council around her, and from the grate she was a bronze face and a crown.

The beast gate stood open at the far end. The Queen's men had taken the irons and the bits off both women inside its arch. They had walked the length of the sand like prisoners to a wall.

Diana stood two yards to Jess's right, squinting at the grate. Her squint went hunting along the grate's dark mouth and stopped on him. Her chin came up.

Jess bit her palm. She did it fast, with her back teeth, as she had on the causeway. She held the hand a moment with the blood welling in the cup of it. Then she pressed it flat to the sand in front of her knees and left it there. Her head bowed, and her short pale hair hung over her face.

From the tiers it read as a broken witch bleeding into the dirt. From twenty-five yards it read as a hand that had drawn a mark and stayed flat to hide it.

Andy had stood a yard from her on the causeway while she drew four marks in her own blood on the paving between a dead bull's hooves, quick as a signature. Every cord she had ever made had come up out of a mark she drew first.

"Okay, you guys!" Pippa called over his head into the bay. "Huddle up! Coach has thoughts!"

Five boys came up behind him in blue livery. Kit had the front, with a new shield on his arm, a round one, unscarred. Ned had a short bow and a sour mouth. Ollie, Rafe and Dun had spears. They stood behind Andy's kneeling back in a half-ring, and every one of them looked at Pippa.

"Yes, Pippa," said five voices.

"Well?" said Pippa, low, to Andy alone. Her fingers tightened in the ring. "Gimme the meta, Ching-Chong."

Since the ice she had taken his calls. She had swapped one in at the ice and nearly drowned the bout in front of the stand. The crowd had given her half a cheer for it, with gaps in it. As far as Andy could tell, she trusted his calls. She trusted him about as far as Rook could throw the arena.

He had one call to give her, and it had to be the one any player on Earth would make, because it had to be the one she would believe.

"Casters," said Andy. He kept his voice flat and tired, a drunk's voice, and kept his eyes on his own knees. "Two casters, no tank. You rush the casters before they cast. Shields on the witch. She's a talker. Close her mouth before she gets a word out. Everybody on the witch, nobody near the demon's fire. Bow goes in too. Archer stands back, he eats a fireball."

"Rush the casters," she said. "Textbook. Love it."

She had watched Jess's cords once, at the Bull's hock, from a quarter mile up the causeway. From a quarter mile it looked like a woman yelling a word at a leg. The blood marks had been too small to carry that far. Kit had stood three yards from four of them.

Pippa stepped past Andy to the grate bars and cupped her hands.

"Okay, guys! Listen up! You heard the summoner! Everybody on the witch! Shields up front, close her mouth, nobody near the fire! Ned, buddy, you too! Go, go, go!"

The grate rattled up on its chain. Out on the sand Jess's head stayed bowed. A strand of pale hair moved at the corner of her mouth. Her lips twitched at one end, once, and went flat. That was all the thanks he was getting, and it was plenty.

* * *

T

he boys went out past Rook at a run, and the tiers came up off their benches. They sprinted five abreast and then in a wedge, as drilled. Kit took the point with the shield up and the spears behind him. Ned ran at the back with an arrow on the string and his orders to run. The crowd's roar came down off the stone like rain on a tin roof. A section on the north tiers started the ballad.


Twenty-five yards was four seconds for a kid at a dead sprint. At ten yards Kit's eyes dropped to the sand in front of the witch's hand.

He checked his stride. It was half a step, one foot coming down short, his shield sagging an inch. His eyes went to the dark wet in the sand by Jess's knees. A look came into his face from a long way off. Andy would have bet it came from the causeway.

"Go, Kit!" Pippa shrieked from the grate. "Go, buddy!" His face emptied, and he went.

Jess lifted her hand off the sand. Under it, five marks in blood lay in a circle the width of her hand, joined by five dark lines. The boys were three strides off and coming.

"Ngaím," said Jess.

A shiver went through her from the shoulders down. Frost furred her bottom lip, and her teeth clacked once. The marks tore up out of the sand as thorned violet cords, a dozen at once, in a spray of grit. They sang like a fence wire in a gale.

They took the boys at the ankles first. Kit's front foot stopped dead in midair, and the rest of him kept going over it. He slammed down on his shield with a crack like a kicked door. Rafe hit him from behind. Ollie went sideways over Rafe with his spear arm out, and the spear went spinning end over end across the sand until it stuck upright in the rake. Dun ran straight into the pile with his eyes shut. Ned, last, stopped two strides short and raised the bow. A cord came up out of the circle, whipped out across the sand, grabbed his bow wrist and hauled his arm down to his own knee.

The cords knotted. They went from ankles to wrists in two heartbeats and bound each boy to the next. The knot drew tight with a noise like a ship's rope taking a load. Thorns bit through wool. Frost spat white wherever they bit. Five boys lay in a heap on the sand, roped together like a catch in a net. Their spears lay out of reach, and Kit's new shield was pinned under three of them.

Jess swayed on her knees. Her bitten hand dripped. Her face went the gray of old snow, and she smiled into the sand with her teeth.

"Hush now, lambs," Jess called to the heap, sweet and clear across the sand. "Lie still and keep your souls in. I'd hate to drop one."

"Vûr," said Diana.

She said it through her teeth, with her right palm up and turned outward. Black cracks opened along the old split in the hand and joined into the inverted star. It smoked. It bled down her wrist. Her horns caught the light, and the gold filigree on them blazed.

The hellfire came off the palm low and flat, black with the light buried in it, and it went around the heap of boys.

It ran along the sand in a ring two yards out from the pile, knee high, fed on her and on the air. The sand under it fused to black glass in a crackling line. It closed on itself behind Ned with a soft thump like a door shutting in another room. Inside the ring the boys thrashed in the cords, and the air above them rippled with the heat. The tiers had gone as quiet as a wake.

The fire stayed two yards off every boy. Diana held it there with her arm straight out and her hand shaking, blood running off her elbow into the sand in a thin black string that hissed where it landed. Any boy who tore free of the cords could stand up into the fire, and the fire stood in every boy's wide eyes.

"Now then," said Diana to the heap, in a voice made for a lecture hall. "Stay where you are, children. It will be the most sensible thing any of you have done all week." Every boy in that ring would live. Andy kept his face drunk and his shoulders down, and inside his chest a small man stood up and cheered.

* * *

"O

llie!" Pippa's voice cracked high. "Ollie, chant, buddy! Chant them loose!"

Ollie's chant came out of the heap thin and high, a blue shiver of qi over the boys. The cords drank it and pulled tighter, and the chant broke off in a gasp.

"Kit! Get your shield up, buddy, cut it, cut the—"

Kit pulled at the cords. They bit, and his wrists came up red. He yanked again, harder. Pippa's eyes stayed on Kit's arms, flat and interested. Then they came off him and went up, once, to the royal stand.

Andy followed her look. Inside the shimmer, the Queen had stopped fanning herself. The ballad on the north tiers died out in the middle of a line. A man in the south section laughed. Another threw a cabbage. It landed in the sand short of the ring, rolled, and sat there.

"A cabbage," Diana called up at the south tiers, her eyes on her fire. "How fucking civic of you."

Pippa's face went blank for a full second. Her hand left the collar ring.

She stepped out past Rook onto the sand. She filled her chest for a slogan, and her voice came out a hard flat bark Andy knew. It was the one Rook's escort used at her door.

"Drop it!" she screamed at Diana, and Diana's arm dropped.

It went down a hand's width in one jerk, folding at the shoulder like a puppet's with the string cut. The ring of black fire dipped with it. One side of it sagged. The flame by Ned's head went from knee high to ankle high, and Ned stopped struggling and stared at it with his mouth open.

Jess had come up off her knees to Diana's side, and her lips moved at Diana's shoulder. Andy got her mouth and lost her voice to twenty-five yards and the crowd. It was two words, low, a friend telling a friend her shoe was untied. It landed on the heels of the bark before Diana's arm finished falling.

Diana's arm stopped. It hung there half down, shaking, and then it came back up, slow, all the way to straight. The ring rose again with it, knee high, and closed.

Pippa caught it. Her head snapped. It went from Diana's arm, stopping in the air, to Jess's lips at Diana's shoulder, and stayed there.

Her mouth opened a quarter inch and shut. Her eyes went narrow and bright as a cat's.

Rook's head turned toward the witch's moving lips, then turned back. His face stayed exactly as flat as it had been all day.

Pippa stood on the sand with her hands at her sides. Then she smiled at the stand.

"Okay!" she called up to the shimmer, sweet and high, with her chin raised. "Okay, wow! That's a shield, you guys! The witch has a shield! Super sneaky! So that's, okay! That's on me! Lesson learned!"

A few on the tiers laughed at her. The rest kept quiet, which was worse. In the stand the Queen lifted two fingers off the arm of her chair. A herald at the rail stepped forward and blew one flat blast on a brass horn. The bout was over. The darling had lost it.

Andy kept his eyes on the sand and his drunk face on. Under his breath, to the sand, he said, "GG."

Pippa's head turned.

"What was that, Ching-Chong?"

"Hic," said Andy.

* * *

T

he Queen's men came out of the beast gate with irons and bits. Diana let the fire go first. It went out from the top down like a curtain lowered. A ring of black glass lay in the sand around five boys roped together by the ankles. Jess let her cords go. They withered to frost and broke apart, and the frost melted in the heat off the glass.


The boys got up. Kit stood up last. He had a cord burn around both wrists like bracelets, and he stood where he had fallen until Pippa called his name twice.

The boys came back to the grate in a file with their eyes anywhere but Andy. Rafe looked at the sand. Dun looked at Pippa's hands. Ned walked with his bow wrist held against his chest. His eyes were wet, and he kept his face hard.

Pippa met them in the grate's mouth. She put a hand on Kit's shoulder, and she looked at Andy while she did it.

"Good effort, buddy," she said to Kit. "Super good effort. We'll talk about it later." Kit's face lit like a lamp. Dun flinched at the word later and leaned in toward her hand anyway.

Pippa smiled at Andy over Kit's head.

"Rush the casters," she said. "Textbook, right?"

"Textbook," said Andy, and swayed on his knees. "They had a shield."

"They had a shield," Pippa agreed, and kept smiling.

Andy looked past her. Out on the sand the Queen's men had the women by the arms. Diana stood squinting at the grate with the bit hanging loose at her chin and its strap unbuckled. Blood dried black down her right forearm. Jess stood beside her with her bitten hand held loose at her side and her eyes up.

For the first time in six weeks, Andy looked at his women across open ground. They stood awake and on their feet, armed with their own bodies. Between them lay twenty-five yards of sand, a ring of black glass still ticking as it cooled, and one Core-Formation knight with his arms folded over a gun.

Rook stood on the sand between them and the stand. He had stood like a post all bout. He moved now, one step, to square his shoulder to the women. The pressure of his realm came off him like the heat off the glass. It pressed gray and heavy on the air, and the sand at his boots crawled flat in a ring. Andy's chest went tight under it. Diana's knees locked. Jess tipped her head and smiled at the knight with all her teeth, the smile Andy knew from every locked door she had ever kicked in.

Then her eyes came off Rook, past him, and found Andy. They went to the collar on his throat and stayed there.

She looked at it a long time. Her eyes went over the amber runes cut around the band and the ring Pippa held it by. They went to the place where it sat against his pulse. Her lips moved once more, and this time he could read them, slow and wide, shaped for a man reading lips. Soon, boss.

The Queen's man fitted the bit into her mouth and buckled it. They walked her back down the sand to the beast gate with Diana beside her. Diana walked squinting back over her shoulder at the grate for thirty-five yards of sand, hunting for him, until the arch of the beast gate swallowed her.

"So that was fun," said Pippa, at his ear. Her fingers had found the collar ring again. She turned it a quarter turn, slow, until the band pinched, and held it there. "Your demon has a really bad habit, Ching-Chong. She drops her fire when you yell at her." The ring turned a hair more. "Isn't that funny? I think that's super funny." Her breath was warm and smelled of peppermint.

"Two days," she said. "Big supper. You're pouring."


CHAPTER 42 — The Supper

T

he Queen held her cup out to the side with her eyes on Pippa, and Andy filled it.


That was the job. A summoner, then a prisoner, then a coach, and now an NPC waiter with a jug, a collar and zero dialogue options, pouring red wine for the woman who killed his women on a rota. A quest log had a line for this, in a font too small to read. He hoped it was short.

He stepped back. The Queen drank. Every eye at the table slid past him, which was the point of him.

The supper hall ran north and south along the lake side of the palace, fifteen yards of black table under a ceiling painted with gold fish. Tall windows filled the west wall, and the sun was going down into the lake behind them, so every face on that side of the table had a red edge. The Queen sat at the north head on a dais step with a hearth at her back and a fur at her throat. Rook stood at her left shoulder in his plate with the Peacemaker in his belt, butt forward. Pippa sat at her right in a blue gown with a white collar, cutting her meat small.

The councillors filled both sides down to the foot. At the foot, on a bench of their own, sat the five boys in clean blue.

Andy's post was the sideboard against the east wall. Six jugs stood on it, two red, two white, two of a black wine that smelled of plums, and a cloth for his arm. Pippa had walked him here on the collar ring, handed the ring to a steward, and told him to pour nice.

"Ching-Chong." Pippa lifted two fingers. "Here, please."

He went. He filled her cup. She smiled up at him, one beat late.

"Good job, buddy," she said. "Don't aggro the boss." That part came lower, for him alone, with her eyes on the Queen's cup. "She's got, like, a one-shot on you."

He went back to the sideboard and stood there with his drunk face on and his hands loose. He had poured his morning bottle into the straw and his afternoon one after it, and his head was clear as cold water. A clear head at a table like this was worse than any hangover he had ever earned.

* * *

S

ara had died this morning.


The guard must have come for her at first light. Andy had been on his straw in Pippa's hall when the bell went down at the cells, and the bond had gone thin and then gone out, a candle snuffed between two wet fingers. Her row was dark on his sheet. Jess's had been dark since the small hours of yesterday. He'd brought Sara up off Pippa's floor at first light, a few hours after Jess's row went out, and she had had one day. Diana's was the one left lit, down in the pen at the end of the women's row, alone with her squint.

He counted them while the councillors ate. He did it every hour now, a dumb habit, like checking ammo. Diana, in the pen. Jess, dark, her window open since mid-morning, his tonight if Pippa let him. Sara.

The count reached her name and stopped there.

He came back with his palm flat on the wall beside the sideboard and the jug in his other hand. The plaster was cool. His fingers had left damp prints on it. He had been standing like that a while, because a steward was looking at him, and the councillor in green at the near end of the table was holding up an empty cup and snapping his fingers.

Andy pushed off the wall. He held on to the jug too hard on the way over and poured too fast, and the wine rose to the rim and bulged over it in a trembling skin of red.

"Easy, dog," the councillor said, and laughed, and drank. Then he shoved his plate of picked bones an inch toward the table edge. "Take that."

Andy took that. He tucked the jug under his arm and carried the plate to the sideboard on two flat palms. Quest complete, he thought. Reward: zero XP and a duck carcass.

* * *

"O

kay, you guys!" Pippa slammed her knife handle on the table twice. "Can I have everybody? Super quick, I promise!"

The table quieted. The Queen turned her head a half inch toward her, and that was leave enough.

"So the boys have been working really hard on a new verse," Pippa said, with her hand flat on her chest. "For the ballad. For after. Ollie, buddy? Stand up for me."

At the foot of the table Ollie stood up off the bench. He was narrow in the shoulders, with his hair wet down flat for the supper. He looked at Pippa, and only at Pippa, and he sang.

His voice went up into the gold fish on the ceiling clean as a bell. It was the old tune from Corse Fair, the one with the mill in it. The new words came on the last turn of it.

"And when the dark moon calls them down, Five little birds in Crown-sewn blue, They gave themselves for the Crown, And the Crown kept its children true."

The last line hung there. Then the councillors slammed the table with their fists. A woman halfway down the east side wiped her eyes with her napkin, and Ollie sat down red to the ears.

"Gave themselves," the councillor in green said, approving. "That's the line. That's the one they'll sing."

Andy held the jug against his chest. The verse had a past tense in it. The boys had sung their own funeral, and every face on that bench looked proud of it.

Pippa clapped with her hands up by her face. "So good! Oh my gosh, so good. Okay, and while I've got everybody." She pulled a folded slip out of her sleeve and opened it. "Intake came in Thursday, off the Tanners' boats. Twelve. I've got them sorted already, smallest at the front, so it's super easy for the matrons." She ran her finger down the slip with her eyes up. "Three little ones, five middles, four bigs. The bigs are the good ones. Two of them could start drills next week, honestly."

She folded the slip and tucked it away. Her eyes went down the table to the five on the bench, one after another, Dun, Rafe, Ollie, Ned, Kit, smallest to biggest.

Andy stood at the sideboard and knew that look. He had watched a guildmaster in an MMO look at his bench exactly like that. He had been the guildmaster.

"And the big news," Pippa said, and turned in her chair to face the Queen. "We're on for the dark of the second moon, Majesty. Our breakthrough for the Crown. The guys are so ready." She smiled down the table at the bench. "Aren't you, guys?"

"Yes, Pippa!" five voices said.

The Queen lifted her cup an inch off the cloth. It was all the toast she gave. The table drank to it.

Thirteen nights, Andy thought. The dark of the second moon was the night the Queen had set for his women at the sentence. Day 134. Pippa's working and his women's deaths shared a calendar.

He had thought that was a coincidence of scheduling. He topped up three cups on the way back to the sideboard and kept thinking it.

* * *

T

he Queen's cup came out to the side again. He filled it.


"Grain's up," a councillor two seats up from Pellam was saying. He had a chain of office on his chest and a voice that liked its own numbers. "The barges are full to the gunwales from Holt Bridge to the falls. Wine's holding. Horses, holding. Slaves are up again, and the intake runs heavy this year, so the matrons want a second house."

He said slaves and intake in the same breath, in the same voice, between grain and a second house.

"Give them the house," the Queen said. "Give them two."

She leaned back with her cup against her lip, and the hearth light made a red ring on the wine. She had been drinking steadily since the soup. Her cheeks had color in them, the first Andy had ever watched rise in that face, two hot spots high up under her eyes.

"Grain, wine, horses," she said. "Slaves. Children. All of it on my water." She turned the cup in her fingers. "My father sat on this lake a merchant. His father sat on it a pirate." She drank. "I sit on this water a queen." The table slammed its fists down for that too.

Her cup came out to the side. This time she looked at him while he filled it.

"Your angel went quietly this morning, summoner," the Queen said. "She knelt for the bit like a nun at the rail." She watched the wine climb. "I expected more from an angel. Wings, at least. A word."

Andy poured. His hand did it. The rest of him stood a long way back from his hand and watched it tip the jug, a man on the far side of a window watching a stranger work.

"Yes, Majesty," said Andy, thick-tongued, from over there.

"The witch tonight," the Queen said to Pippa, and turned her shoulder on him. "Have Rook bring her down to me after. I want to watch her walk in."

"Super," said Pippa. "Totally."

Andy went down the west side with the jug. He filled the chain-of-office councillor, and then he came to Pellam.

The geometer was drunk. He was a small, gray man in a scholar's black, with ink up both cuffs and a slate by his plate covered in chalk circles, and his face had gone pink and loose under the eyes. He had the councillor at his left by the sleeve. He was explaining.

"You see, it's elegant," Pellam said. "That's the word. Elegant." He tapped the slate. "A working of that size wants feeding. Most men would draw it from the land and ruin a province doing it. Hers draws from the stock. The holding is the stock. Five souls in her keeping. The ring eats the stock, all of it, and what comes up the shaft is her breakthrough. Clean. Nothing spilled."

Andy tipped the jug. The wine went into Pellam's cup, up over the rim and down the slate. The chalk circles ran pink.

The stock. The words sat in Andy's head in his own voice, calm as a medic's. Five souls in her keeping. Pellam had read that line off Pippa's sheet in the throne room on the day of the sentence, aloud, to a hall that laughed. HOLDING 5. He'd thought it was a party count.

Five boys on a bench at the foot of the table. Four days ago Pippa had walked him down her shaft on the collar to show off her ring room, nine anchors around a circle cut in the floor and an altar on the far walkway, and he had taken it for her breakthrough rig, a ladder for her own climb. The shaft had iron rungs, and the boys slept a wall away from the top of them.

The ring ate the stock. She was fattening them for it.

He had planned for three. Every plan he had made on that straw had been a plan for three women and one collar: get out, get them back, get gone. Now the party list had eight names on it, and five of them would fight him for the right to die. He looked down the table at the bench. Dun was licking gravy off his thumb. Thirteen nights.

"You clumsy pig," Pellam said, sad rather than angry, and dabbed at his slate with his own sleeve. "That was a week's work."

"Is it lost?" the councillor at his elbow asked, interested.

"This?" Pellam waved at the slate. "Scratch paper. The fair copy's upstairs."

"I should like to see it," said the councillor. "Elegant, you said."

Pellam glowed. He leaned in and lowered his voice to a drunk man's whisper, loud enough for three seats. "Then call on me, my lord. My own study. Two floors up the back stair, off the passage by the yard door. I keep it where I can put my hand on it. Every line and every anchor, in my own hand." He tapped his nose. "A man who loses his fair copy loses his head."

Andy, said his own tired voice, from the back of his skull. Get the jug upright.

He grabbed the jug's neck and hauled it upright. A drop hung off the lip, fell onto Pellam's cuff and joined the ink there. He looked up. At the head of the table Pippa was looking straight at him.

She had her knife and fork in her hands, a piece of meat on the fork halfway to her mouth, and it had stopped there. Her gray eyes stayed on his face, flat as wet stone, while Pellam went on dabbing at his slate, while the councillor in green laughed at a joke down the table.

Then the smile came back on behind them. She put the meat in her mouth and chewed.

Andy wiped the jug's lip with the cloth on his arm and swayed, the loose stagger of a drunk at the bottle since breakfast. He walked the jug back to the sideboard along the window side, with the sunset on his left cheek and Pippa's eyes on his right.

* * *

T

he boys finished at the foot. He passed them on his next round.


Dun had a piece of bread crust in each fist and was eating them in turns. Kit sat with his cord-burned wrists in his lap and his sleeves yanked down over them. Ned had his bow wrist wrapped in clean linen. Ollie was still pink from the verse.

Rafe was watching Andy. He was thirteen, dark and quiet, with a twist of cord tied around his wrist, a trapper's snare-line kept to hand. He had watched Andy since the day of the sentence, when Andy stood in irons in front of the court and said what Pippa was in a sentence a child could follow. Days later Rafe had carried her basket down to the cells. While she was out of earshot he had asked one quiet question about the word on her plate.

"It means she isn't fifteen," Andy had told him.

"She's fifteen," Rafe had said, like a boy saying his catechism.

Rafe's eyes went from Andy's face to Pellam's pink slate, halfway up the table, and back.

Andy filled Kit's water cup and kept his eyes on the water.

"Kit, buddy!" Pippa called down the table, bright. "Tell Ching-Chong thank you!"

"Thank you," Kit said at once, to his plate.

"Rafe!"

Rafe's head snapped up.

"Eyes on your food, okay? Super rude to stare." Pippa smiled at him. Her hand was on the table flat beside the Queen's cup, and the smile stayed on Rafe while her eyes slid off him and up to Andy's face. "Ching-Chong's busy."

"Yes, Pippa," Rafe said.

* * *

T

he Queen rose at the seventh bell, an hour short of her visit to the cells, and the table rose with her. Rook went out at her shoulder. The councillors stood about with their cups. Andy stood at the sideboard and held a jug of red against his chest like a shield, because Pippa was coming.


She came around the table end with her gown in one hand. Her five came off the bench and fell in behind her, biggest to smallest, unasked.

She stopped in front of him. She was shorter than he was by a head, a fifteen-year-old's body in a blue gown, and she tipped her face up to his with her eyes bright.

"So that was fun," she said. "Did you have fun, Ching-Chong?"

"Hic," said Andy.

"Pellam talks a lot when he drinks." She reached up and took the collar ring between two fingers. "Don't you think?"

"Didn't hear him," Andy said, slurring the edges. "I was pouring."

"You were pouring," she agreed. "You poured so much." She turned the ring a quarter turn, and the band pinched his throat. "Okay. Home. Big night, buddy. Your witch is coming up."

She let go of the ring and walked out ahead of him with her boys in a file behind her.

Rafe walked fourth in the file, with only Dun behind him. At the door he looked back once, past Dun's head, at Andy's face.

Pippa, at the front, looked back at the same moment, at Rafe.


CHAPTER 43 — Kit

R

afe's lips made the first half of the word, and Andy knew it from across the room. Shota.


The two of them sat on the watch bench under the north window, Rafe and Kit, shoulder to shoulder, twenty minutes short of the evening bell. The window behind their heads was a black slot with a bar across it and the champion's yard below. Rafe had his chin down and his mouth an inch from Kit's ear. Six yards off, on his straw by the passage door, Andy got lips and lamplight and lost the sound.

He lay on his side with his eyes half shut and a bottle in the crook of his arm, a drunk sleeping off a supper. The bottle was half full. The other half was in the straw under his hip, where it had gone a mouthful at a time since Pippa had handed it to him at the door.

Rafe's lips moved again. What does it mean?

Kit sat still as a post. He held that stillness in doorways, on benches and on the sand, shield on his arm or off. His cord-burned wrists lay in his lap. His eyes went to Pippa's door in the west wall and stayed there.

Ollie and Ned sat on the hearth stones across the hall with Dun between them, playing knucklebones on the flags. The lamp hung over their heads on its hook. Dun was plainly losing on purpose to Ned, who was sore about everything, and Ollie was humming the new verse under his breath. They gave themselves for the Crown.

Andy shut his eyes the rest of the way. He opened them when the bench creaked. Kit had stood up.

Kit crossed the hall with his back straight. He passed three yards from Andy's straw and kept his eyes on the west door. Rafe stayed on the bench alone with his hands under his thighs and watched Kit go. His face went slowly gray. It was the face of a boy watching his own snare close on his own foot.

Kit knocked on Pippa's door. One knock, and then he stood there.

The door opened a hand's width. Lamplight and peppermint came out, and half of Pippa's face, her blue braid over her shoulder.

"Kit, buddy." Her voice was soft and pleased. "What's up?"

"Rafe asked me a question," Kit said. He kept his voice low, for her, but low in a quiet hall carried three yards fine. "After the supper. He asked what your word means. The one on your plate."

The half of Pippa's face in the gap went still.

"Did he?"

"He said Ching-Chong told him. In the cells. Ching-Chong said it means you're not fifteen." Kit's chin came up a quarter inch. "I said you're fifteen. I told him it's a lie."

The door opened the rest of the way.

Pippa came out in her blue night robe with her braid down and her feet bare on the flags. She knelt in front of Kit and took his face in both hands, gently, a palm on each cheek. Her eyes went past his ear to the straw by the passage door. To Andy.

"You are such a good friend," she said to Kit, with her eyes on Andy's face. "You know that? Telling me. That's what friends do. That's what the best guys do."

Kit's face lit like a lamp. Across the hall, by the hearth, Ned's sour mouth went sourer, and he slammed his knucklebones down on the flags.

"Suck-up," Ned muttered to the bones.

Pippa let go of Kit and stood. She turned to the bench.

"Rafe. Buddy. C'mere a sec."

Rafe came. He came across the flags slow, with his arms at his sides, like a kid called up to a teacher's desk. He stopped in front of her. He was thirteen and a head shorter than her body, and he looked up at her face with all of him turned toward her, like a plant on a sill.

"Gimme your wrist," Pippa said. He held it up. The trapper's cord was tied around it in a neat knot, a snare-line kept to hand. Pippa picked the knot loose with two fingernails. She unwound the cord and wound it around her own wrist, three turns, and tied it off with her teeth.

"I'll hold on to this for you, okay?" she said. "Just for a while. Till you remember who loves you."

"Okay," Rafe said, with his eyes on the cord on her wrist. His mouth stayed open after the word.

"Okay!" Pippa clapped once and turned to the room. "Guys! Listen up, super quick. Ching-Chong tells stories. Earth stories. They're not true. He's a liar. Liars go in the Crown's book, and we don't listen to liars. Right?"

"Right, Pippa," said four voices, and Rafe's came in late.

"Rafe, back on the bench. After the witch goes, you go down in the yard and stand there till morning with your hands on your head. Thinking time." She waited until he nodded. "Kit, you're on the boys' door tonight, buddy. Good job." She smiled at the hall. Then the smile went down to the straw. "Night, Ching-Chong." She went back into her room and shut the door, and the lock turned.

* * *

T

he knucklebones started up again by the hearth. Ollie's humming started up again too, softer. Andy lay on the straw with the bottle against his chest and counted his heartbeats until he could count the room.


Rafe sat on the bench under the window, alone this time, with his bare wrist in his lap. He kept rubbing the white band of skin where the cord had been. Once he looked across at the straw, and Andy moved his head a quarter inch side to side. Don't. Rafe's eyes dropped to his wrist again.

Kit had gone to the boys' room door beside the hearth and stood in it. He stood square and still, filling the frame. His shadow went up the whitewash to the rafters. Kit looked at Andy across the hall. Andy looked back.

"She says you're a liar," Kit said.

He said it plain and loud enough to carry, in the voice he used to read off orders. Dun's head came up from the knucklebones. Ned kept his eyes on the bones.

Andy pushed himself up on one elbow. He let his head loll on his neck and his eyes swim, a drunk woken.

"What do you think?" he said.

Kit's face did a thing. It went from flat to almost to flat again, fast, a flicker behind a shutter. His eyes went to Pippa's door. They went to Rafe's bare wrist. They came back to Andy.

"I think she's fifteen," Kit said. Then he lifted his chin, thirteen years old and holding the best news he had. "She says I go first. At the breakthrough. On the circle. Because I'm the best one."

Andy kept his drunk face on. It took everything in him.

"Yeah?" he said.

"Yeah," said Kit, glowing.

He turned, went into the boys' room and stood just inside it, still in the doorway, with his back to the hall.

* * *

A

ndy lay back on the straw. Tonight. The word came up out of him already shaped, like the ring out of his blood at a recall.


Tomorrow Pippa would do the next thing. The next thing was a blank on his map. She was a player, and players fixed bugs.

Thirteen nights to the dark of the second moon. If she moved him, gagged him, sent the boys down the shaft to sleep on the ring, or put Rook on her door, he'd rot all thirteen nights on this straw and watch the stock go into the ring with his women hanging in the same calendar.

He needed out, tonight, while the only crack she was watching was a thirteen-year-old.

Fine. Pre-raid check. He rolled onto his back, looked at the rafters and did it out loud, low, to the straw, because a man talking to himself on a bottle was the most invisible thing in the room.

"One straw," he said. "One bottle, mostly poured into the straw."

He lifted the bottle and looked at it against the lamp. He grabbed it by the neck. Brown glass, thick as a thumb at the base, the Crown's cheap spirit sloshing in the bottom third.

"One bottle," he said again, and tucked it into the crook of his arm. "Equipped. One collar." He touched the band at his throat. It was warm as a sun-warmed stone, as always. "Soulbound." He had rolled better starting gear as a peasant in every game he owned. Peasants got a pitchfork. Peasants got a hat.

"One shirt," he went on, plucking at it. "Loaner. Comes and goes with the women." It went around each of them at the handbacks and came back warm. "Breeches. One pair. Party." He stopped there and looked at the rafters. "Party of three. One in a pen. Two on the far side of a window." He lifted the bottle an inch in salute to the rafters. "Good luck to us."

"Stats," he muttered. "HP thirty-two. Qi nineteen." He pulled his sheet up behind his eyes and checked it.
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The line had come up mid-morning while he was on his knees scrubbing the hall, and it had stayed with him through the long supper and every jug he poured. Pippa would let him make the ring, because the Queen had asked for her witch after.

So the recall came first, then, at his nineteen. And after the recall he would be at zero.

He went cold at that and stayed cold, the planning cold, the one he used to get at two in the morning with a raid group yelling in his ear. Zero qi was zero INSPECT and zero chain. A recall at nineteen took him to the floor every time, emptied, on his knees with his hand flat on the stone. He'd be doing this at zero. Sober, though. Sober was new. Sober gave him legs that would work when the rest of him ran on fumes.

He could skip it. The idea came up cold and clean. Keep the nineteen. Nineteen was INSPECT and nineteen was the chain, eight-tenths of a second of astral rope from his hand into whichever of his women needed it. A man running on nineteen ran a lot farther than a man running on zero.

He held that thought up and looked at it from every side, the way he'd look at a trap option in a talent tree. Then he put it down. The window closed at ten tonight. Two hours, near enough. Jess had died for him on a rota for a month. He wasn't leaving her on the far side of a door for a faster jog.

"Recall first," he told the straw. "Then zero. Then run."

"Map," he said to the straw.

He knew the way down because Pippa had shown it to him. She had walked him all the way out to the postern. He had counted every rung of that shaft on the way down. Forty-one.

The hatch was in the passage floor, two strides short of her door. The shaft dropped into the ring room by the altar. Through the iron door, lockless, because what kind of idiot would walk into Pippa's ring room on purpose. Up the cellar stair to the passage by the yard door. The yard door stood unbarred at night, left for the bakers; the flour on its step and the latch string said so. Out into the altar yard. A hundred yards west across the dark to the postern, the bar, the lake path.

Pellam's study was two floors up the back stair off that same passage. He tucked that away with the rest and moved on. One quest at a time.

"Threats," he said.

Rook. Core-Formation, one blink from Andy's throat on any day he wanted it. But the Queen made her evening visit at the cells at the evening bell, and Rook stood at her shoulder for it. Tonight the Queen wanted the witch walked in to her there, so after the handback he'd be down there with her, a hundred yards and floors away, for an hour and a quarter.

The boys. Kit in whatever door he was in. The boys watched Pippa's door more than they watched Andy, because Pippa's door was where the love came out. If she called them, they went. All five, at once, every time, like iron filings to a magnet.

The collar. He touched it again. He'd thought about the collar more than about the route. It tracked. He had zero proof, only an itch at the back of his neck every time Pippa walked into a room already looking at where he was. He'd run with it on. Taking it off was tomorrow's quest. If it told her where he went, it told her. Then he'd run anyway and see if she came.

"Weapons," he said, and lifted the bottle. "Bottle." He put it back in the crook of his arm and shut his eyes, and lay there drunk, and planned to break it.

* * *

T

he evening bell went, eight long low booms down from the palace towers.


Ned and Ollie got up off the hearth stones to take the bench. Rafe slid off it and went to the boys' room with his head down. Kit stood aside in the doorway to let him by. His eyes followed Rafe in, then came back out to Andy.

Dun had fallen asleep on the hearth stones, curled on his side with his cowlick in the warm, a knucklebone still in his fist. Ollie hauled him up under the arms. Dun woke, flinched hard at the hands on him, then leaned into Ollie's shoulder with his eyes shut and let himself be carried.

"Night, Dun," Ollie whispered.

"Night," said Dun, from a long way down.

Andy counted all five where they had ended up for the night. Dun. Rafe. Ollie. Ned. Kit. Small to big, as Pippa counted them. He hated that he'd started counting them that way too. He lay with his eyes on the rafters and made a promise to the straw, and kept it short.

"Tonight," he said. "I'll come back for you." The straw kept its own counsel.

One more check, while there was still a room to check it on. Andy let the bottle go.

It rolled out of the crook of his arm, down off the straw and onto the flags, and went across them on its fat side with a racket like a dropped pan, the last third of the spirit slopping around inside. It stopped against the hearth stones and spun once.

He watched the bench through his lashes.

Ollie's humming stopped dead. His eyes went straight to Pippa's door, to the place the love came out, to see if the noise had fetched her. In the boys' doorway Kit's eyes went the same way and stayed there.

Ned looked at Andy.

He looked a long time, with his sour mouth shut and the nail stopped on the plaster beside the window, halfway down a scratch. He looked at the bottle by the hearth. He looked at the drunk on the straw. Then he went back to the plaster and finished his mark, slow, all the way down.

Two on the door, then, and one on the drunk. Ned, Andy thought. Whatever pulled them off him tonight had to pull Ned first, or it pulled nobody.

He groaned, rolled off the straw, crawled after the bottle on his hands and knees and brought it back to his straw like a drunk carrying home his last friend.

Pippa's door unlocked. She came out dressed again, in her day blue with the white collar, braid up, with Rafe's cord three times around her wrist. She had the little blue-handled knife in her other hand. She crossed the hall and crouched at the edge of his straw, down on her heels, close enough that her braid's end brushed his knee, and she held the knife out to him hilt first between two fingers, like scissors to a child.

"So tomorrow," she said, "you and me are gonna have a super long talk about stories. Okay? Like, a really long one." She tilted her head. Rafe's cord sat three turns around the wrist that held the knife, neat as a bracelet. "I'm thinking all day."

Andy took the knife. The blue thread on the hilt was warm from her hand. He closed his fist on it and nodded like a drunk, slow and too deep, twice.

"Witch time, Ching-Chong," she said. "Make it a good one. Rook's coming."


CHAPTER 44 — The Lapse

A

ndy knelt on Pippa's floor with her knife in his hand and nineteen qi in his chest, and made the ring.


He set the blade on the right forearm, one rung up from the last, two fingers short of the stretch of whole skin below the elbow. He was saving that stretch like a last potion. The edge bit a finger's width. Blood ran down over the old cuts and the wrist, then dropped onto the gray flags. The drops crawled. In two breaths the ring lay around his knees, waiting.

Pippa stood at the edge of it with her arms folded and Rafe's cord on her wrist. Ned and Ollie had come off the bench under the window to watch. Kit stood in the boys' room doorway by the hearth, square in the frame. The lamp on its hook threw everybody's shadow up the whitewash as tall as the rafters. The passage door was two yards behind Andy's back, on the catch.

The ring drank the last of the blood and lit, star by star, cold silver-blue.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím." It came out of his chest like a tooth. The room tipped.
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The air over the ring folded and dropped, and Jess was on her knees in front of him. She came in bare, small and shaking, with her platinum hair stuck to her cheek and frost on her bottom lip. Her eyes were as wide as an owl's. The amber in them was a thin ring around two black wells, and she was giggling, a high bubbling giggle, hollow as a bell. Tripping stage. The bad one. She put her palm flat on the floor and stared at it, delighted as a toddler with a shadow.

Andy got the shirt off over his head and around her shoulders before the giggle finished.

"Eyes on the floor, guys!" Pippa clapped once. "Buddy system!" Three pairs of eyes went to the floor at once, because Pippa said so.

Jess got her arms into the sleeves wrong, one in the neck hole, and laughed at that too. Then her owl eyes found his face, an inch away, and went sharp for a breath, a knife coming up out of fog.

"Hiya, boss," she whispered. "Blessed be. You've gone gray."

"Had a long day," Andy said.

"Pour me a cuppa and tell me about it." Her gaze slid off his face and down, to the band at his throat, and stayed. The giggle went out of her mouth. "Oh. That's still on, is it."

"Okay!" Pippa said. "Ned, Ollie, irons. Rafe, the sack, please, from the—"

"Pippa." Three blows came on the passage door, so hard the catch jumped, and Rook's voice came through the oak, flat and cold. "The Queen is at the cells. The bell has gone. Now."

Pippa went to the door and opened it a hand's width. Rook filled the passage in his plate. Two of his men stood behind him with the wrist irons, the bit on its strap, and a folded sackcloth over one man's arm.

"Sir Rook! Super sorry, she literally just—"

"Bring her."

"She's in his shirt. Give me one sec to swap her into—"

"Bring her as she is." Rook's face stayed flat as a plate. "Her Majesty asked for the witch. She did not ask for a costume."

Pippa smiled at him, shut the door to a crack and came back across the hall fast. She plucked the blue knife out of Andy's fingers on the way past and slid it up her sleeve.

"Change of plans, guys! Super speedy. Ned, Ollie, irons. Up, witch. Up up up."

They did it in a rush. Ned and Ollie got Jess up by the elbows, and the shirt hung on her to the knees, sleeves flapping. Pippa took the irons through the door crack from Rook's man. She snapped them on Jess's wrists behind her back with her own hands, over the linen, snap and snap. With her wrists chained behind her, the shirt was going wherever she went. Pippa buckled the bit. Jess opened her mouth for it with a soft hum, still high, still giggling around the wood.

Andy stayed on his knees in the middle of the dead ring with his hand flat on the floor and the room turning slowly around him.

Pippa walked Jess to the door by the chain. As Jess passed him her eyes came down to his. Her pupils had shrunk back an inch. Then they went past him to the passage beyond the door. They stopped on a spot on the flags two strides short of the threshold, where an iron ring sat flush in a square of oak.

The hatch. Her eyes came back to him for a half second. Then Rook's man took the chain, and she was gone into the passage in Andy's shirt with the sackcloth still folded over the escort's arm.

"Okay!" Pippa said to the room. She was already pulling on a blue cloak. "I'm gonna walk Sir Rook down, 'cause Her Majesty's gonna want a status update, and I'm gonna be super quick. Ned, Ollie, bench. Kit, door. Ching-Chong, stay." She looked at him on the floor and laughed. "Like you could do anything else." She went out after Rook. The passage door swung to behind her and sat on the catch.

* * *

A

ndy lay down on his side on the cold flags beside his own ring and let himself be a drunk at zero. The collar sat warm on his throat, eating the trickle that tried to come back in. His blood dried on his forearm. His legs were shaking, but they were sober legs, and he could feel every muscle in them.


Ned and Ollie sat on the bench under the north window, side by side. Ollie hummed. Ned scratched another mark into the plaster beside the window with his nail. Kit stood in the boys' doorway with his eyes on the passage door, where Pippa had gone. Andy needed every one of them looking the other way. He lay still and counted heartbeats. Forty. Sixty. A hundred. Down below, out the window, a door banged in the champion's yard. Boots crunched on packed earth. A chain clinked.

"GUYS!"

"Window! Everybody! Come say bye to the witch! Super quick, come on, all of you!" Pippa's voice came up from the yard, high, bright and close, right under the window.

Ned was up off the bench before the second word. Ollie went with him. Kit left the doorway all at once, like a dog at its owner's call from the garden. Three steps behind him the boys' room spat out Rafe and then Dun in his nightshirt, cowlick up, both of them running. Five boys jammed into a window slot made for two. Their backs filled the north wall. Ollie was waving through the bars with his arm out to the shoulder.

"Bye, witch!" Dun shouted, giggling.

"Wave, guys! Big waves!" Pippa called up. "The Crown keeps its children safe!"

"The Crown keeps its children safe!" five voices yelled back down at her, and under the noise Andy was already up.

He came off the floor in one push with his left hand, and his legs held. Two steps to the passage door. He caught the catch with two fingers and lifted it in silence. He swung the door a foot on its pins and went through the gap sideways.

The passage was whitewashed stone, eight feet wide, with a lamp on a hook at the guardhouse end forty feet off and an empty stool under it. Two strides from Pippa's door, the iron ring sat flush in its square of oak. He eased Pippa's door shut behind him until the catch dropped into its keeper. Behind it, muffled, Ollie was singing the new verse to the yard.

He went down on his knees at the hatch, got his fingers through the iron ring and hauled. It came up heavy on its hinge, and the dark under it breathed cold on his face. He swung his legs over the edge and found the top rung with his foot. He went down until his head was under the floor. Then he reached up and lowered the hatch over himself, inch by inch, until the last line of lamplight went out.

* * *

T

he dark at the bottom of the world was total. He climbed down by feel. Iron rungs, cold and slick with damp, set into stone.


"Eleven," he breathed into the dark. "Twelve."

His forearm opened again on the fourth rung. Blood ran warm into his palm and made the iron slippery. He wiped his hand on his breeches and kept going. The bottle in his waistband knocked his hip on every step. His shoulders burned. A mortal body at zero qi had a mortal body's arms, and they were the arms of a month on straw.

"Thirty," he whispered. "Come on. Come on."

"Forty-one," he said at last, and his foot found stone.

He stood at the shaft's foot with one hand on the last rung and listened to the room. Big room. His own breathing went out into it and failed to come back. The air smelled of cold stone, old chalk and a faint copper tang under that, the smell of a place where blood got drawn on purpose.

Pippa's ring room. Nine anchors in a circle ten yards across, the altar beside him on this walkway, the ring's line at his back in the dark. In thirteen nights the boys upstairs would stand on that line, and the ring would eat them. He put out his right hand and found the altar's edge. Cold, flat, a stride wide.

He pulled the bottle out of his waistband by the neck. He held it low against the altar's corner, turned his face away, and broke it with one short hard knock. The crack went off in the dark like a gunshot in a church. It bounced off the far wall and came back to him twice.

He froze with the neck in his hand and his heart slamming against his ribs. The echo died. Upstairs, forty-one rungs and a floor of oak away, the boys would still be at the window. The shaft stayed dark and quiet above him.

He felt along the neck of the bottle with his thumb. It had broken long and clean on one side, a curved dagger of brown glass as long as his hand. The neck made a ready grip. His head obliged him with the tooltip, unasked, in his own dry voice. Broken Bottle. Common. +2 to tetanus. Last drink was this morning.

"Thanks," Andy breathed.

He went left, west, with his right shoulder to the wall. The walkway was two strides wide, and he kept to the wall side. The other side of the walkway was the ring's line, and he wanted every inch of his body clear of it. He went with his free hand flat on the stone and the shard held out in front of him, counting steps. The wall curved under his palm. Off his left hand, two strides out where the walkway met the ring, the first anchor stood in the dark, knee-high, black stone, right where the tour had shown it. He kept his hip to the wall and counted it off.

At the third anchor the count went wrong. Diana in the pen. Jess on the stair with Rook, in his shirt, high. Sara. The count reached her name and stopped.

He came back with his cheek against the wall and his feet cold through. Over in the cells, Rook's hour and a quarter was running, and he had stood here spending it. The shard was still in his hand. He pushed off the wall and went on, faster.

The wall flared away from him to the right. Under his feet the floor stepped down an inch onto rougher stone. He put his hand out and found iron. The iron door had a ring handle, two hinges, and a bare plate where a lock should sit. Pippa had laughed about it on the way through, four days ago.

"Who's gonna break in?" she'd said. "It's a room full of my junk."

He set his shoulder to it and pushed. It swung outward on a long low groan, and thin yellow lamplight came in around its edge from far up a stair. Thirty feet of stone steps, turning, with a landing halfway. At its foot, to the left, a black mouth of passage went off under the palace toward the vault. The Crown kept Jess's chalk in there, Diana's glasses and Bel's knife. He gave it one look. Later. He went up.

* * *

T

he stair head opened into a stone passage that smelled of bread. He stopped two steps down with his eyes at the floor's edge and listened. To his right the passage ran east into the palace, lamp-lit, quiet. To his left, five strides off, stood a heavy door with a wooden catch, and past it the night. The bread smell came from the ovens over his head, and with it the slap of dough on boards and a man's voice singing flat.


"Oh, the barley's high and the river's low," the baker sang, badly, "and the miller's gone where the millers go."

A boy came down the passage from the right with a sack of flour on each shoulder. Andy flattened against the stairwell's inner wall, two steps down, with the shard against his thigh. The boy went past the stair head with his eyes on his feet. He shouldered through a door on the far side of the passage, and the singing got louder for a second and then shut off.

Andy went up the last two steps, crossed the passage in four strides, lifted the catch on the yard door, and went out into the dark.

The altar yard opened in front of him under the stars, a hundred yards of paving running west to the wall. The Queen's box hung off the palace face to his left, its windows dark. At the far end of the yard the gallows stood up black against the sky with their beams empty. Beside them stood the Crown's yard altar, and under the wall the low arch of the postern.

He walked. Running drew eyes, and a servant walking across a yard at night was furniture. He walked in his breeches and his bare chest with the shard held down along his leg, and every step of the hundred yards his back crawled. The yard was empty. The walls stood empty too. The Crown watched the causeway gate and the boats, and left its own back yard to the bakers.

The postern was a low door in a deep arch, barred on the inside with a beam of oak in two iron brackets. He put the shard down on the step, got both hands under the bar and lifted. It came up an inch and stuck.

"Godd Howard," Andy hissed at it. "Come on, you oak son of a bitch."

Pippa had lifted this bar one-handed, four days ago, with her eyes on Andy, to show him the lake. He set his feet, put his shoulder under the bar's end, and shoved upward with his legs. The bar grated up out of the brackets and came free all at once, and it nearly took him over backward. He caught it against his chest and lowered it to the step, gasping.

He picked up the shard and pulled the postern open. Cold air came in off the water. The lake path ran outside the wall, a strip of gravel between the stones and the water. The lake went out black under the stars as far as he could look. He went out and pulled the postern shut behind him.

He went south along the wall with the lake on his right. Past the yard's corner the wall ran on, and the path ran with it, until the first houses of the city leaned over the gravel at the foot of Wheel Lane. A stone well-head stood there in a small square, waist high, its iron lid on a chain. He lifted the lid. Cold air breathed up out of the dark, wet and old. Rungs ran down the well's throat.

"Okay," he told the dark. "Okay. More rungs."

He looked back once. The palace stood on its rock against the stars, a black mass with a few lit windows. On its far side, out of his sight, five boys would still be at Pippa's window, he guessed, waving at an empty yard.

The collar at his throat was warm. As he stood there with his hand on the lid, it got warmer.


CHAPTER 45 — Hiding

T

he water under Vanorinal was black, cold and moving, and the first thing it did when Andy waded into it was write to him.


He came down the well-head's rungs onto a brick ledge a hand above the water line. He pulled the iron lid shut over his head and stood there shaking, with the shard in his fist. Twenty feet up, a grating in the street let down a square of lamplight. It lay on the water in a gold patch the size of a door. Past the patch the tunnel ran off both ways under a brick vault, and the dark swallowed it in ten yards.

He stepped down off the ledge into the patch of light. The cold took his legs to the hip. The water in the light went smooth as a mirror around him, and the letters stood up in it.

I HAVE SO MUCH TO SHOW YOU

They stood in the water as they had stood in the river on the night it first found him, complete, as if they had been there all along and he had only now looked down. Behind his ears, faint and dry, a sound dragged once across cardboard. Andy looked at the letters for a three-count.

"Not now," he said.

He waded out of the light. The letters stayed where they were, patient, gold on black, until the tunnel's dark took them.

* * *

H

e went away from the palace. That was the plan for the first hour, and it was all of the plan. The tunnel ran east under Wheel Lane and then branched, and he took the left branch, because the right one ran back toward the lake.


"Left," he muttered. "Always left. Every dungeon, left."

He went from grating to grating. Each one let down a gray square of light from a street lamp or the stars. Between them the vault was black as the inside of a fist. He waded the black stretches with his left hand on the brick and the shard held up out of the water in his right, counting strides. Thirty strides, and a gray square came. Thirty more, and the next. The water went hip deep, then waist deep, then up to his chest where the floor dropped. It stank of old stone, rot and the sweet reek of a side drain. Rats swam past him in the light patches, sleek heads up, unbothered.

"Evening," Andy told one. "Don't mind me. Just a guy."

In a black stretch a long body much bigger than any rat slid off from his legs, slow and heavy. A slick flank dragged along his shin, cold, and was gone. He stood frozen with his heart slamming until the ripple died.

"Nope," he told the dark. "You do you. I'll do me. We never met."

His hands had started shaking at the second grating. It began in his fingers. By the fifth grating it had his forearms, a hard fine tremor that made the shard's point jitter in the gray light. The water pulled the heat out of his chest faster than his chest could make it. Sweat ran down his face anyway. His stomach rolled. His last mouthful had gone down this morning on the straw, for the breath, as it had every morning since he cut it to a mouthful.

"Fourteen hours," he said through his teeth. "Yeah. I know. I can count too."

He wanted a drink so badly his mouth watered. He wanted the bottle he had broken on Pippa's altar. He held the shard out at arm's length in the gray light and looked at the brown glass, and the thought arrived complete: a careful man could lick the inside of a broken bottle.

"Wow," Andy said to himself, and laughed once, high and ugly. "Okay. New low. Achievement unlocked."

He kept wading.

* * *

T

he collar was warm. Down here in water that numbed his hands, it was the warmest thing on him. It sat on his throat like a palm.


He stopped under a grating where a stone ledge ran along the wall a foot above the water. He hauled himself onto it. He sat with his back to the brick and his knees up, shaking. A cart went by on the cobbles overhead, and grit sifted down through the grate onto his shoulders. He pulled his sheet up behind his eyes.
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"Zero," he said. "Cool. Cool cool cool."

Awake under the band he would sit at zero until he slept. The band's last line had read TETHER, HOLDER-SIDE, and then a dash. A tether ran from the band to a holder, and a holder held the far end.

"Okay," he told the collar. "Let's talk."

He got the shard's broken edge under the band where it sat against the side of his neck. The curve of the glass lay flat along his skin. He sawed. The edge skated. It went across the amber runes like a skate on ice, clean and silent, and left them unmarked. He pressed harder and sawed again. The glass slid off the band and bit the skin under his jaw, and a thread of blood ran down his neck.

The band warmed. It went from a palm to a stove lid in one breath. Heat ran out from it into his jaw and up behind his eyes, and the gray light swam. The tunnel tipped. He caught himself on the ledge with his free hand and sat with his head down between his knees while the vault went around him twice.

"Ow," Andy told his knees. "Okay. Ow."

When it settled, his sheet was still up, and the faint warmth that had been creeping back into his chest was gone. The collar sat on the place where it had been like a boot on a match.

"So you're a leash," Andy said. "And when I pull on you, you pull back. And you take your pull out of my tank."

He thought about it. Then he got the shard under the band again and sawed, once, hard, out of spite. The edge skated. The band burned. The vault went around three times. He threw up into the black water off the ledge and sat after with his forehead against the cold brick, with sick in his mouth and blood on his neck, laughing weakly.

"Got it," he said. "Message received. Godd Howard."

* * *

T

hen he waited for her to come.


He had run with the collar on. If the collar told her where he was, she would come. She had five boys who would go anywhere she pointed, and a Core-Formation knight who'd walk through a wall for the Queen. He sat on the ledge and waited for lamps at the end of the tunnel. He waited for splashing. He waited for a boy's voice calling Ching-Chong! down the vault, and for Pippa's own high bright voice saying Found you, buddy.

Rats went by. Carts went over. The water moved.

"Come on," he said to the tunnel. "Come on, I'm right here."

The tunnel stayed empty. That was worse. He sat on the ledge and turned it over, shaking. Pippa was a player. A player who lost track of a pet went looking at once, before the trail went cold. A player with a pin on the pet's map could take her time.

"Yeah," he said slowly. "You're waiting on me."

On the next thing he did. On the next ring on the floor, the next woman at his feet. Every recall was a working, a loud one, and a leash that pulled on his tank had to taste it when his tank went out through his blood all at once.

"Fine," he told the collar. "Then I'll do the next thing where I choose."

He climbed down off the ledge into the water and went on.

Two gratings on, boots came down the street overhead and stopped right on top of him. He ducked against the wall out of the gray square with the water at his chest.

"Lost to the witch," a man's voice said above, delighted. "The darling. In front of the Queen. Rolled her boys up like a carpet, my cousin says."

"Your cousin says a lot." A second voice, older. "Doesn't matter. They're hanging the lot at the dark moon. Witch, angel and the horned one, all three on one rope, they say. Whole yard'll be out for it."

The younger man laughed. Then a stream of water came down through the grating and splashed into the gray square a yard from Andy's face. It smelled like beer that had already been beer once.

"Oh, come on," Andy breathed, and sidestepped.

The boots moved off up the street. The stream stopped. He stood against the brick with the water at his chest and laughed silently until his ribs hurt, then grabbed the wall and kept going before the shakes could catch up.

* * *

T

he ways off the island ran through his head as he waded, and every one of them ran into a wall.


"Causeway," he muttered. "Crown watch on the gate. Torches all night. Every face gets a look." He waded a black stretch with his hand on the brick. "Boats. Tanners' Steps landing. Watched too, because a town on a rock watches its water." He came into the next gray square and held up his right hand. It shook like a leaf in a storm drain. "Row a boat with that. Sure."

He was a bare-chested foreigner with a slave collar on his throat. Every crier on the island had been describing his face for a month.

He stopped with the water at his waist and looked up at the grating.

"And who am I taking?" he asked it.

Diana was in the pen at the end of the women's row. Jess was in the cells in his shirt. Sara was dead until noon tomorrow. Every one of them came back at his feet, wherever his feet stood. He could get a log, kick out into the lake tonight, and pull them back one at a time on a beach three miles off.

Five boys sat on a bench in clean blue at the foot of the Queen's table in his head. Dun licked gravy off his thumb. Kit stood in a doorway glowing, because Pippa had told him he would go first.

"Thirteen nights," Andy said. "Nope."

He was staying under the city. He kept wading.

Then his own sheet caught up with him, the way it always did, three steps behind his feet.

Noon. Sara's window opened at noon. If he pulled her at noon with Diana and Jess still alive in the palace, the party was whole. Three of three, and his armed bar would start gathering its cloud over the place he stood. The cloud took hours to fall.

"And Rook's rule," he said aloud, slowly. "One always dead."

Hours of a cloud hanging over the city, and two of his women in the Queen's cells. All the Queen had to do was walk down to the pen with a blade. One death under the cloud and it broke, and the bar broke with it.

Or he skipped noon. Sara's window closed at midnight.

"Godd Howard," Andy said to the water, low. "That's a lose-lose."

Unless the party went whole down here, under the city. Unless all three came back to him, out of the Queen's reach.

For that, Diana and Jess had to die first. Tonight. By their own hands, in the Queen's own cells, and come back to him here thirty hours on, minutes apart. The bond carried feeling and only feeling. He had zero ways to ask them, and he would sooner have opened his own throat with the shard than ask.

He shoved the thought down into the black water and held it under, and waded on toward the next gray square.

* * *

T

he tunnel opened at the next grating into a cistern chamber. It was a round room of brick under a domed roof, with a drain in the middle where the water turned slowly. Four tunnels came into it. On the north side, a flight of brick steps climbed out of the water to a ledge and a low arch.


He climbed the steps. Under the arch a short passage ran back into the dark, dry underfoot. It ended at a wooden trap in the ceiling with a rope pull hanging from it. He stood under the trap a long time with the shard in his hand, listening. Above him, faint, a man coughed in his sleep. A dog barked once, streets away.

"Knock knock," he whispered, and pushed the trap up an inch.

Dark. Dry air. The smell of old wine and mice. He pushed it up the rest of the way and climbed out into a cellar room.

Gray starlight came through a slot of a window high in one wall, at the height of the ground outside. It showed him a room five yards by four, brick-walled and earth-floored. Rotten shelves ran along one side, and empty barrels stood stacked in a corner. A door stood in the far wall at the top of six stone steps. He went up them and put his eye to the crack.

A walled yard, small, cobbled, open to the sky. Washing hung across it on three lines, sheets, shirts and a woman's long underthings, pale and still under the stars. A tenement went up four floors on the yard's far side. Its windows were dark except one, where a candle burned low behind a cloth. The yard's wall stood higher than his head, with a gate in it barred from the inside.

He stood with his eye to the crack and worked it like a raid map.

"Two exits," he whispered. "Down into a warren a district wide. Up into a yard with a wall and a gate." He looked back down the steps at the dark floor. "A door that shuts. Dry. Dark. Five by four." He measured the floor with his eyes. "Room for a ring."

The shirt nearest the door turned a quarter turn on its line in a breath of wind.

"Good spot," he told the yard. "I'll take it. What's the rent?"

The yard kept its counsel.

* * *

H

e went down the six steps and did the setup first, because setup was the one part of a raid you got to do calm.


He dragged the two soundest barrels off the stack and stood them at the foot of the steps, where anybody coming down out of the yard in the dark would walk into them and make a racket doing it. He scuffed the middle of the floor bare with his heel, round and round, until he had a patch of packed dry earth two strides across. He walked its edge twice. A ring needed room for a woman landing on her knees, and Sara landed with wings.

Then he lay down on the earth floor of the cellar, on his side, with his back to the brick. The shard lay by his hand. The trap stood open beside him to the dark. He shook. He sweated. His teeth ached in their roots. The collar sat warm on his throat. He pulled his sheet up and lay there looking at his women.
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Diana in the pen. Jess in the cells, in his shirt.

"Hey," he told the rows, softly. "I'm out. I'm okay."

The bond ran from him to each of them like a wire in the dark. Down Diana's wire came a long tight fear, and anger under the fear, banked like coals. Down Jess's came the high fizz of the arrival, still buzzing in her.

He pushed back up the wires with everything he had. I'm out. I'm out. Don't do anything stupid. He pushed until his head throbbed and the collar warmed and the cellar swam.

Down Jess's wire, a long way off, the buzz went out like a candle.

In its place came a cold, clean, bright feeling he knew from a hundred nights of watching her work. It was a blade coming out of a sleeve, quiet and sure. It was Jess on the causeway biting her palm.

Jess read a sheet like a menu. She had read his bar a hundred times.

Andy sat up on the earth floor so fast the cellar swam around him.

"Jess?" he said to the dark. He grabbed the bond with everything in him and hauled on it. The collar burned, and down the wire came that same cold bright edge, flat and patient as a held breath, aimed at herself. "Jess. Don't you dare."


CHAPTER 46 — The Way Out

Diana

T

he bond went cold in Diana's chest minutes after the Queen left, and she sat up in the straw so fast her horns struck the wall.


It had sat in her for a month like a stone at the bottom of a well. Heavy. Damp. A low gray ache she had catalogued in her head the first week and given up cataloguing by the third. The drink had lived in it for weeks, a sour fog at Andy's end. The fog had thinned since the arena days. The ache had stayed.

Now the ache was gone. In its place ran a thin wild current, cold as river water, fast as a hare. Fear in it, and a ragged breathless thing under the fear, a heart going too hard. Movement. He was moving, and for a month the only thing at his end that moved had been his hands on a knife.

"Jess," Diana said.

Jess lay in the straw a yard off with her knees drawn up, in Andy's shirt. It hung on her to the knees, the cuffs rolled four times. The Queen had come down at the evening bell to watch her walked in wearing it and had laughed. The irons and the bit had come off when the Queen went back up, as they always did, and Jess had lain down on her side with the arrival plainly still fizzing in her, humming, picking at the straw. She had stopped humming.

"Yeah," Jess said. "Got it too."

Diana squinted at her. Past ten feet the pen was a smear of brown stone and a gold blur where the Queen's escort had left its lamp on the hook at the corridor's end. A yard off, Jess was clear enough. Platinum hair stuck up on one side. Amber eyes wide open, the pupils still too big, and fixed on a point past the walls.

"He is outside," Diana said. Her voice came out of her too high. "The quality has changed. There is air in it. There is water. Jess, he is out."

Jess's mouth curled up at one corner.

"Took his time," she said.

* * *

D

iana got up on her knees in the straw. Her tail lashed once and slammed the iron grate behind her with a ringing slap, and she hardly marked it.


"Very well," she said. "Very well. Then we must think. We must, we must." She grabbed her own temples with both hands. "He is out, and Pippa will have her boys after him within the hour. The Queen will know by morning. They will chain us to the wall, there will be a guard on the grate, and he will be alone in that city with nothing in his hands and that bloody collar on his throat. And Sara's window opens tomorrow at noon."

She heard herself listing. She heard the list go on past the point a list was useful. She reached for the field-book.

It lay in the straw by her knee, where it always lay, the soft brown boards worn pale at the corners. Her old book, from the first days. Three names in the back in her own small hand. She opened it to a blank page, took the capped pen out of its spine, thumbed the cap off and set the nib on the paper to write the first line of a deduction, the line that would make all this into a problem with an answer.

The point stayed on the paper.

She looked at it. She told her hand to write Item one. Her hand stayed put, a pale shape at the end of her wrist with a pen in it, waiting for a voice outside her to tell it what to do.

She had known this. She had known it since the cells. Night after night she had sat in this straw with the book open on her knee and the pen in her fist, and the page had stayed white. She had closed it each night and kept the finding to herself. To say it aloud would have read it into the record. The pen fell out of her fingers into the straw.

"Fuck me," Diana said quietly.

It came out of her, then. It came all at once, up from the stone at the bottom of the well, the thing she had held flat under the ache for a month. She folded forward over the book with her forehead on the straw and her horns in the dirt. Her shoulders went. A noise came out of her that was new to her, a long wet ugly noise with all the scholarship wrung out of it. She dug her fingers into the straw. She was weeping like a child with a skinned knee. She could hear it, and it went on regardless, the first thing in her life she had wanted so badly to stop and failed to.

"Every day," she said into the straw. "Every day. They kill us and he brings us back and they kill us again, and he cuts his arms to ribbons, and we kneel, and we say thank you, and I cannot so much as write it down. I cannot write one line, Jess. Not one. It is a book with the pages cut out. They have made us into a book with the pages cut out and they read it aloud in their fucking hall."

A hand landed on the back of her neck between her horns. Small. Warm. It stayed.

"I want it to stop," Diana said. "I want it to stop. I want one thing in this room to be ours."

"Yeah," said Jess. "I know, Di."

* * *

W

hen Diana lifted her head, Jess was sitting cross-legged in the straw in front of her with her knees nearly touching Diana's, close enough to be sharp. Her pupils had come down. The fizz had gone out of her eyes. They were clear, amber and calm. Diana wiped her face on her wrist.


"You have a plan," she said. "You told me to get ready. Two days ago you said it, and I asked which of you was speaking." Her voice cracked. "I cannot make one. I have tried. Give me yours."

"You sure?"

"Give it to me."

Jess looked at her a long moment. Then she held up one finger.

"Sara's window opens noon tomorrow," she said. "He pulls her, you and me still breathing down here, that's three of three. Party's whole. Cloud goes up over wherever he's standing."

"And it takes hours to fall," Diana said, "and in those hours the Queen comes down those stairs with a knife." She swallowed. "One of us always dead. The knight worked that out, the clever fucking bastard."

"Right. So he won't pull her. He'll sit on his hands and let her window close at midnight to keep us safe, 'cause he's an idiot, and then she's the plane's." Jess held up a second finger. "Or."

"Or," said Diana.

"Or we're dead first." Jess said it pleasantly, as if the kettle were on. "Tonight. Both of us. Before anybody upstairs knows to chain us. Then noon tomorrow he pulls Sara, he's one of three, and nothing happens. There's nobody in here for Her Majesty to open. Our windows open small hours, day after. He pulls you, he pulls me. Right at his feet, wherever his feet are." She held up a third finger. "Whole. Out there. With him. Not one of us in this palace for anyone to kill, and a cloud over his head that nobody can break."

Diana looked at the three fingers.

The thing at the bottom of the well moved.

"It is a door," she said slowly. "It is a door we open ourselves."

"Yeah."

"Not the Queen's. Not Rook's. Not that child's. Ours."

"That's the one."

Diana laughed. It came up out of her shaky and half a sob. It surprised her, and she let it.

"And if they find him before our windows open?"

"Then we come back at Pippa's feet and do it all again, and we're no worse off than we are tonight." Jess shrugged one shoulder in Andy's shirt. "And they won't. He's slippery when he's sober. And he's shouting at me, by the way."

"He is what?"

"Down the bond. Can't you feel it? Been at it a minute now." Jess tipped her head as if listening to a far bell. "Frantic little soul. Feels like a great big don't you dare, if you ask me." Her smile went soft at one corner. "Love him."

Diana reached for it. There it was, under the cold running current, a hard bright frantic push, like a hand slapping a closed door. She pressed her palm flat to her own breastbone over it.

"He knows," she whispered. "He has done the arithmetic too."

"Course he has. He's not thick. He just won't ask." Jess stood up in the straw. "So we won't make him."

* * *

D

iana looked down the corridor past the grate. The lamp at its end was a gold blur. The door beside it was a darker smear, shut. Beyond it the night guard would be on his stool with his back to the oak. Four nights of his snoring through the planks had told her so. He came through with a lamp on every bell to count them, and the tenth bell was a good half hour off.


Fifteen yards of stone and a shut door. A man could shout stop across that, if a man were there to see.

"Who first?" she asked.

"Me." Jess knelt again in front of her. "You go after. You hold me while I do it, so your hands have a job and your nerve holds. I'm not watching you, though. You'd make a mess of it, all that fire, set my hair alight."

"I would make a very tidy—"

"Course you would."

Jess lifted her left wrist and looked at it. It was a small wrist, light tan and smooth, the skin unmarked from the elbow down. Her skin was bare of scars from crown to heel, but for the gold seam at her right elbow. She had died so many ways in this place and come back unmarked every time.

"Done this before," Jess said. "Both wrists. Back at the start, the first time. You wrote it up."

"You did it for curiosity," Diana heard herself say. "Both wrists. I remember the light going out of you."

"Curiosity." Jess grinned. "This one's love, though. Put that in your book."

She brought the wrist up to her mouth. She looked at Diana over it, and Diana leaned in close to see, squinting from a foot away.

"Don't squint," Jess said. "It's not my best side."

She bit.

She did it with her back teeth, as she had bitten her palm on the causeway, hard and fast. Then she wrenched her head side to side like a dog with a knot. Diana heard it. Skin parting. A wet tearing click, a tendon going under the teeth. Jess's jaw clenched and pulled sideways. When she took the wrist away from her mouth, her chin and lips ran red, and the inside of her wrist was open in a ragged mouth two inches long. The blood came out of it in pulses. It came out in hard bright spurts with her heartbeat, one, two, three. It arced across the straw and spattered Diana's knee.

Jess swallowed. She took a breath through her nose. She lifted the right wrist and did it again.

The second one was worse. Her hands were already shaking. She missed the first bite, caught the heel of her hand instead and had to go again. When she got it she had to work her jaw side to side to get deep enough. A sound came out of her throat, a small high hum through her teeth. Then the right wrist opened too and pumped red over her left forearm, and the two streams ran together down her arms and into the shirt's rolled cuffs, soaking the gray linen through to the elbow.

She held both hands out in her lap, palms up, the wrists open to the lamp.

"There," Jess said thickly. Her teeth were red. "Ta. That's done."

Diana grabbed her as she tipped. She pulled Jess back against her chest and wrapped both arms around her. Jess fit there, small, with her platinum head under Diana's chin and her back against Diana's breasts. The blood ran down Jess's arms and over Diana's arms. It was hot as a bath. There was so much of it, so fast. It filled Jess's lap, ran off her thighs into the straw and soaked Diana's knees through. It smelled of copper and the inside of a forge.

"Hold on to it," Diana said. "Hold on to me. I have you."

"Know you do." Jess's voice was getting light. "Blessed be, you're warm. Always were."

Her face went gray. It went gray from the lips outward, the color draining back out of it like a tide off sand, and the tan under her skin went the shade of wet ash. Her hands in her lap started to twitch. The spurts from her wrists got smaller. Then they came slower. Then they stopped spurting and only ran, a slow dark seep, and then less than that.

"Diana."

"I am here."

"Tell him." Jess's head rolled back against Diana's collarbone. Her eyes were open, looking up at the stone ceiling, and they were going dim, the amber clouding over like breath on glass. "Tell him he's a proper idiot. Tell him I said."

"You may tell him yourself," Diana said. "In thirty hours. At his feet."

"Mm. Yeah." Jess smiled up at the ceiling. "That's the plan."

Her chest rose once under Diana's arms. It went down. It stayed down.

Diana held her. She held her a long time, rocking, with her cheek on the top of Jess's head and Jess's blood cooling on her arms. The body in her lap grew heavier, then heavier still, like a child gone to sleep. The shirt was red to the shoulders. Under her chin Jess's hair smelled of straw and blood and, faint, under all of it, of Andy.

The bond pulled once, hard, in her chest, at the place where Jess had been. Then that wire went slack.

* * *

D

iana laid Jess down on her back in the straw. She closed the clouded eyes with two fingers. She took Jess's ruined hands and laid them on her red chest, one over the other, the open wrists hidden. She straightened the shirt's collar. Then she sat back on her heels beside her, close, so close Jess's face was perfectly sharp. The field-book lay in the straw between them, spattered red, open on its blank page. She left it there.


She lifted her right hand and turned it palm in. The old split ran across it, where the star always opened. She laid the palm flat on her own chest over her heart, under the left breast, where she could feel it going hard and fast against her hand.

Every working of her life had started at the palm and gone out. This one would start at the palm and go in.

"Both of them," Diana told Jess, softly, and her voice held at last. "They chose it, and they said why, and I shall remember every fucking word."

She looked at Jess's gray face.

"Vûr."

The star opened in her palm. The black cracks ran out along the split and joined, and the hellfire came out of the star by the only road she had given it: into her.

It went through the skin first. The skin under her palm went black and split in a star of its own, and the smell came up, her own flesh cooking, sweet and foul. Then it was under the skin. It went between the ribs like water finding cracks. It went into her chest with a sound she heard from the inside, a deep wet roar, a furnace door opening. Black fire lit her ribs from within. She could see them, five dark bars of shadow through her own glowing skin, and between them the black flame crawling.

The pain was everything. It was a white sheet over the world. Her heart hit the fire. It jumped against her palm, once, twice, a fish in a pan, and then it seized. Smoke came up her throat. It poured out of her mouth and nose in a black gush. Her lungs cooked with her next breath. Her hand on her chest had burned through to the bone, and she held it there anyway, pressed flat.

She tipped sideways into the straw. She landed on her side facing Jess, a foot away. Her horns hit the stone. Her eyes were still open.

Jess's face was right there, gray and peaceful, a smear of red at the corner of her mouth, the short pale hair stuck to her cheek. A foot away. Sharp. Perfectly, beautifully in focus, every eyelash, the last thing Diana would see.

She looked at it.


CHAPTER 47 — Three Windows

Andy

J

ess's row went dark at nine-thirty, and Diana's went dark ten minutes after it. Andy watched both of them go from the floor of a cellar with his hand on the wall.
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Three dark rows. All of his women dead at once. The Queen had left him like this once before, on the worst night in the cells. He had felt Jess go. The cold bright edge on her wire jerked tight once, hard, like a rope when the load dropped off the far end, and then it went slack. Ten minutes later Diana's wire burned. It burned so hot he gasped and grabbed his own chest, a furnace door opening behind his breastbone, and then it went slack too.

He counted them. Diana. Jess. Sara. The count reached the end and stopped there, on empty air.

He came back sitting against the brick with his cheek on his own shoulder. The moon had come up into the high slot window. His legs had cramped under him. He had been sitting like that a long time.

"Okay," he said to the dark. His voice came out cracked. "Okay. I get it. I get it, Jess." He did get it. They had done the math he had refused to ask of them. Noon tomorrow Sara came back to one of three. The palace had run out of his women to kill. Their windows opened in the small hours of the day after, at his feet, wherever his feet were.

He lay down on the earth floor with the shard by his hand and the collar warm on his throat. He shut his eyes, because the plan needed him to sleep, and the plan was all they had left him.

* * *

H

e woke near noon with a mouth like sand and nineteen in his chest.
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He went up the six steps and put his eye to the door crack. The yard lay empty in flat gray daylight. The washing hung on its three lines. A woman's voice in the tenement shouted at a child to come and eat, and a door banged. He came back down, knelt in the middle of the cellar floor and cut the ring.

He could have bled and let the blood draw it. These days it drew itself. Instead he set the shard's point in the packed earth and dragged it around him in a circle a stride across. Then he cut a second circle inside the first, scoring the grooves deep with both hands. He wanted his own hand in the shape. He wanted the floor to know he had chosen this spot.

When the window opened he was ready. He found the stretch of clean skin high on his right forearm, above the arena cuts, and opened it with the shard. The blood ran down into the groove. It went around the outer ring on its own, fast, then crawled inward and wrote the old script between the rings. The ring lit, star by star, silver-blue on brown earth.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím." Nineteen went out of him. The floor tipped.
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The air folded, and Sara was on her knees at his feet. Her wings came open all at once and hit both walls of the cellar. Gold light filled the room to the beams. Her red hair hung down her back in a wild wet tangle, and her chest was heaving, the one breath she ever took. She looked up at him from a foot away with her golden eyes huge and blown black in the middle.

Then she launched at him. She came up his front in one scramble. Her hands went to his face and gripped it. Her face went into his neck. She held on so hard her fingers dug into his jaw, and she was laughing and shaking against him, her wings beating once, twice, knocking a rotten shelf down in a shower of splinters.

"Andy," Sara said into his throat. "Andy. I was so small. They made me so small. It hurt, and then you were there." She pulled back, held his face and stared at it. "I love you. I have loved you since the drake. I would like you to know that. I have wanted to say it in every cell." Scarlet came up her collarbones and climbed her throat. She laughed at herself, bright and helpless.

"I am very high," she told him gravely.

"Yeah," said Andy. His throat was tight. "I can tell."

She looked at him harder. Her eyes cleared faster than they ever had in the cells. She took in the cellar. The ring. The blood running off his forearm. The band on his throat.

"Where are we?"

"Out," Andy said. "We're out. I'll tell you everything."

"Later," said Sara. She was already reaching. The second stage had her now, quick and certain, and her hands went down his bare chest to the waist of his breeches with purpose.

"May I?" she asked. Her voice was husky and polite to the bone. "Please, Andy. I want you in my mouth. I want to drink you. I have been dead a day and more and I am so thirsty."

That was the ask, and rule nine had signed the answer long ago. Andy cupped the back of her head in his hand, buried his fingers in all that wet red hair, and tipped her face up.

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, Sara. Please."

He shoved his breeches down himself. He was already hard, achingly hard, from her hands, her heat and the bare fact of her alive. She looked at his cock with a scholar's pleasure and a starving woman's patience. She took him in her hand, held him and looked up at him over it, flushed scarlet to the ears, smiling. Then she took him in.

She did it in one long slide with her eyes on his. Her lips went down the shaft. The head hit the back of her mouth and kept going, past it, into the tight heat of her throat. She took him down to the root, pressed her nose into the hair at the base and stayed there, seated, her lips stretched around him and her throat working on the head. Breath was a habit she kept for speech. She held him buried and looked up at him with tears standing in her gold eyes and a wicked crinkle at their corners.

"Godd Howard," Andy said through his teeth. He kept his hand in her hair. He led her, slow, a fraction back, a fraction down, and she let him and hummed approval around him. The hum went straight through his balls. Her wings trembled against the cellar walls. Gold light pulsed in the feathers with her pulse.

Her right hand went down between her own thighs. Her fingers found her clit and started to work, quick and firm, while her throat held him to the hilt and her left hand gripped his hip. She swallowed around him, once, deliberately, a long squeeze down the length of him, and he groaned out loud. She was showing off, and her eyes laughed up at him. Then his groan came down the bond into her, the whole long squeeze from his side, and the laugh went out of her eyes. They went wide and wet and helpless.

Her hips started to rock against her own hand. Her fingers went faster. A sound came up out of her chest, a muffled cry with nowhere to go but around his cock, and her throat clamped on him. Her body went rigid. Her wings slammed open and struck the brick on both sides with a crack. She came shuddering on her own hand with him buried in her to the root, gold light flaring off her in pulses that lit the cellar like lightning.

"Sara—" That did it for him. The clamp of her throat, the light, her eyes on his.

His voice gave him away. She lifted off him at last, to the head, so she could taste it. He came in her mouth in long hard pulses. She took every one of them. Her lips stayed sealed around him. Her eyes closed, and her throat moved as she swallowed, again and again, with a look of pure greed on her face. A thread of white escaped the corner of her mouth. She caught it with her thumb and licked the thumb clean, slowly, looking at him. "It is warm all the way down," she said, hoarse and wondering. "I can feel exactly where it is."

Then she climbed him. She came up his body, wings folding, and kissed him on the mouth hard. He tasted himself on her and laughed into it. She laughed too. She kissed him again, pushed him back flat on the earth floor and lay on top of him with her flushed cheek on his chest, warm, heavy, alive.
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The sheet printed it, though his own row still read zero.

"Thank you," Sara said against his chest, already drowsy, sinking into the third stage. "That was wonderful. It is more each time, Andy, yours and mine together. I do not understand it yet." She sounded delighted. "I would like that again when I am less dead."

"You're not dead."

"I am partly dead," Sara said. "Inside. Tell me everything, please."

* * *

H

e told her short, the way he'd brief a party after a wipe. The water under the city. This cellar. Pippa's band still warm on his throat. Sara lay on him and listened with her wing over both of them.


"And the others, please?" she said.

"Last night. The pen." He swallowed. "Jess went at half nine. Di went ten minutes after her. They did it on purpose, Sara. With all three of you dead, the palace is out of women to kill, and their windows land the night after yours. Down here. At my feet."

She lifted her head.

"They chose," she said.

"Yeah," Andy said.

Sara looked at the ring scored in the earth floor for a long time. Her mouth opened. The verdict was coming, the old ringing I rule so. Her lips shaped the first word and stopped. Her jaw worked. The words stayed in her throat. She put her head back down on his chest.

"Then we shall not waste the choosing," she said quietly. She took a sheet off the line in the yard that afternoon and wore it knotted at one shoulder like a toga. She sat on the top step with the door open a crack, keeping watch with her wings folded tight. Andy slept at dusk with his head on her knee. The yard had stayed empty all afternoon, after the noon recall.

"Nobody came," he said, on the edge of sleep. "Either the band only sings when somebody works the band itself, or—"

"Or she is waiting to net all three of us at once," said Sara. "I had thought the same. Sleep, please. I am watching."

He woke in the small hours with nineteen in his chest.

JESSAMINE — DARK · WINDOW OPENS IN 00:02:14

DIANIZOBILAL — DARK · WINDOW OPENS IN 00:12:14

He sat up and looked at the two rows. Jess's would open first. He could pull her the second it did. She'd come back with her eyes clear, her WILL intact and her mouth full of jokes. Diana would come back ten minutes later at the bottom of a hole Andy had dug himself. He refused to leave Diana in the dark one minute longer than the rules made him.

"You can wait for me, right, Jess?" he asked her dark row. "You're tough." Jess's window opened. He let it sit open. Ten minutes later he cut a new ring in the earth, beside the first. He opened the skin above his left elbow, the first cut he had ever put on his upper arm. Nineteen went out of him. The floor tipped again.

DIANIZOBILAL — RECALLED · BOUND: TWO OF THREE

Diana arrived on her knees with her horns gleaming in Sara's light and her violet tail lashing. She grabbed his face in both hands, pressed her forehead to his and laughed and cried at once.

"You came," she said, her words falling over each other. "You came for us. I knew it. I deduced it. I have the full proof." She was blushing pink from her collarbones out and down to her navel. "Fuck me, you are beautiful. You are an absolute codex, Andy. Every page." She was reaching for him. Her hand slid down his chest, eager, quick.

Then it stopped. She held it there over his ribs, shaking, an inch from where it wanted to go, and bit her own lower lip so hard it went white.

"No," Diana said. Her eyes were wet. "I want to be awake for the first one. Sober. I want to read every line of it." She took her hand back and laid it in her own lap with an effort that shook her whole arm. "Please hold me to that. I am extremely persuasive, and I shall be a monster about it."

"Okay," Andy said. He was shaking too. "Okay, Di." Sara wrapped Diana in her wing from behind, sheet and all, and Diana collapsed back into it, laughing.

* * *

H

e knelt by the third ring with zero in his chest. His hands shook so hard he could barely hold the shard. He found the last stretch of clean skin below his right elbow, beside Sara's cut. He opened it. The blood went into the groove, crawled and stalled, halfway around, waiting.


"I'm out," Andy said. "I've got the blood. I don't have the nineteen." Sara was already beside him. She took the shard out of his fingers, drew the broken edge across the ball of her own thumb, and held the thumb over his ring. Gold welled up out of the cut, thick and bright as honey in sunlight. One drop. Two. They fell into his red line.

[ RECALL — JESSAMINE · DRAWN: ANDY QI 0 · MISSING 19 — SARAFAEL: ICHOR (RICHER INK · ACCEPTED) ]
[ JESSAMINE — RECALLED · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]


The ring blazed gold and silver both. Jess hit the floor on her knees in front of him. She was naked and small, with her ears burning pink and a grin on her face, and she ignored every part of him but one. Her eyes went straight to his throat. Her hands followed.

"You put me last," Jess said, with both thumbs already hooked under the band.

"You were dead."

"That's not a no." She tipped her head, listening to the collar like a safecracker. "Oh, you're empty. Proper empty. Lovely. Can't fight me if there's nothing in you to fight with." She grinned up at him, high as a kite and sharp as a razor at once. "Hold still, boss. This'll sting." She bit her own finger and drew on the band in blood.

She drew fast, tiny marks, one on every amber rune, a cramped black-red stitch on each. The runes woke. They crawled. They went up off the band onto his skin like ants, amber lines creeping up his jaw toward his eyes, and his vision swam amber.

"No, you don't," Jess told them sweetly. "Come here, little ones. Come to mummy." She put her mouth on his throat over the band and breathed out a word. "Glas."

The runes stopped climbing. They turned on his skin, all at once, like heads turning, toward her. And the collar screamed. It was a thin high sound like wet glass, and for one breath a thread of amber ran out from the band and through the cellar wall, taut as a fishing line, pointing north.

"There's the fat little soul at the other end," Jess whispered. Her smile went wide. "Hello, darling. Blessed be." She bit the thread and spat the words into it. "Briseú. Ngaím."

The words tore out of her. Blood burst from both her nostrils and ran over her lips and chin. She rocked back on her heels with her eyes rolled half white. The band split under her thumbs with a crack like a snapped bone. It came off his neck in two warm halves, and the skin underneath it was white, wet and stripped raw where it had sat for fourteen days.

"Ta," Jess said thickly, and wiped her nose on her wrist. Andy put his hand to his throat and breathed. A trickle of qi crept back into his chest, the first in two weeks, and it stayed there. Jess stood up with a half of the collar in each hand and dropped down through the open trap. Her bare feet went away along the dry passage. A moment later two splashes came up from the cistern.

Splash. It was the best sound Andy had heard all year.

* * *

[ BAR 3/3 — ALL THREE BOUND · GATHERING · FAILS IF IT BREAKS ]


T

he air in the cellar changed. It got heavy, and the hair on his arms stood up. Andy went up the six steps and opened the yard door.


Above the walled yard, the stars were going out. A black mass was building over the washing lines, darker than the sky, turning slowly on itself like smoke in a jar. Deep inside it, violet light flickered and went out. The thunder held off. Only the weight came down. His women came up the steps behind him, two in sheets and one bare as a peeled egg, and stood at his shoulders looking up at it.

"Hours," Diana said. Her voice had stopped shaking. "It will be fucking hours before it falls."

"I know," Andy said. He hadn't planned the cloud, only the three of them. But Sara had called it before he slept: Pippa was waiting to net all three of them at once. Tonight Pippa had them, under a cloud the size of a street. Whoever she sent to collect him would walk right under it. Pippa would sooner bleed than stand her fuel under a strike. So whoever came for them would be the Crown's.

He looked around the little cobbled yard, the wall higher than his head, the barred gate, the washing hanging still in the dead air. They could run. He didn't. He picked this ground, here, now, and he had hours to bait it.

"Okay," Andy said softly, to the sky. "Who's first?"


CHAPTER 48 — The Strike

T

he cloud flashed violet over the yard, and Andy started counting again.


He had counted it for two hours from the top of the cellar steps. It was the guard's boots past his cell door all over again. At first the flashes came forty breaths apart. Then thirty. Now they came every nine. Each one lasted longer, a fat bruise of light that rolled through the black mass and lit the washing lines from above. It was a cast bar. The sky up there was channeling, and the bar was most of the way full.

"How long?" Diana asked from the step below him. She had her sheet knotted at the hip and her horns tipped back.

"Twenty minutes?" Andy said. "Maybe less? It's speeding up."

"You have named the heavens a cast bar." Diana reached up and patted his knee. "I shall allow it. It is a crude model, but a sound one."

The yard ran twelve strides long and eight across, all cobbles. The black brick of the tenement walled it on three sides, and on the fourth stood a wall higher than his head. A barred gate stood in the middle of that wall, timber strapped with iron, onto the street. Three washing lines ran corner to corner over the cobbles, sheets and shirts hanging dead still in the heavy air. A rain barrel squatted by the gate. Above it all the tenement climbed four floors, rows of shuttered windows looking down into the yard like boxes at the arena.

Jess had passed the first hour on her knees at the gate with a bitten thumb. A hair-thin line of her blood now ran across the cobbles a stride inside the timber, dried brown. A small crooked sign sat at each end of it, and Andy's eyes slid off both. She had pulled a man's shirt off the line, and it hung to her knees.

"First two through are mine, boss," Jess said, sucking her thumb clean. "After that it's your party. Do try and keep up."

Sara stood in the middle of the yard with her sword. It had come back with her, soul-bound, the one thing a recall ever let her keep. It hung in her hand with its edge glowing faint gold under the cloud. Her wings lay folded tight under her sheet. The day buff from noon still sat on her row in gold.

Hooves came up the street at a gallop, iron on stone, a lot of them, and stopped outside the gate all at once.

"Nine horses," Jess said with her ear on the timber. "Big ones. Grown men in tin, by the clank." She grinned at Andy over her shoulder. "Your bait took, boss. Ugly fish."

"Any boys?" Andy asked.

"Just the clank."

So Pippa had kept her fuel home, out from under the sky. He had called that one. Out in the street a horse screamed. A man's voice rose once, sharp, and cut off. Then quiet. Then an axe hit the gate.

The bar jumped in its brackets. The second blow put the blade through the planks, and the steel glowed white along its edge with somebody's metal qi. The third split the bar in two, and the gate slammed back against the wall.

The first knight came through at a run with his sword up and stepped over Jess's line. A violet wire drew taut along the line, furred with frost and singing thin. His right foot stayed on the far side of it, in its steel shoe, standing on the cobbles by itself. The rest of him came on another stride on the stump and went down screaming. Blood jetted out of the cut in a fan that painted the rain barrel. The second knight was already moving too fast to stop. The line took him across both shins. He pitched forward onto his hands with his feet left behind him. Blood pumped out of the two stumps in hard spurts, and he tried to crawl and slid in it.

"Ta," Jess said brightly. "That'll do me."

Seven more came in over them. Breastplates, mail sleeves, helms with the visors down, swords out. One big man carried his lance in on foot like an idiot, too long for the yard, its pennant snagging on a washing line. They had come to snatch a man. They went straight past him.

Every one of them went past Andy like he was a rain barrel, for the women.

He read it in a heartbeat. A snatch squad would have come for him. This was a kill run. Somebody out in the street had looked up at the cloud and made a call. Every knight in the yard would know the row Pippa had read aloud in the cells. FAILS IF IT BREAKS. They had minutes to break the party. One dead woman, any one, and the sky would fold up and go home. His women would stay E- forever.

"Hey!" Andy walked out into the middle of the yard with his arms wide and his bare neck stuck out. "Who wants the summoner? Alive, right? Queen's orders?" He looked at his women. "Can you give them ground? Let them come to me?"

"Forgive me. I do not like this plan," Sara said.

"They can't crit me, Sara. Right? Not allowed."

The take-alive order was older than the call from the street. Two knights broke off and came for him, one at each shoulder. The rest kept on.

Sara gave ground one step at a time toward the far corner, with two knights on her and the lance coming in low for her belly. She turned it with the flat. Then she cut, one short stroke, and gold light screamed along her edge. The lance dropped in two pieces with a yard of ash shaft still in the big man's fists. Her backstroke took the other knight's sword hand off at the wrist. The hand went spinning into the washing, still holding the sword, and hung there in a sheet.

"Excuse me," Sara said to him politely, and stepped back again.

The two on Andy took him at a run. One wrenched his left arm up behind his back until his shoulder cracked. The other's gauntlet closed on the back of his neck and slammed him to his knees on the cobbles, facing the corner by the rain barrel. The steel fingers squeezed until his ears roared. Andy grabbed back over his own shoulder with his free hand and caught the edge of a visor, slick and cold, and hauled at it.

Three knights had Diana in that corner. She had a sheet, a squint and a palm full of fire, and past ten feet they were all one gray smear to her.

"Vûr!" She threw it at the nearest smear. Black fire burst across his breastplate and into his mail, and he reeled away beating at it. Diana's own palm split and blistered to the meat. She hissed and shook it out.

The burning knight spun back and barked at her. "Burn your heart!"

Diana's blistered hand jerked toward her own breast and stopped short of it. Her eyes cleared. The fire stayed in her fingers.

The knights learned fast. The next one shouted, "Down!"

Diana dropped to her knees on the cobbles like her strings had been cut.

"Ignore him, love!" Jess yelled from the gate.

Diana's head came up. She got one foot under her.

"Still!" barked the third knight, and she froze there, half risen, one knee down, the fire guttering out on her hand.

"Head back!"

Her head tipped back. Her throat lay bare and pale under the violet light, and her eyes went wide on the cloud she could barely make out. The first knight lifted his sword in both hands over her neck.

Andy had stopped giving them orders on the day his voice first froze her. He had kept that rule for weeks. He broke it now with a gauntlet crushing his spine.

"Diana, move!"

It hit her harder than any of theirs. She went sideways off her knee and rolled across the cobbles, fast as a slapped cat. The sword came down where her neck had been. It hit stone with a crack and a spray of sparks. She kept rolling. She rolled into the wall and lay there jammed against the brick with her limbs still twitching to obey him, and her face turned toward Andy.

Her face was empty. Her eyes were wide, wet and blank as a doll's, waiting for the next word from him, any word, ready to do it.

"You're clear, Di," Andy said hoarsely. "You're clear."

She came back into her own face with a gasp. Andy's stomach rolled over.

Above them the flashes ran together into one long violet glow. The bar was full.

Every hair in the yard stood up. Diana's hair rose off her shoulders in a cloud. Sara's red hair floated. Blue sparks crawled over the knights' plate like fleas, and one of them looked up. The gauntlet on Andy's neck clamped tighter, and the knight behind him leaned down to his ear and grated, "Got you."

The sky opened.

Three bolts came down white, each as thick as a man's thigh, one for each woman. The first hit Sara in the corner with her sword raised. Her wings burst out through the sheet and blazed, and she screamed with light pouring out of her mouth. The second hit Diana where she lay by the wall and arched her off the cobbles like a drawn bow. The third hit Jess by the gate, and Jess threw her head back and laughed while it burned.

A fourth came for Andy. It came straight down through the top of his skull, out through his knees and into the stones. It went through him cold as a draft through an open door. He was still there.

Then the sky kept striking.

The after-strikes came down bolt after bolt into the yard, branching, white-violet, so bright the yard went to bones and shadows between them. One took the big knight with the stub of lance and split him from the helm crest to the belt. The two halves of him fell open in different directions with steam boiling out of the middle. One hit the knight Sara had unhanded and blew his breastplate off his chest in a shower of white-hot rivets. The two at the gate died on their stumps, lit up like lanterns inside their mail.

The knight with his hand on Andy's neck took one through the crest of his helm.

He cooked inside his plate. The steel went red, then orange, against Andy's back. The fingers on his neck clenched in a death grip, burning hot, and the knight made a sound inside the helm like a kettle. Fat popped and hissed in the joints of his armor. Andy still had his fingers hooked in the edge of the visor. He wrenched at it to get the man off him, and the visor tore loose.

What came out of it came out all over Andy. Boiling blood, steam and the jelly of the man's eyes poured over him. The meat of the face slid off the bone in one wet sheet, hot as soup, into Andy's hair, his mouth, down his chest. The body toppled over him and pinned him to the stones, smoking.

The after-strikes walked up the tenement. A bolt blew in the shutters on the third floor, where a man in a nightshirt had leaned out to look, with his mouth open. It threw him back into the room on fire. Another struck the tenement's back door as a woman opened it with a lamp in her hand. It hurled her back through the doorway in pieces, and the lamp went with her. A third smashed the roof edge and brought slates, a gutter and a body down into the yard in a burning tangle.

Out in the street the horses screamed and bolted. Their hooves clattered away down the lane in every direction at once.

"Sara?" Andy shouted into the light, pinned under the dead man. "Di? Jess? Can you hold on?" Their rows jumped on his sheet, gold, then red, then gold again. Diana's dipped red and hung there.

Sara was on her knees in the corner with both hands locked on her hilt and the point jammed between two cobbles, holding herself up by her own sword while the light tore through her. Her wings beat the brick bloody. Diana clawed at the stones with her mouth wide on a scream that had run out of air, her tail lashing the wall. Jess lay curled on her side by the gate, still laughing, the laugh climbing up and up into a shriek.

"Di?" Andy croaked. "Stay with me? Please?"

"I am staying," Diana ground out through her teeth. "Under protest." Her row crept back to gold.

Then the sky went quiet.

The cloud was thinning. A gray edge of morning showed over the rooftops. The yard smelled of scorched hair, cooked meat and hot iron. Bodies lay smoking all over the cobbles. Three of them were the women, and all three were moving.

[ TRIBULATION — THE PARTY ]
[ STRUCK: SARAFAEL · DIANIZOBILAL · JESSAMINE ]
[ SUMMONER — NOT FOUND ]
[ COLLATERAL — CROWN SQUAD: ALL · TENEMENT: 3 ]
[ BREAKTHROUGH — REALM E- → D- · QI-GATHERING → FOUNDATION (EARLY) ]
[ RECALL — WINDOW 30:00:00 → 29:00:00 ]
[ RECALL — DRAW LOWERED · QI CONDENSED (REALM D) ]


Sara pushed herself up off the stones with her sword. Light still ran in her veins under the skin, gold, fading slowly, and she shook her head like a dog out of water. Diana sat up against the wall with her hair still standing on end. Jess lay on her back by the gate, laughing weakly at the sky with smoke coming out of her ears.

"Fuck me," Diana said. "Fuck me. That was the most painful thing in my life, and I set myself on fire two nights ago." She lifted her blistered hand to look at it. The blisters had healed shut. She frowned, opened her fingers, and out of habit traced a sign across her palm with one nail, the careful way she laid a working. A flame stood up on it, black, with a hard light behind the black, hot enough to sting Andy's face from across the yard. Her palm didn't crack.

A tug caught in Andy's chest, under the breastbone. Qi went out of him in a thin hard pull, down the bond to her hand, and he had poured exactly zero of it.

"Di?" he croaked under the dead knight. "Did you just take that?"

Diana stared at the flame. "I believe I did. From you. I did not ask." She shut her hand on it, slowly. "It is denser than mine. It burns a great deal hotter. Andy, I would very much like to study this."

"Ooh." Jess had a pinch of silver-blue starlight between her fingers. She licked it. "Tastes like boss. Lovely and cold. Ta."

Sara lifted her sword. The gold along its edge flared up bright as noon, and Andy's chest gave again.

Shared mana pool, his gamer brain said. Their casts draw on your bar now, and they skip the click from you. He had a hunch that one was permanent.

Sara came across the yard and hauled the dead knight off him. The body came away in pieces. Andy got up onto his hands and knees and threw up on the cobbles, again and again, down to bile. Then he knelt there with strings of it hanging off his lip and the man's face drying on his skin.

The third floor window hung open on a dark room. The man in the nightshirt had had his mouth open. Andy blinked, and the window lit up white again behind his eyes, and the mouth opened again. He blinked, and it lit again.

His sky had done that. His. He had picked the ground.

"Oi. Don't, boss." Jess sat by the gate with her arms around her knees and her eyes on the third-floor window too. "Don't you go counting them. I'll count them for you and pick who to blame, and it won't be you, boss. Promise. I'll be ever so thorough about it."

"Andy." Sara knelt beside him and laid her hand on his back, between the shoulders, where the plate had burned him. "I am here. We are all here. All three. You kept us whole."

He breathed. He made his eyes go to the loot. Gamer brain. The knights' cloaks lay smoldering on the stones, but two had fallen clear by the gate. Boots, shirts, breeches and a shuttered lantern on the men at the gate, mostly intact. Sara's stroke had left the head end of the lance on the cobbles, the steel point and most of the ash. It would cut down to spear length with any blade. A knight's shield leaned against the rain barrel, scorched black, unbroken. Clothes for his women. A weapon for himself.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist and smeared the knight across it.

[ ACHIEVEMENT — FRIENDLY FIRE: OFF ]


Andy, still wearing the knight, looked up at the emptying sky.

"Yeah," he said. "Thanks."


CHAPTER 49 — Broken

T

he knight's blood had dried on Andy in the gray, and it cracked when he walked.


It had set in the shirt, in the hair over his ears, in the creases of his knuckles where he had held the visor. Every step north through the cistern quarter flaked more of the man off him onto the cobbles. The lance, cut down to spear length, rode on his shoulder. The dead man's boots were two sizes big and slapped at his heels. Sara walked ten yards ahead with her hood up and her sword along her leg under a looted cloak. Jess walked behind him, barefoot, humming under her breath. Diana walked at his side with two fingers hooked through the back of his belt, because past four yards the world was soup to her and the lanes ran crooked.

"Left at the trough," said Andy. "Then the long lane. Then we go up."

"Up," said Diana. "Wonderful. I can see to the end of my own hand, and we are going up." Her fingers tightened in his belt. "I have your belt, by the way."

It was past six in the morning. Pippa knew the old hide, then. She had to have sent the squad straight to its yard, and she would send the next thing faster. So they crossed the city in the first gray toward the last place anybody would search. It was under the window of the woman doing the searching.

A lamp burned in a second-floor window on the long lane. A woman stood inside with her back to the glass, combing out her hair.

The strike came down white through the washing lines. Every window over the old yard lit at once, full of faces, and a man in the third one had his mouth open.

Then a stretch of the lane went missing.

Sara had him by the wrist when he came back, his right palm flat on a cold wall and the spear across his feet. The lamp window was two hundred yards behind them, a yellow dot, and the woman with the comb was gone from it. Diana stood a yard off with her hands out in front of her, feeling for him in the soup. He took his hand off the wall. His palm had left a print in the grime, five fingers and a smear of dead knight.

"You stopped," said Sara. Her voice was low and careful. "Shall we go on? Will you say, Andy?"

"Yeah," said Andy. "Go on?"

It came out a question. Everything did now. Sara nodded and went on, and he counted doors to keep his feet under him. Forty-one doors to the end of the long lane. Six to the corner. He lost the count at the corner and started over at one.

* * *

T

he tenement row stood across a lane from the champion's yard, four stories of soot-black timber leaning on each other like drunks at closing. The guardhouse range rose on the far side of that yard, dark except for one window. Andy kept his eyes off it, and they went around back.


The row shared a yard behind it, with a privy, three washing lines and a rain barrel under the gutter of a lean-to. A carrier's pack frame hung on a peg by the privy door, a carter's wrap knotted over its top bar. Andy looked at the frame, then at Sara's shoulders, then at the frame again. "Your next outfit," he whispered, and Sara studied the frame with grave attention and said, "Is it? Very well."

Diana went up the rain barrel onto the lean-to with Andy's hands on her ankles. Jess went up after her like a cat up a curtain, and Sara came last. The lean-to ran to a row of shuttered third-floor windows. Andy picked the one with the most bird mess on the sill. Sara slid the point of her sword through the crack between the shutters and lifted. The hook inside rose off its eye with a tick, and the shutters swung in on dust.

The room beyond was a store, five yards by four, and it smelled like a cellar's breath. Wooden crates stood in stacks along the right-hand wall, every crate full of empty wine bottles standing neck-up in straw. A cold hearth sat in the left wall. A water butt stood in the corner by the window, with a closet beside it whose slatted door hung on one hinge. The stair-side door stood opposite the window. Andy tried it with two fingers. It gave a finger's width, and on the far side a padlock clinked against its hasp. Dust lay on the crates thick as felt.

"Locked from the stair," he said. "It's a store. The owner comes once a year, by that dust."

Jess turned in a slow circle in the middle of the floor with her arms out and her dead knight's shirt flapping at her knees. "It's giving tomb, boss. Love it. Very us."

Diana sat down on the boards with her back against the crates and put her hands on her knees. Her right hand moved on its own, small loops and crossings, a pen working a line across a page. Then the hand found itself empty and lay still.

Jess put her shoulder to the water butt and rocked it. Water slopped. Under its base lay a flagstone with an iron ring set into it. Cold, wet air breathed up around the flag. "Well shaft," she said. "Runs down through the house to the cistern under it. Rungs on the side, by the smell of the rust. That's a back door, boss."

"Then it's a good room," said Andy. He lay down between the hearth and the window with the spear along his side and went out like a snuffed wick.

* * *

H

e woke to the cold going out of his chest.


The light through the shutter crack had gone white and hard. Noon, or past it. His pool had filled while he slept, the first full pool since the collar went on. Now it was running out of him.

Diana lay asleep against the crates with her hand around his ankle. A thread of silver-blue light ran from his ankle bone up her wrist and into her sleeve, fine as fishing line and bright as frost under a moon. It sparkled where it touched her skin. She drank in her sleep, and her face eased.

His qi read 24 of 32.

He turned his head. Sara sat under the window with her knees up and her sword across them, and her little finger lay against the back of his hand on the boards. A second silver-blue thread ran up her finger. Her golden eyes were on his face, wide and appalled.

His qi read 15 of 32.

Sara yanked the finger back. The thread snapped and went out in a spray of sparks. "I took it," she said. "Andy. I took it, and I did not ask. I do not know why I did not ask."

Diana woke with a jerk. She let go of his ankle and stared at her own hand from three inches away. "Fuck me. Was I asleep? I was asleep. I drank you asleep. That was a speedrun, I believe."

"It's fine," said Andy. He sat up, and his head swam. "It's the new thing. It unlocked this morning with the strike. I felt it click."

"It is a thing I did with your body without your leave," said Sara. "Forgive me."

"It's a thing your body did. Different."

Jess sat cross-legged by the hearth, watching all three of them. She held out her hand to him, palm up, a beggar's hand. "May I? Just a sip. For science. Somebody in this room has to have manners, boss."

He put his hand in hers. The silver-blue thread went up her fingers, short and quick, a single swallow. She shut her eyes. Frost bloomed on her lower lip and melted.

His qi read 11 of 32.

Jess licked the frost off her lip. "That was a sip," she said. "Four, out of you. I'd swear to it. Four out of you, and it landed in me like sixteen." She tipped her head. "Your qi's gone heavy, boss. Four for one. The last road's strike made you twice as strong, and this morning's doubled it again. I'd have told you sooner, only you never asked what you taste like."

"So I'm the potion," said Andy. "Great. Love that for me. Four-to-one potion with legs."

"Very good legs," said Jess.

Then he pulled their sheets, because the look on Sara's face needed a number, and the numbers came up in the same quiet white as always.

[ SARAFAEL — WILL · SS- → S+ → S → S- → A+ → A → A- · EXPRESSED D- ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — WILL · A → A- → B+ → B → B- → C+ → C → C- → D+ · EXPRESSED D- ]
[ JESSAMINE — WILL · S / S ]


He read it top to bottom twice, and his stomach went down the ladder with it.

Every arrow was a handful of deaths. He could put a day on each one. The cell where Sara came back and looked at the floor. The bout. The night Diana came back and asked him what she should think about it. Each rung was a cell door, an iron bit, a cart, and a woman back from the dark a notch shorter than she went in. Diana sat at D-plus, under the B a boy had been born with.

They were going where the boys had gone.

Permanent debuff. Stacks on death. Cleanses in the kit: zero. So that was the new objective, and he set it himself, since the quest log stayed blank. Find the cleanse. Find it before the stack hits the floor.

Jess's row sat at the bottom. S over S, unmoved. He looked at her.

"Uncapped," said Jess. She tapped her temple. "Witches don't wear down. We wear in. Like boots."

Her fingers had gone white on her knee. He took the smile instead.

* * *

T

he afternoon crawled. The tenement shouted around them through the walls: an eel seller in the lane, a baby, boots on the stair below their padlocked door. Diana slept again. Jess went down the well shaft and came back wet to the knees. Forty feet of rungs, she said, and a dry ledge above the water twenty yards along.


The smell came up through the straw while he leaned on the crates, sour and old, sweet underneath. His mouth flooded. He lifted a bottle out. A finger of dregs still lay in it, gone brown, crusted at the line. He put his nose to the neck and breathed in. Every cell in his body sat up and begged like a dog. One finger. Vinegar, nearly. It would sting going down and land warm in his stomach, and the yard full of faces would go soft at the edges for an hour.

His hand had the bottle tipped toward his mouth before he caught it.

He set it back in the straw, neck-up. He straightened the bottle beside it, and the one beside that. He stopped with his hands flat on the crate.

"Ew," said Jess from the hearth. "That's vinegar, boss. Literally. The ick, honestly."

He laughed. It came out of him rusty and short, and it hurt his ribs. Jess grinned like he'd brought her a dead mouse. "There he is."

* * *

A

t dusk they went up on the roof.


The way up ran across the lean-to and up the gable on a ladder of iron roofer's hooks. Sara went first and held the ridge. Andy brought Diana up by his belt, and Jess lay down on his other side. The slates were warm and gritty with soot. Below the ridge on the far side, the lane ran eight yards wide. Past the lane stood the back wall of the champion's yard, its street gate barred at the east end. The yard ran forty yards deep to the north face of the guardhouse range.

One window was lit high in the range's north face above the champion's yard, a long window in a whitewashed passage fifty-five yards from the ridge. Andy was Mortal in every row but sight and will, and his sight gave him the passage like a stage. He had stood in that passage in a collar. Pippa's door was at its near end, and the boys slept across it. Two strides short of that door lay the hatch of the Songbirds' iron-runged shaft down to the ring room.

A man came along the passage with a lamp.

Gray plate. A short gray beard. A patient face. Rook set the lamp on the sill, went down the passage and knelt by the hatch. He lifted an iron bar off the wall, dropped it across the hatch into two staples, and hung a padlock through the eye. He turned a key, put the key in the pouch on his belt and buttoned the pouch. Then he set a stool by Pippa's door and sat on it with his back to the wall. The Peacemaker rode hammer-down in his belt, butt forward. He rested one hand on his knee near it and watched the door like a man watching a fire.

"What is it?" whispered Diana. "Andy. All I have is a smear of yellow."

"Rook. He just barred the shaft and pocketed the key. Now he's sitting on her door."

"Her door. Why?"

"I don't know."

"Fuck me. I used to know why." Her chin lay on her hands on the slates. "I used to know why about everything. Now I take your word for it. That's the problem, isn't it. I take your word for everything."

He let that one go and gave her the rest. "He's guarding her. Or guarding her from somebody, maybe both. The boys sleep across that door. The shaft's her private road down to the room, and it's shut now under the Queen's man's key."

Sara spoke from the ridge with her eyes on the window. "Then there are two roads to her. Through the boys, or through the knight."

"Five kids, or a knight with a gun who took us apart in under a minute." Andy rolled onto his side. "And the anchors are dark. Cut her ring blind and it might do nothing, or ring a bell in her bedroom. Then she moves the night or the room."

"So when?" said Sara. Then, quieter: "Will you rule it?"

"The night of the working. The dark of the moon, she told the table so herself. It's the one stretch she stands still. She's pinned at the altar with the boys in the ring and her hands full. That's eleven days."

"Eleven days," said Jess, to the slates. She rolled onto her back and looked at the first stars, and her voice went light and sweet, the voice she kept for threats. "Or we go east tonight. Down the well, along the cistern, out at the lake path. Steal a boat off the reed bank. By morning we're a smudge on the water. Three girls and a boss, alive. That's a party. That's more party than we've been in a month."

"And the boys?"

"The boys belonged to her before we ever met them, boss."

He looked past her at the other two. "Do we stay?" said Andy. "Sara? Di? Do we stay for them?"

"If you wish it," said Sara at once.

"Yes," said Diana. "Whatever you think."

"See?" Jess sat up and leaned close, and her breath was cold on his ear. "They'd say yes to the river, boss. Nicely, and thank you for asking. So asking them is asking yourself. Don't dress it up."

The lamp burned in the passage window. Rook sat on his stool. Fifty-five yards away, through a door Andy could draw from memory, five boys slept in a row by size.

"Then it's me," said Andy. "I'm saying it. We stay. If it goes bad, it went bad because I said stay, and you can put it on my sheet."

Jess looked at him for a long moment. Then she kissed the side of his head, hard, right on the crust of dead knight in his hair. "Done," she said. "I'll hold you to that, boss. By the throat, if it comes to it. Gently."

Beside him, Diana was laughing into her own hands. "A summoner, a witch and a blind woman lie on a roof," said Diana, "across from a knight with a gun, and decide to wait eleven days. If I had my book, I should write that down. It would be the shortest entry in it."

"Not blind," said Andy. "Squinty."

"A summoner, a witch and a squinty woman."

Sara made a small noise on the ridge. Her shoulders had come down a quarter inch, and the corner of her mouth was up. "And an angel," said Sara. "Who has been made to kneel a great many times this month. Please put her in the joke. She would like to be in the joke."

Andy thought about the room at the bottom of that shaft. Nine anchors, a cut floor and a geometer's math. Pellam, red-faced at the Queen's table, slapping the cloth.

"Pellam keeps a fair copy," said Andy. "Of the sigil. He bragged about it at the supper, in front of everybody. Two floors up the back stair from the yard door."

Jess's grin came up white in the dark. "Then let's go rob a drunk," she said.

Down in the passage window, Rook lifted his head from the door. He looked out across the yard at their roof for the length of one breath.


CHAPTER 50 — Pellam's Anchor

T

he postern was still unbarred. Andy had left it that way himself, the night of the escape, running for his life with a bottle shard in his fist. In four days the palace had forgotten it owned the door. They had waited two more nights for it, for Andy's hands to steady and for a moon that rose late and left the lake path black.


He pushed it with two fingers. It swung in on old hinges, a hand's width, then a body's width, and stopped against a tuft of grass growing through the paving. The smell of the altar yard came out at him: cold stone, wet rope, and under it the sweet rot of whatever the gallows had held last.

"Clear?" whispered Sara behind him.

"Clear," said Andy. "Is it clear for you?"

"It is dark for me. I will take your word."

He went through first. The gallows stood a few yards in on his left, against the west wall, a black frame with an empty rope swinging in the draft from the door. The yard ran away east from it, a hundred yards of paving under a sky with a half moon just up over the palace roofs, and at the far end the palace's west face rose in a wall of shuttered windows. The yard door sat in the middle of that face, a darker square in the dark. The Queen's box squatted in the southeast corner, empty, its awning furled. Along the north side, near the palace end, the guardhouse range showed the yard only a blind back wall.

Diana came through with her hand in his belt. Jess came through last and pulled the postern to behind her, gentle as a nurse closing a ward door. They crossed the yard in a line along the south wall, where the shadow lay deepest. A hundred yards took a long time at a walk. Andy counted his steps to keep his breathing even. At sixty he stopped counting. His legs held steady on their own.

The yard door had a latch string. It hung out of a hole in the door at waist height, a greasy loop of cord the bakers pulled when they came with the bread at the pre-dawn bell. He had passed this door on the inside with Pippa's fingers in his collar ring, and he had looked at that hole and filed it, like a player filing a locked chest to come back for. Now he came back to it. He pulled the string. The latch lifted on the far side with a click like a knuckle, and the door opened onto black.

* * *

T

he passage inside ran east into the palace, stone-floored, stone-walled and narrow enough to touch both sides with his elbows out. A night lamp burned in a niche far down at its end, twenty-five yards off, a flame the size of a fingernail. Its light reached them as a gray suggestion on the walls.


Andy's sight took that gray and made a passage of it. Four yards in on the right, the cellar stair's head went down into deeper black, and a breath of colder air came up out of it. Nine yards in on the left, the back stair's foot. Six yards past that, also on the left, the mouth of the side passage that ran north to Pippa's door. He had walked all three openings on her collar ring. He stopped at the back stair. Sara stopped beside him. Diana stopped with her hand still hooked in his belt.

"Here?" he whispered. "Is here good for you?"

Sara looked up the passage at the side passage's mouth, then back at the yard door. "If it pleases you, Andy."

"I'm asking what pleases you."

Her mouth worked on it. He watched her try. Her golden eyes went to the side passage, to the yard door, back to his face, and stayed there.

"I do not know," said Sara. "I would like you to say, please."

"Okay." He kept his voice soft. Rook would be on his stool at the far end of that side passage, at Pippa's door. Andy was counting on the knight to keep his post through any noise two floors up, and if he left it, he left it down that passage, into Sara. "Then can you keep this stretch for us? Between the stair and the side passage? Di behind you, facing the door?"

"Yes," said Sara at once, and her shoulders eased. She took her place six yards short of the side passage's mouth and laid her sword along her leg in the dark. She set her feet, weight low, and for one breath she was the Sara of the causeway. Then her eyes came back to him over her shoulder to check she had it right. He nodded, and she faced front.

Diana let go of his belt finger by finger. She turned her face toward the yard door, a gray rectangle eight yards off.

"I am guarding a smudge," she said. "If the smudge moves, I will tell you. If I am wrong about it, I will apologize to the smudge."

"Swear at it first."

"Obviously I will swear at it first. Fuck off, smudge. See? Practiced."

Jess was already on the bottom step of the back stair with her hand on the rail, bouncing on her toes. Andy lifted the shuttered lantern off his belt and opened one shutter a crack, enough to throw a sliver of yellow on the steps.

"Lead?" he said.

"I always lead." She went up.

* * *

T

he back stair turned on itself every dozen steps, narrow, steep and worn hollow in the middle of each tread. A door stood at its first turn, oak, standing open on its hinges. Above it the walls changed from bare stone to plaster, and the plaster wore a stripe of grime at shoulder height from a century of servants' shoulders.


Jess climbed with her hands at her sides, palms flat to her thighs. She had kept them like that since the postern.

"Hands," whispered Andy.

"Wards," she whispered back. "Up here, faint, in the walls. A palace this old has layers like a cake, and some of them are Pippa's and some of them belong to dead men. Pull a thread up here and I can't tell you which old fart's bell rings. So I'm a good girl tonight. Hands in my lap. No tricks. Don't get used to it."

"Wasn't going to."

"Liar."

Two floors up, the stair let them out into a corridor of doors. Rugs ran down its middle, thin and stiff with wax. The lantern's sliver went along the doors one by one. A coat on a hook. A boot-scraper. A door with a bunch of dried herbs nailed to it. Then a door with a measuring cord looped around its handle, knotted at intervals, and a smell coming from under it of lamp oil, ink and spilled wine.

"Pellam," said Andy.

"How do you know?"

"Guy measures his own doorknob."

Jess snorted into her sleeve. He tried the handle. It turned.

The study was a long room with one shuttered window and every flat surface in it covered in paper. Slates stood in stacks on the floor. Rolled drawings filled a rack on the wall like loaves in a bakery. A table ran down the middle under a sea of chalk dust and ink rings, and on a reading stand at its far end, by itself, lay a book bound in boards with brass corners. Two wine bottles stood by the stand, both empty. A third lay on its side under the table. A painted label clung to the nearest: a gray hill standing up out of white mist. The dregs in its bottom gave off a faint purple-red shine. Diana's glowing wine, from the Veils. A rich man's bottle. Andy's mouth flooded, four days dry, and he made himself look at the book.

A door in the left wall stood shut. Behind it a man was snoring, long, wet and steady, a drunk's snore poured straight into bed.

Jess put her nose to the crack of that door and breathed in, and her lip curled. "Thin," she whispered. "His soul. Pickled thin, like an onion in a jar. You could read a book through it. Not enough there for the fork."

Andy closed the lantern down to a thread and crossed to the reading stand. Jess drifted after him, her eyes on the shut door, her hands flat to her thighs.

The boards were tooled in gold, worn off at the corners by thumbs. He opened them.

Inside was the ring room.

He had read it once, standing on its floor in a collar with Pippa's laugh in his ear, and here it was again in ink, flat and clean, from above. The ring. The nine anchors, each drawn as a small square with its aim marked by an arrow. The walkway around the ring. The iron door, a short heavy line at the bottom of the page, and off the stair's foot beside it a small square marked vault in a fussy hand. Pellam had drawn every curve with a compass and a steady hand, and every line showed how much he loved drawing them. Every raid he had ever run started with a map like this one, posted by some guy who had wiped forty times. This one was drawn by the boss's own engineer.

Pippa's sigil lay over the floor of the ring in red ink. It was a wide, loopy thing, florid and confident. In the middle of the ring, under the red, drawn in pale gray, lay a smaller circle with its own marks, neat, close and old.

Jess's breath stopped beside him.

"That's mine," she said.

Her voice came out small and flat. She put one finger on the page, on the gray circle, and drew it back fast, a hand off a stove.

"Your circle."

"My circle. The one I cut for the climb. The night we all went up." Her finger hovered over the gray line. "He's drawn it dead. Look. Gray. That's the geometer's color for dead geometry. Lines that held a working once and hold nothing now. He's drawn her sigil right around it and through it, like you'd lay a new road over an old cart track."

"Is it dead?"

"It's used." She smiled, and the smile was wrong. "Used and dead aren't the same thing, boss. Not to a witch. Pellam's a geometer. He thinks in lines. He doesn't think in souls."

Beside the gray circle, in the margin, two round blots sat on the page. They were the size of fingertips, dark, and almost perfectly round, and they had soaked through. The paper had puckered around each one. Next to them, in a cramped, fussy hand, somebody had written two words and underlined them twice: "not mine."

"Who's not-mine?" said Andy.

"Not a clue." Jess bent close, sniffed the blots and pulled her face back. "Old. Older than the page. Don't touch them."

He filed it. Two blots, disowned by the man who owned everything else on the page. It went in the bag with the other unknowns, and he turned the leaf.

The next page was the ninth anchor by itself.

It was drawn large, a square the size of his palm with its arrow aimed across the ring at the iron door. Pellam had worked it over with numbers in tiny columns, angles and distances, fractions crossed out and redone. And down the margin, in the same fussy hand, two lines in darker ink, written hard enough to dent the paper.

Andy read them aloud, under his breath, because his mouth wanted to hear them.

"A quarter-turn and it eats its author. It cannot spare the stock while she holds them."

The snoring went on behind the door.

"The stock," said Jess.

"The boys." His jaw ached. He made it unclench. "He said it at the supper. The working eats the stock. He was proud of it. He said it with his mouth full."

"And a quarter-turn eats its author."

"A quarter-turn of what?"

"Ask the drunk."

He looked at the page. Numbers, angles, an arrow, a margin note. He read it again. It said the same thing, and it stayed shut. It was a hint on a loading screen for a level he had yet to see. He took hold of the leaf at its root, close to the stitching, and tore it out. It came free with a long, soft rip that sounded loud as a gunshot in the room.

The snoring stopped. Andy and Jess froze. Behind the door, bedsprings creaked. A man grunted, smacked his lips twice, and muttered a word that might have been Majesty or might have been more. Then the snore came back, deeper, with a whistle on the end of it.

Jess let her breath out through her teeth. Andy folded the leaf in half, then in half again, then once more, and pushed it down inside his shirt against his skin, under the waist of his breeches where the cloth was tight.

"Now the rest," he whispered. He shut the boards on the copy and tucked the book under his arm.

Jess was looking at the door.

"I could," she said. She said it lightly, like offering him the last of the bread. "No tricks. Just hands. He's old, he's soaked and he's on his back. I'd be in and out before he finished a snore, boss. Nobody would even hear him."

He looked at the door too. He thought about it honestly, because she deserved honest. The old man had sat at the Queen's table and called the boys stock with his mouth full of her meat.

"What does it get us?" he said.

"Fun."

"Besides fun."

Jess tipped her head. "It gets us one less man in that room on the night."

"Does it? The sigil's cut. It's in the floor. Kill him, and it's still in the floor." He tapped the book under his arm. "And this is a copy. He dies tonight, the Crown finds him dead with his book gone, and they go through every paper he owns. Some clerk sits down with the pile, reads his numbers and finds whatever a quarter-turn is. Alive, he wakes up to an empty reading stand. He can tell the Crown he lost the palace map, or he can keep his mouth shut. He's kept that flaw hidden for a year because he'd rather die than look wrong. It's a bet. I like the odds."

"So he sits on his own mistake."

"He sits on it for us. For free. You don't kill the NPC who's sandbagging the boss."

Jess looked at the door a moment longer. Then she shrugged, a loose, bony shrug inside the dead knight's shirt.

"Here's to his pride, then," she said. "Long may it rot him."

Andy went down the table with the lantern and looked for paper. He found a stack of clean sheets under a slate, good heavy paper, cut square. He took a fat handful. He found a pencil in a cup among the pens, lead in a wooden sleeve, sharpened to a point with a knife. He took that too.

"Looting?" said Jess.

"Inventory."

"It's giving burglar, boss."

"It's giving we need a floor plan and Di can't hold one in her head right now, so somebody has to draw it."

Jess's face did a small, quick thing at that, and smoothed. She came around the table and took the stack of paper off him. She rolled it tight and slid it inside her own shirt, against her ribs.

"I'll carry the paper," she said. "You carry the book. Fair's fair."

The shuttered window had a gap at its top where the shutter had warped, and through it came a thread of moonlight and a draft. Andy stood in it for one breath with the copy under his arm and the leaf against his belly. He had the room on paper. He had the anchor. He had two lines in an old man's hand, one he understood and one he could only stare at.

It was more than he'd had at dusk. Diana would have turned it over and found three answers in it before they reached the stairs. Diana was downstairs guarding a smudge, so he would turn it over himself, slowly, on paper, with a stolen pencil. Down the back of his neck the skin crawled anyway. Stealing a level's map from the dev's own desk was supposed to feel better than this.

"Out," he whispered. "Same way. Quiet."

They went out into the corridor and pulled the study door to behind them. The measuring cord swung on the handle. Andy opened the lantern's shutter its crack again and pointed the sliver down the stair, and Jess went first, hands at her sides, down into the turn.

They were halfway down the first flight when the sound came up the stairwell.

It was steel on stone, a long screeching drag, then a crack. Then a note under it, deep, clean and golden, the hum of Sara's glass going up. It shook dust out of the plaster at his shoulder.

Andy grabbed the rail. Two floors down, Diana was screaming his name.


CHAPTER 51 — Heaven-Gate

A

ndy took the last flight four steps at a time with the copy clamped under his arm and Jess's bare feet slapping behind him. The fight came up the stairwell to meet him in pieces. A roar and a gust of heat, Diana's black fire going off like a furnace door. A clang. His name again in Diana's voice, cracking in the middle. Glass breaking in a long sliding crash, a greenhouse coming down, and then Sara, perfectly courteous: "Sir, I must ask you to stop." Then a sound he knew from the cells, a bone going, wet and dull.


He came around the bottom turn and out of the stair foot into the passage, and the passage had changed. A lamp stood on the flags at the side passage's mouth, six yards east, burning steady and low. Its light ran gold and gray along the stones. The floor between the lamp and the stair foot glittered with broken glass that was already fading, shards of Sara's formation going to motes and winking out like sparks off a grinder.

Rook stood in the middle of the glitter.

He had his sword out. It was a plain knight's longsword with a leather grip gone black from his hand, and a gray shine crawled along its flat like frost along a rail. Down the length of the passage the air had gone heavy. The lamp flame lay over sideways and stayed there, pressed flat. Under Rook's boots two flagstones had cracked from heel to toe, and every breath Andy took came in thick.

Sara stood three yards west of the stair foot with her sword up in both hands. Her left ear hung off the side of her head by a flap of skin the width of a thumb. Gold ran from it down her neck and soaked her collar, bright as paint. It dripped off her elbow onto the flags. Behind her, Diana sat against the south wall with her right arm across her lap. The forearm bent in the middle, in a place a forearm bent only in a nightmare. Both bones had come out through the skin, white and splintered, poking up out of a torn sleeve that was filling dark. Her nose ran blood over her lip. A smell of burned hair and hot iron hung in the passage, and a black scorch mark the size of a dinner plate smoked on Rook's breastplate, dead center, a stain on a stove.

"The smudge moved," said Diana. Her face was gray, her eyes swimming. "I swore at it. It was very fucking rude to me about it."

Rook looked at Andy. His face was as patient as ever under the short gray beard.

"Summoner," said Rook. "Come down off the step. My order's take-alive. Theirs isn't."

The fight sat in the passage in front of Andy like a replay. Diana's black slug, flattened on that plate. Sara's glass, cracked and shattered by a man with a sword and a bad mood. And the man still standing in the same square yard of floor, breathing easy. The plate over his head read in red, with a skull beside it. KNIGHT. Realm ?. Same as the causeway. Same as every time.

Andy came the rest of the way off the step and walked west, away from Rook's sword, his back to it for three long yards. The skin on the side of his neck crawled every step. Rook let him go. Jess came behind him with her hands flat to her thighs. Rook let her go too, and his eyes followed her a beat longer than they followed Andy.

Andy stopped in front of Sara with his back to her blade and his face to the knight.

Take-alive. Every time this man had come for him, he had come the same way. The causeway, forty yards between the hammer and the aim, and a hand closing on his neck. The yard at the old hide, the squad and their gloves all reaching for the same place. They could kill the women any way they liked. Him, they had to hold. And holding a man meant one grip on one place, taken one way.

Straight line. Front foot. The neck.

Rook's front foot would land a stride short of Andy. Andy looked down at the flagstone a stride in front of his own boots. It was cracked across one corner. A shard of Sara's glass sat on it, going to light.

"Di," said Andy, low, his eyes on the knight. "Can you see the flag in front of me? The cracked one?"

"Just," said Diana behind him, thick. "It is the last thing I can see."

"Can you lay the shackle on it? Flat, on the stone? Just on that one?"

"Yes."

Her breath went in. The word came, low and rough in a throat full of blood. "Dûrz-ûm."

Black came out of the floor and set on the stone. It spread over the cracked flag like spilled ink and lay there flat. For an instant it took the shape of a footprint, a boot pointed at Andy, then smoothed to a plain shadow on a stone. Diana coughed wetly behind him. A fresh rope of blood went down her chin.

Rook looked at the shadow. One corner of his mouth went up in his beard.

"Ivy," said Rook. "I've walked through ivy, girl."

"Then walk," said Andy.

He put his hand on Diana's shoulder behind him, blind. Her blood was warm and slick on her collar. He opened the door in his chest and poured.

Four points went out of him. The cold went, a small cold, a sip. The silver-blue starlight ran down his arm, into her and on into the floor with her spell. On the flag the black shadow swelled. It went from ink to tar. It spread past the edges it had been sized for, and it kept spreading.

His qi read 28 of 32.

Rook came.

Andy only caught it because he had been staring at the exact flag. The lamp flame lay down flat on the stone. A gray streak crossed five yards of passage in a blink, a smear of steel with a man inside it. A gauntleted hand opened at the end of it, fingers spread for his throat, coming at the place under his jaw where it had closed once before on a causeway.

Rook's front foot came down on the flag.

The shadow wrapped it. Black bands flew up his boot and greave to the knee, thick as wrists, and told his leg the ground was already there, a stride early. The leg believed it. It locked in the air an inch above the stone with the full weight of the knight's charge behind it, and the charge kept going on its own.

His fingers closed on air. They closed a hand's width short of Andy's windpipe, so close the leather breathed on his skin.

[ DUSK SHACKLE — DIANIZOBILAL — D → C ]


Rook's body twisted over the locked leg like a door coming off a hinge. His hip made a sound like a green branch. He caught himself on his sword, point to the floor, and the flagstone under the point split in two.

"Fuck me," said Diana, behind them. "It held."

Sara was already moving.

She went past Andy's left shoulder low and fast, gold dripping off her elbow, her sword back for the cut that would open Rook from belt to armpit while his leg hung in the black. Her face was the face from the causeway. For one heartbeat she was all the way back.

"Kneel!" said Rook.

He said it in a guard's voice, flat and bored, the voice from the cells.

Sara's knees hit the stone. They hit it hard, mid-stride, one and then the other, and her body jarred to the teeth. Her sword stopped at the top of its swing.

"Drop it!"

Her hands opened. The sword rang on the flags beside her knee and lay there.

Andy had the word in his mouth. Up. One syllable. It was right there, behind his teeth, and his voice was the only one that would hold her past the beat. Diana's face came up behind his eyes, in the yard at the old hide. Diana, move. Her eyes going empty when it took her. He swallowed it. It went down like a stone.

"Sara, can you—" said Andy.

"Head down!"

Sara's head went down. It bowed all the way, chin to her chest, and the back of her neck came bare under her hair, a pale stripe with gold running across it from the torn ear. Rook pulled his sword out of the split flag and raised it over her. He raised it with one arm, twisted over the leg the shadow held, a clumsy stroke from a bad angle and more than enough for a bare neck.

"Ignore him," said Jess.

She said it quietly. She said it from behind Andy's shoulder, almost a murmur, the voice for telling a friend to let a drunk shout himself out.

Sara's head came up.

She came up out of the bow with her eyes wide and gold, still on her knees. Her empty hands came up off the floor, and her breath went out of her short and hard, and the gate came with it.

It rose out of the flags between her and Rook in a sheet. Gold glass, floor to ceiling and wall to wall, set in lead lines of light and thicker than any she had raised before. A deep hum came out of it, low enough to feel in the teeth. Rook's sword came down on it and stopped dead a hand above her head. The impact threw a ring of gold sparks across the passage and shook dust out of the ceiling.

The glass held. A gray crack ran an inch into it from the blade and stopped.

[ HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION — SARAFAEL — D → C ]


Sara held up her right hand, open. On the flags beside her knee, her sword lifted, turned, and came to her palm, slapping into it hilt-first. Her fingers closed on it.

Rook looked at the glass, then down at his leg, then at Jess. He looked at Jess for a long time.

"Huh," said Rook.

Andy's hands had started to shake. He put the copy under his other arm so he could make a fist. The back of Sara's bowed neck kept coming up behind his eyes, the pale stripe, a cell door, a stone floor, the blade up. He made the fist tighter. It kept coming.

"Are we leaving?" he said. "Sara? Can you hold it while we go?"

"It holds itself," said Sara. Her voice shook. She got one foot under her, then the other, and stood, with her sword in her fist and her ear hanging. "It does not need my hand. I will walk backward beside it anyway, if that pleases you."

"It pleases me."

"Then it pleases me."

Diana tried to get up with one arm and failed. Andy hauled her up by her good arm. Her broken one swung, and she made a sound through her teeth like a kettle. Jess got under her other side, careful of the bones, and took her weight.

"Lean, Di," said Jess. "I've got the heavy half. Heavy little thing, aren't you."

"Fuck off," said Diana, and leaned.

They went west. The yard door stood six yards behind them. Andy walked backward with Diana's weight on him and his eyes on the knight. Behind the gold glass Rook bent over his locked leg with both hands on the black bands, working at them like a man untying a wet knot. Wherever his gauntlets touched the shadow it smoked gray, but it held.

The yard door was at his back. He found the latch with his free hand. Cold air from the altar yard came in around them, smelling of the gallows rope.

Rook straightened behind the gold. The black bands on his leg were thinning, going gray at the edges. He rested the point of his sword on the floor and his hand on the pommel. The Peacemaker sat in his belt, butt forward, hammer down. His hand had stayed off it since Andy came off the stair.

He looked through the glass, past Sara with her sword and her hanging ear, past Andy with the stolen book under his arm. He looked at Jess.

"Witch," said Rook. "That word. Next time, I start with you."

Jess smiled at him, wide and sweet, holding up a woman with her arm in pieces.

"Blessed be," she said. "I'll keep a place for you."

They went out into the altar yard and across it along the south wall, a hundred yards at a stagger. Andy had Diana's good arm over his neck and the copy jammed under his other arm. Every step jolted her splintered bones. She swore at every one. Sara walked last, backward, her sword up toward the yard door. It didn't open. The gallows rope swung in the wind off the lake. Andy counted it. Eleven swings to the postern. He made himself stop at eleven and pulled the door to behind them. The lake path was black, wet and empty all the way home.

* * *

J

ess set Diana's arm on the floor of the hide by one stub of candle, with Diana's own belt between Diana's teeth.


"On three, Di," said Jess. "Ready? One."

She pulled on one. Both bones slid back under the skin with a sound like a boot coming out of mud. Diana bit a crescent out of the belt leather and swore around it for a full minute in two languages, one of them dead. Jess laid two slats off a bottle crate along the forearm and bound them with strips torn from the hem of her own shirt, tight, quick and neat as a parcel.

"There," said Jess. "Ugly, but it'll knit. Don't punch anybody with it."

Diana spat out the belt. Her face was wet and gray. "If anybody in this room suggests the faster cure," she said, "I shall bite them. I have the teeth for it. I am in the mood."

"Nobody suggested anything," said Andy.

"You were thinking it."

"I was thinking about your arm."

"Same thing, with you." She lay back against the crates with her splint on her chest and shut her eyes. "Fuck me, that hurt. Write it down. Oh. I can't."

Sara knelt by the window with her ear held to her head under her palm. The gold had crusted it back on already, a thick line of it like solder along the seam, and when she took her hand away the ear stayed where it belonged. She had cleaned her sword and laid it across her knees. She had a question on her face she was working up to asking.

"Did I do well, Andy?" said Sara. "Forgive me. I knelt."

"You threw a gate from your knees that a knight couldn't cut through," said Andy. "With your sword on the floor. It went up a rank."

"He said kneel, and I knelt. He said drop it, and I dropped it." Her voice stayed even and polite, a report. "He will say it again, Andy. Next time, and every time. And I do not know how to stop it. I sat here and tried to know while Jess set Diana's arm. I do not know."

Andy didn't answer her. He had a quest with a blank marker, a cleanse he had yet to find, and an angel who used to rule on gods, asking him whether she had done well at kneeling.

"I'll be there," said Jess, from the floor by Diana. She was licking Diana's blood off her own fingers, thoughtfully, one at a time. "Every time he says it, I'll be there to say the other thing. He can't out-shout me, Sara. Nobody can. I'm extremely annoying."

Sara looked at her a long moment. Then she bowed her head to Jess, small and grave, a bow for a judge. "Thank you."

The copy lay open on the boards beside the candle. Diana rolled her head toward it and squinted. At three inches she could read. She put her nose almost to the page and read the ring room fast and hungry, her lips moving, the old Diana for half a minute.

Then her lips stopped moving.

She lay back down. "I can't make it do anything. It sits there like a dead server."

At dawn Andy went up on the roof by himself.

Across the champion's yard, the lamp still burned in the passage window. Rook was back on his stool at Pippa's door. He sat crooked, favoring the hip, with his sword across his knees. Three nights ago his right hand had rested on his knee.

This morning it rested on the Peacemaker's grip.


CHAPTER 52 — The Floor Plan

T

he Collectors took the cooper at nine on the second morning after the raid, out of the next yard over, with his breakfast still in his mouth.


Andy watched it through the crack in the back shutter. The tenement yards ran back to back down the row. A wall of crumbling brick split them, low enough to see over from a third floor, and the cooper's yard lay just past theirs. Six Collectors in gray came in at the cooper's street gate in a line. A woman with a copper badge and a face like a shut door walked behind them with a sheaf of bills in her fist. Captain Ruthe. She held one bill up beside each face that came out of each door and looked from paper to man and back. Then she nodded or shook her head.

She nodded at the cooper. Two of them took him by the elbows and walked him back out the street gate. He kept chewing all the way, like he had forgotten how to stop.

"Did he help us?" said Sara, at Andy's shoulder.

"Never saw him before in my life."

"Then why?"

"Because she's farming the zone," said Andy. "Every face that gets close enough to the bill drops loot. She'll sort it at the jail. Kills the wrong mobs, she still gets the drop rate."

A Collector slapped a fresh bill on the yard wall with a paste brush and smoothed it with his palm. Andy's own face looked back across the yards at him in black ink. The jaw was too square and the eyes too close, and the number under it was bigger than the last bill's. Down in the cooper's yard, by the rain barrel, two small kids stood holding hands and stared at the street gate where their father had gone.

They took a washerwoman next, and then a carter with a bad leg and a face like an old boot. Then the sweep went out the far gate into the next street. Its noise moved off along the row, doors, boots, a dog going mad, and got smaller.

"They have passed us," said Sara.

"Yeah," said Andy. "Looks like." He let the shutter fall to its crack and went to the sheet.

* * *

I

t was one of Pellam's blank sheets, flattened on the boards under four empties from the crates, with Pellam's own pencil. Andy had drawn it twice already and torn both up. This time he drew it slowly, like he'd map a raid before the first pull, every wall before every mob.


The yard door went at the top of the sheet, then the stone passage behind it. The cellar stair went down off the passage, thirty feet, with one landing. At its foot he drew the vault passage off to one side, where Pellam's copy had a small square marked vault, and the iron door facing the bottom step.

"Then a yard of threshold," he said, drawing it. "Through the wall. It flares at the room end, two strides wider than the door on each side."

"You remember that?" said Jess. She lay on her belly on the boards with her chin in her hands.

"I stood in it with Pippa holding a lamp and giving me the tour." He drew the room past the threshold, a circle with a walkway around it two strides wide. "She dragged me down there to gloat. While she was trying to break my head open with the collar, I burned INSPECT on her floor."

He drew the ring inside the walkway. He set nine small squares on the line for the anchors. The ninth he put due north, on the door's axis at the far side, and drew it bigger, a knot.

"The altar goes here." It was a block on the north walkway, its east end hard against the knot's west shoulder. He drew a short ladder. "That's her back door. Rook's got it barred now, with his key."

"So two ways in," said Jess. "His stair. Her shaft."

"Two ways in. One we can use." He tapped the stair. "And in the middle." He drew a small circle at the ring's heart. "Yours."

Jess looked at it a long time, unblinking. "Huh," she said. "Look at me. Under a sigil. She cut right around me like I was dead, boss. Rude."

He drew the ninth's arrow last, as Pellam's copy had it, aimed straight across the ring at the iron door. Then he slid the leaf out of his shirt, warm from his skin, and unfolded it beside the sheet. The old man's two lines ran down its margin. He had read them twenty times since the study.

"Still eats its author," said Jess.

"Still won't say which way it turns." He folded the leaf back into its square and pushed it down against his belly. "Whatever the turn is, it lives on that stone. So that's the stone I want to be standing next to."

"She knows we've got her map, boss," said Jess. "Rook watched the book go."

"She can't move the dark of the moon." He tapped the knot on the ring's north side. "And she can't move a sigil cut in stone. All she can move is guards."

"Then we mind her guard," said Jess.

"Will you say where I stand, please?" said Sara.

He looked at her. "Stair head," he said. "You hold the top with your gate. Anything comes along the passage, it hits you first."

"Stair head," said Sara, and her shoulders came down an inch.

Diana sat against the crates with her splinted right arm across her lap, the crate slats bound to it with strips of shirt hem. She leaned in and brought her face three inches from the sheet and read every inch of it, her lips moving over every word he had written. Her eyes went from the knot to the stair to the vault and back.

"So what does it tell you?"

Her mouth opened. She looked at the sheet a while longer, close enough that her breath moved the paper.

"It tells me where the fucking walls are," she said finally, and sat back against the crates.

He folded the sheet in four.

* * *

S

ara and Jess went up on the roof after dark. They went out the back window onto the lean-to and up the roofer's iron hooks on the yard side of the gable, to the ridge. From up there they could see the lane, the champion's yard and the lit window outside Pippa's door. They could see anybody coming up the row with a lantern.


Andy lit the candle stub and sat with his back to the crates. Diana sat across from him. She had been squinting at him for a quarter hour. "Andy Chunking," she said.

His whole name. He sat up. "Dianizobilal."

She made the noise, the small pleased sound she made when she was handed a present. Then dark pink spread out from her collarbones.

"I am going to ask you a thing," she said. "I want it understood before I start that I have thought about it at length. The arm is irrelevant. If you laugh I shall set fire to the crates."

"I'm not laughing."

"I want you to fuck me." The pink spread across her chest. "Here. Tonight. While they're on the roof. I'm asking. Since they put me in the cells I have asked for exactly one thing, which was to be let die quicker, and now I'm asking for this."

He got up, came over and knelt in front of her. She squinted up at him, gave up, and leaned in until her face was an inch from his. Her eyes were huge, dark and trying, and he let her look.

"There you are," she said quietly. "Hello."

"Hey, Di."

He kissed her. She made a sound into his mouth and grabbed his shirt with her good hand. He laid her back on the boards and set the bad arm across her stomach. Then he unbuttoned the looted shirt she wore down the front. Her breasts were big, heavy and cream-pale, the nipples already hard. He filled his hands with them, and she arched into his palms and went pink to the navel while he looked.

"You're staring," she said.

"Yeah."

"Well. Good." She squinted at him, and the squint turned sly. Then she tucked her chin and drew her shoulders in to make herself small, which on Diana was a geometric impossibility, peeked up at him through her lashes, and said, in a high bright voice that was nothing like her own, "Hiii, chat."

Andy made a noise like a man taking an arrow.

"Willow," said Diana, in her own voice. "Of the screen called Flinch. You told us about her in the cells." She held the pose. "Merci for the sub, you're so sweet. Is that the intonation?"

"Di. Oh my God."

"It is. I can see it on your face. I can always see it." She was a succubus, and she said it like a footnote. "I am a better scholar than you are a describer. Carry on, chat."

He kissed his way down her, pulled the cord on her knight's breeches and dragged them off her legs, and her tail came free, lashed once against the boards and wrapped around his wrist.

"That isn't me," said Diana.

"Sure."

He spread her thighs with his hands and put his mouth on her. She was already wet, slick and hot, and she tasted like copper and salt. She jerked under his tongue and put her good hand flat over her own face.

"Oh, fuck," said Diana from under the hand. "Oh fuck, that is. Andy. Fuck."

He took his time. He licked up the length of her, found her clit and circled it slow. Her hips came up off the boards to chase his mouth, and he pinned them down with his forearm. She swore steadily into her palm, every word she had, in Common and then in Demonic. Her thighs shook against his ears. He slid two fingers of his left hand into her and curled them, and she clenched on them hard.

Boots on the stair. He froze. Diana froze under him, every muscle tight, and her good hand fell off her face to the boards. Andy reached back and pinched the candle out. The boots came up past the second floor and stopped on the landing outside their door. A line of yellow lantern light slid under the shut door and lay across the boards a yard from Diana's bare foot. The padlock rattled on the far side. Rattled again, harder.

Diana was right on the edge. It was in the clench around his fingers and the shake in her legs. He came up on his elbow in the dark, his fingers still in her, and clapped his right hand over her mouth, and she bit it. Her teeth sank into the meat at the base of his thumb and held.

"Store," said a man's voice outside. "Locked from this side. Empty."

The lantern line slid away under the door. The boots went on up to the garret, crossed it overhead and came back down past their door, down and out. A door banged in the yard.

Diana let go of his hand. Her teeth had left a crescent in it. Andy found the flint by feel and lit the stub again, and in its light the crescent was already purpling. "Up on the roof," she whispered, "they'll have seen that lantern come in. And they could do nothing about it. Don't you dare stop."

He bent his head and went back to it. Three strokes of his tongue and she came apart, hard. Both thighs clamped on his head and her good hand fisted in his hair. She came swearing in a high strangled whisper, her hips jerking and her tail lashing the boards. He kept at her until she shoved his face away.

"Enough. Fuck me. Enough, I'm dead, I'm a dead woman."

He came up over her, toed off the dead man's boots and shoved his breeches down, and his cock dragged across the inside of her thigh. Her face changed. The squint stayed, and the blush, but the demon came up behind her eyes, sure, hungry and very old. She arched up under him, fisted her good hand in his hair and bit his jaw, and dragged her heel down the back of his leg. A low line of Demonic came out of her, all hard edges, and the hair stood up on his arms.

"That is mine," she said. Her voice had dropped half an octave. "Put a child in me with it, Andy. I want to be bred tonight, on this floor, by you."

The want in her went straight down his spine. Any baby she made would be half demon and half his. The thought hit him like a shot of liquor, hot, stupid and good. He caught her good wrist and pinned it above her head on the boards, and she bared her teeth at him and grinned.

"Slow," he said.

"Fuck slow."

"Slow, Di."

He pushed into her an inch at a time. She was soaked, tight and hot as a fever. She clenched on the head of his cock and tried to pull him in with her heel, and he held her there. He gave it to her slow and deep, all the way to the root. Then he held still with his balls pressed against her ass while she writhed under him and spat Demonic at the ceiling.

Then he fucked her. Long strokes, pulling nearly all the way out and sinking back in. Every time he bottomed out she made a sound like a struck bell. Her splinted arm lay across her stomach between them. He kept his weight off it and kept her other wrist pinned. She wrapped both legs around his hips and her tail around his thigh. She ground up against him on every stroke.

"Harder than that," she said. "I want all of it, every fucking drop, and I want it deep. Chat, he's so big." She strained up off the boards against his grip on her wrist, sank her teeth into his shoulder and growled into the bite like a dog with a bone.

He gave her harder. The empties rattled in the crate behind him. Her breasts bounced with every thrust and the candle flame jumped. She came again a minute later, fast and sudden. Her cunt went tight around his cock and pulsed, again and again, and her back arched clear off the boards. She cried out once and bit it off herself this time, her eyes rolling back.

He kept going through it. She came down from it already reaching, her heel in his back. "Now," she said. "Come in me now. I want to feel it go in."

He let go of her wrist, took her hip in both hands and drove into her, three, four, and on the fifth he came. He buried himself to the root and came, hard, pulse after pulse, deep inside her. She held him in with both legs and moaned at the ceiling, her whole body shaking. She squeezed down on him through every pulse until he was empty. Cold drew tight in him under the navel, and frost-light poured off his skin into her belly. She went limp under him with a long, shaking sigh.

Her skin went hot under his hands. The frost-light ran out from her belly in pale threads under the skin, up her ribs and down her right arm from the shoulder, and went in under the slats. The bones of her forearm ground against each other under the wood with a sound like wet gravel. She hissed through her teeth. The swelling around the splint went down in the candlelight. The skin smoothed, and the purple drained to yellow and then to her own color. Her fingers opened and closed on her stomach.
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"Oh," said Diana, in her own voice. She lifted the splinted arm an inch off her belly and turned the wrist. "Oh, that is very good. That is knitting. I can feel it knitting."

"Does it hurt?"

"Like hell." She dropped the arm. "Stay in. I have not finished my supper."

He stayed in. He lay half on her with his weight on his elbows and his forehead against hers. She squinted up at him from an inch away. Her tail had let go of his thigh and lay curled across his calf, warm, and she pretended it was a stranger's tail. "I asked," she said.

"You did."

"First time since the cells I've asked for it and got it." Her eyes filled up, and she blinked hard and ignored it. "It was a very good fuck, Andy Chunking. I would like that understood."

"Understood."

"I addressed a chat." She squinted at the ceiling, appalled. "In the middle of it. I have lectured to halls of four hundred." Then she let it go. "I might want it again tomorrow." She frowned up at him. "I might want a great deal tomorrow. I am out of practice. You'll have to be patient with the list."

"Make it long," said Andy.

The shutter creaked. Jess came in over the sill feet first, then Sara behind her, folding her wings flat to fit. Jess took one look at the two of them on the boards and grinned all over her face.

"A lantern," she said. "A whole lantern. Came in the yard gate and went in your stair door, and that was the last we had of it till it came back out. Couldn't make a sound, boss."

"It did not stop us," said Diana. "GG."

"Clearly," said Sara, and politely turned around.

Andy rolled off and found his breeches, the leaf still tucked in their waist. The folded sheet had ended up under his knee. He smoothed it flat in the candlelight and looked at the barred shaft a stride west of the altar.

Seven nights to the dark of the moon. One stair to get down there, and only Rook's key opened the other road.


CHAPTER 53 — I'll Die in That Room

S

ara came in through the back window under a carrier's pack frame, backward, wings first.


The frame caught on the shutter. She wrenched it free with a grunt and a polite apology to the shutter and climbed the rest of the way in, stooped double, a hunched figure in a carter's wrap with an empty frame on her back. Her wings lay strapped flat under the frame's crosspieces. Her hair was bound up under the wrap in three turns of brown cloth, and a thin gold glow leaked out at the edges of it.

She straightened up inside the room and her back cracked like a log in a fire.

"Water Street," she said. "Market day. Nobody looked at the carter. Every carter in the city looks at the ground, so I looked at the ground, and so I was a carter." She unknotted the wrap. Her hair came down in a long red rope that lit the room's dim corner. "This is for you."

She held it out to Diana with both hands. It was a small book in a cheap calf binding, the leather still stiff, a stall-seller's book for receipts and recipes. A hundred blank pages, cut square.

Diana sat up against the crates. The crate slats lay in the corner by the hearth with the strips of shirt hem still knotted around them. Her arm had knit in the night. She grabbed the book in both hands and held it, easy. She brought it to within three inches of her face and opened it. The pages fanned under her thumb, clean, white and empty.

"Oh," said Diana.

"Is it the wrong kind?" said Sara. "I do not know the kinds. I asked the stall-man for a book a scholar would want. He gave me this one, and I gave him a dead knight's coins."

"It is the right kind." Diana's voice came out thick. She put her nose to the gutter of the book and breathed in the new leather. "It is exactly the right kind. Thank you, Sara."

She found the pencil on the floor where Andy had left it, licked the point, and set the book on her knee. She wrote the date at the top of the first page in her small, cramped, beautiful hand. Under it she wrote one word.

Observed.

Then the pencil stopped. Andy watched it stop from across the room. A pigeon walked across the roof over their heads, eleven steps, and the next word stayed out of her reach. She closed the book on the pencil and held it shut against her chest.

"Later," said Diana. "I shall fill it later."

"Sure," said Andy.

He looked down at his own right hand. The bite was still there, a neat crescent of her teeth in the meat at the base of his thumb, purpled at the edges. Diana caught him looking. She squinted at it from across the room, gave up, crawled the three yards over on her knees and brought her face an inch from his hand to see it properly.

"I did that," she said.

"You did."

"Good." She sat back on her heels, satisfied. "It is the only thing I have written since the cells."

* * *

T

hey planned the raid that afternoon on the floor, on Pellam's paper, with Pellam's pencil.


Andy had drawn the floor plan the day before. It lay in the middle of the boards weighted at the corners with four empty bottles.

He took a fresh sheet and wrote across the top in block capitals.

THE HAUL.

"Glasses," said Diana immediately. "First line. Underline it."

He wrote Di's glasses and underlined it. Then her field-book, the old one. The jar of his blood she had carried since the road. Their clothes, the packs, Sara's boots and belt. Sara's drover's cloak.

"The cloak," said Sara, and her face did a small thing. "Please. If there is room."

"There's room."

"My hat," said Jess. "My coat. My athame. My chalk. My jars. My tin. My skull, with the glasses on it, don't you dare leave the glasses. My stone." She counted them off on her fingers and ran out of fingers. "My everything, boss. They've got my everything in a box in the dark, and I want it back so bad I can taste it. Literally. I can taste the chalk."

He wrote it all. He wrote Peacemaker and crossed it out. Rook wore the gun, and the gun stayed on Rook.

"Two trips?" said Sara.

"One trip. Arms full. Fast." He turned the sheet over and drew the stair. "Here's what I'm thinking. Is this right? Tell me if it's wrong."

He drew it as he talked. The vault's bar off. The kit out. Then the order up: Sara first, up the stair with her arms full, and she would stop at the head and hold it, her gate ready for anything that came along the yard passage, from the side passage or the yard door. Diana second, loaded. Andy last at the stair foot, loaded, and up after them.

"And me?" said Jess.

"You tell me."

Jess crawled over to the plan and lay on her belly with her chin in her hands. She looked at it for a long time. Her eyes went to the shaft and stayed there.

"The cellar's warded," she said. "Hers. I could smell it on you the night you came out of that collar. It let you through because you were wearing her jewelry. Without the jewelry, it'll sing when you walk past it. It'll ring in her rooms."

"So she knows."

"She knows somebody's in her cellar. Not who. Not where. And she won't care about the Crown's boxes. She'll care about her floor." Jess put her fingertip on the ring room. "That floor is the only thing in the world she's frightened for. So who does she send? Rook. He's sitting outside her door when it rings. He's got the key to the shaft in his pouch, and the shaft drops straight into her room. Thirty feet, bang, he's on her floor. He comes by the shaft. I'd swear to it."

"Not the stair?"

"The stair's the slow way, boss, down her passage and past the bakers' ovens, with a turnout behind him. He'll want this one clean, by himself. He reports wins." She tapped the walkway by the altar. "He lands here. Then he has to cross the ring to the iron door to get at the stair foot, the vault and you."

"Did he report the yard door?" said Andy. "He watched us walk out through it."

"With the old man's book under your arm. That's a loss, and a man who reports wins keeps his losses in his pouch." Jess grinned. "It's still a bakers' door."

Andy looked at the distance on the plan. From the shaft's foot to the iron door, straight across the ring, was maybe twelve yards.

"Then the door's the choke," he said. "Can somebody hold it?"

"Somebody can." Jess rolled onto her back on the floor beside the plan and smiled up at the ceiling. "Me. I'll stand in the doorway and make him sorry, and you three carry the boxes. Write me in, boss."

He wrote Jess: iron door on the plan. Diana read it three times with her nose an inch off the paper.

"Write it bigger," said Diana. "She is the whole fucking kit."

He wrote it bigger.

* * *

T

hat night Sara and Diana took the roof. Andy watched them go out the back window and up the yard side, Sara with her sword already called to her fist and Diana with her glassless squint and her new blank book buttoned inside her shirt. The window closed on the dark.


Jess sat cross-legged on the floor in the middle of the room with one candle in front of her. Her smile had gone.

"Now the real plan," she said.

"That was the real plan."

"That was the plan you can show Sara and Di." She patted the boards beside her. "Sit, boss. This part's mine. It doesn't go on paper. It doesn't go anywhere."

He sat. She took his hand, turned it over and looked at Diana's bite. She kissed it, absently, for luck. Then she kept hold of his hand and talked to it.

"My old circle," she said. "In the middle of her ring. The one I cut for the climb, the night we all went up together. You saw it on Pellam's page. Gray. Dead geometry."

"You said used isn't dead."

"I said that." She smiled down at his palm. "The climb used it up. That's what INCOMPLETE on my sheet means. I signed that circle. The climb took the signature, went halfway up and stopped, and now it's a used circle. It reads as mine. It reads as old. It holds no claim at all, so Pippa looked at it, laughed and cut her pretty sigil right around it like it was a stain on her floor."

"Okay."

"Here's what a geometer doesn't know, or a path summoner like her. My school knows." She lifted her eyes to his. Amber in the candle, steady. "A used circle takes one fresh signature, boss. Only one. Its author's death. Nothing else signs it. Not blood, not a new cut, not a word. If I bleed on it, it's blood on a floor. If I die on it, it's mine again, live, the second the anchors light."

The candle flame stood very straight between them.

"And on the night," said Jess, "when she lights her anchors and speaks her claim at that altar, my circle wakes up under her sigil with my name on it, and it argues with her. A claim under a claim. That takes time. Minutes. Real minutes, with her pinned at her stone, her boys in her ring and you coming down the stair. That's your window, boss. I'm making you a window."

She tapped the altar on the plan with one violet nail. "Nobody cuts a claim while it's arguing, though. Not even me. Cut it then and I cut my own thread. Once it slips, I'm on the anchors, and my cut stays open till the hand behind her claim goes dead."

"Then cut a new one," said Andy. "Tomorrow. Cut a new one tonight. In blood, alive, the way you always do. Why does it have to be—"

"Because a new one's fresh." She said it gently, a sum explained to a child. "Fresh cut, alive, in her floor, before the lighting. She'd find it. The Crown'd find it. They'd scrape it off the stone in an afternoon. But an old dead circle, already cut around, with my name on it? With a vault thief's blood all over it, who died there in a raid?" She shrugged one bony shoulder. "That's just a thief dying on old geometry. She'll laugh at it. And she can't scrape it anyway, because her sigil's cut right through it. She'd have to break her own work to get mine out."

He took his hand back. His hand was shaking. He put it flat on his chest and pressed to make it stop. It went on.

"No," said Andy.

"Twenty-nine hours, boss." She reached out and put her hand over his on his chest. Her fingers were cold. "Twenty-nine hours, fifteen points and a cut on your arm. You've brought me back every time they killed me this month. Cells, carts, Di's arms on the floor of a pen. Every time I came back pissed off and alive. This time I get to pick where. I'm picking my own floor."

"It's not a pick. You're going to stand in that door and let him—"

"I'm going to stand in that door and make him sorry. And then I'm going to walk out onto my circle and make him come to me. He won't turn his back on a live witch to work a door, and every second he's busy with me is a second you're on the stair with Di's glasses. And then he does what he does." She tipped her head. "You know what he does. You've seen him do it."

He had seen him do it. Behind his eyes Sara's head bowed in the passage and the back of her neck came bare and the sword went up, and he lost the room for a breath. When it came back Jess was holding his face in both her cold hands.

"Look at me, boss. Here. I'm here."

"I'm here."

"Good boy." She let go. "Sara and Di don't hear this part. Not till after. Sara would try to rule on it and she can't, and that would break her worse. Di would try to think it through and she can't, and that'd break her worse. You and me carry it. Yeah?"

He looked at the candle for a long time.

"Yeah," said Andy.

"Good." Jess got up on her knees and pulled the looted knife from her belt. "Then hold the candle."

* * *

S

he cleared a space on the boards between the hearth and the water butt, in the room's middle, and he held the candle over her while she worked.


She cut the circle first with the knife, walking it on her knees sunwise, the point dragging a groove in the old pine a quarter-inch deep. She stopped four times on the way around, at the four quarters, touched the floor and whispered to each one in a voice too low to make out. The groove came back around to its beginning a yard and a half across, a stride wide. She closed it with a tiny flick of the point.

Then she opened her left palm with the same knife, a long cut from the heel of her hand to the root of her fingers, and squeezed.

Blood ran into the groove. She walked it again on her knees, sunwise, holding her fist over the cut floor, and the blood followed her around in a thin dark line, filling the groove like water running into a ditch. As it ran, a shiver went through her from the shoulders down, hard enough to rattle her teeth. Frost came up on her lower lip in a thin white line. Her breath smoked in the warm room.

The blood met its own start. The circle closed with a click like a latch. A bead of violet light rose out of the blood where the two ends met and sat on the line, the size of a pea, burning.

Then the boards inside the circle moved.

They sank. All of them at once, a finger's depth, in a slow soft breath, and came back up. The circle breathed in. Cold rolled up out of the middle of it over Andy's bare feet, wet cold, cellar cold, the cold of the deep end of a grave. The blood in the groove shivered and drew in toward the center by a hair, all the way around, like lips tightening.

The candle in Andy's hand guttered and leaned toward the middle.

He made himself look. He pushed two points of qi behind his eyes. The read came up in white, small and quiet, and the two points gathered back into him in a breath.

[ CIRCLE · HOLDER: JESSAMINE (OWN) · CUT: BY HER HAND ]


"It's a mouth," said Jess. She sat back on her heels and looked at it fondly, her cut hand in her lap, frost on her lip. "Every circle's a mouth, boss. This one's mine. It'll keep. Nobody'll see it but you, if you don't want them to. Pull a crate over it in the day." She lifted her eyes to him. "This is where you bring me back. Right here. You stand in it, cut your arm and call me, and I come home to my own mouth. Yeah?"

The circle breathed in again under his eyes. The candle leaned again.

"Yeah," said Andy.

The frost was going off her lip, slowly, and the color was coming back into it. She flexed her cut hand and winced. Then she stood, stepped clean over the line, and sat down beside him with her shoulder against his. They watched the violet bead burn on the floor.

Up on the roof, faint through the garret, Sara's boots shifted on the slates. Diana muttered, and Sara answered.

"Tomorrow night," said Andy. "The raid."

"Mm-hm."

"You can still change your mind."

"I can." Jess put her head on his shoulder. Her hair smelled like smoke, blood and the stale straw of the bottle crates. "But I won't, boss. I picked. So tomorrow night I'm going down to my old floor, and I'll die in that room."


CHAPTER 54 — The Room of the Thirty-One

T

he vault door was iron on a bar, and the bar lifted off its hooks with a squeal that went up the cellar stair like a scream.


Andy froze with the bar in his arms. Sara froze on the bottom step. Above them, thirty feet up the stair and across a dark yard, the palace slept on. Jess shivered from her scalp to her bare heels.

"It sang," she whispered. "The ward. Just now, when you came down. It sang in her rooms. We're on the clock."

"How long?"

"Long as it takes a knight to get off a stool."

He set the bar against the wall and hauled the door open. The vault was a cellar room ten feet square with a vaulted brick roof and shelves on three walls. The Crown kept its evidence like a miser hoarding coin. Everything had a box. Every box had a label in a clerk's square hand, and every label had a date. Andy held up the shuttered lantern, opened it a crack, and the light ran over the boxes like a hand over a keyboard. There. Every box. They went through it fast, a dungeon chest with a timer on the screen. His boar-spear lay along the bottom shelf with its leather grip gone stiff. He took it. Bel's knife in its sheath. The locket on its snapped cord, cold. Ivo's brigandine rolled in sacking. The crossbow and a bundle of bolts. A cloth roll that clinked, the Peacemaker's loose rounds with the empty brass and the mold. The packs, with Sara's boots and belt stuffed in the top of one.

"Andy," said Sara softly. "My cloak. It is here. May I, please?"

"Take it."

She lifted the drover's cloak out of its box with both hands and held it against her face for one breath. Then she threw it around her shoulders over the looted shirt and fastened the clasp. Her shoulders went down an inch.

Jess's box was the biggest. She tore the lid off it. Her coat. Her hat, the brim crushed flat. Her chalk in its bag, her jars clinking in their straw, her athame, her tin. The skull, with Malericha's cracked glasses still hooked over its nasal bone. The clouded soul stone, wrapped in a rag. Jess put both hands flat on the pile and hummed, high and thin, a cat finding its bowl.

"Hello, babies," she said. "Hello. Mama's here."

Diana's box was the last. Her purple coat, folded. Her old field-book, the leather worn pale at the corners. The jar of Andy's blood, stoppered. And a pair of round glasses with wire rims, one lens cracked straight across.

Diana picked them up. She unfolded the arms. She put them on her face and pushed them up her nose with one finger. Her pupils pulled in, and the room came back into her eyes. Her eyes went from the shelves to Sara in her cloak to Jess with her arms full of skull. Then they went to him, and stopped. She looked at him for a long moment, all of him, clearly, for the first time since the cells.

"Fuck," said Diana. "You look terrible."

"Thanks."

"No. You look terrible." Her face crumpled and recovered. "Your arms. Your face. When did you get thin? You were never thin. You're a stick with a beard on it."

"You can fix me later," said Andy. "Load up. Go."

* * *

T

hey loaded at the stair foot by lantern light, in the order on the paper, with the vault passage black on their right. A yard of flagstone ahead of the bottom step stood the iron door, a lockless slab on great hinges, open on the dark.


Sara went first, loaded to her chin with packs, the spear and the brigandine. She took the stairs two at a time. At the halfway landing she turned the corner and was gone.

Diana went second in her purple coat with her field-book buttoned inside it, her jar of blood in one fist, and Jess's box of jars hugged against her chest, clinking. She looked back from the third step through her cracked lens.

"Jess," said Diana. "Come on."

"Right behind you, love," said Jess. "Go on. Mind my jars."

Diana went.

Andy loaded last. Crossbow slung. Bolts in his belt. Bel's knife. The locket and the roll of rounds in his pockets. Jess's coat over his arm, her tin, her chalk bag and the skull in a pack on his back, and the clouded stone in his shirt. Then Jess put her hat on his head. She did it carefully with both hands, settling the crushed brim, tipping it to the right angle. Then she stepped back and looked him over like an artist at a canvas.

"Carry my hat, boss," she said.

Through the open iron door, far across the dark room, metal scraped on metal. It was faint and high, a bar dragging out of iron staples. Then a padlock rattled. A hatch creaked open high above the ring room's far side, and a faint yellow light fell down the black like a coin down a well.

"There he is," said Jess. "Right on time."

She turned and stepped through the iron door onto the threshold. She pulled the looted knife from her belt and opened her own left forearm from the wrist to the crook of the elbow in one long stroke, then flicked it.

Blood flew from the cut across the doorway in a fan. It stopped in the air where it hit the plane of the door. It hung there, a sheet of red as thin as the skin on milk, stretched from jamb to jamb and from sill to lintel. Then it lit. Violet light ran through it from her side, cold and pale, and frost crept in from its edges in white feathers. The air on Andy's side of it dropped ten degrees in a breath. The color went out of Jess's left hand to the wrist, gray as ash.

She was on the far side of it now. He was on the near side, a yard and a half from the seal, with her hat on his head.

"Jess."

"Go up, boss." She smiled at him through the violet. Frost stood on her lip. "Go up and carry my hat."

Then she turned and walked out across the room.

* * *

H

e could have gone up. His legs knew the way. His legs had the stair, the landing, the turn, all of it, and they stood on the bottom step and stayed.


The ring room opened beyond the threshold in the seal's violet light. Nine anchor stones stood dark and cold around the cut floor. Across it, on the far walkway, the altar stood against the ninth, with the shaft's black square in the ceiling west of it and iron rungs running down the wall.

The yellow light at the shaft's foot grew brighter. A man came down the shaft. He came fast, a man's weight falling thirty feet in a straight drop, and hit the walkway with a crack like a rifle shot. The flagstones under him split in a star. The lamp in his left hand swung once on its bail and steadied. The flame inside the glass stood straight and still.

Rook straightened up. He was in his gray plate, his short gray beard, his sword on his hip and the Peacemaker hammer-down in his belt. He still favored the hip. He held up the lamp. He looked across the ring at the iron door and the violet skin across it, and at the woman walking out across the floor toward him in a dead knight's shirt.

Jess stopped in the middle of the ring. Under her feet, in the stone, Andy could make out the gray old lines of her circle, inside the red sweep of Pippa's sigil. She stood dead center in it. Her bare toes curled on the stone.

"Hello, love," said Jess. "Mind the floor. It's mine."

Rook looked at the seal on the door. Then at her. He was standing on a straight line from the shaft's foot to the door, and she was standing on it too, halfway, between him and the stair with its haul. He could have gone around her. The walkway ran both ways. Andy watched him weigh it and watched him decide. By the look of him, a live witch at his back while he worked a door was a risk for younger men.

"I said I'd start with you," said Rook.

He set the lamp down on the walkway's edge, drew his sword and stepped off the walkway onto the ring.

Jess said one word. "Guálú."

Violet frost went out from her hands across the stone like spilled milk freezing. It reached Rook's boots and ran up his plate into his beard. The beard went white and stiff in an instant. His breath smoked. Blood ran out of both his nostrils in two dark lines and froze on his lip. His knees dropped half an inch, as if the cold had reached the marrow of his long bones under the steel.

He kept walking.

"Cold in your knees, love?" said Jess. "That's me. That's me in your bones."

"Yes," said Rook.

A thin gray mist came off him and started toward Jess's mouth. Then a gray shine came up on his plate from inside, crawling over the frost. The mist tore apart like breath in a wind, and the frost cracked and fell off him in flakes. Every step he took cracked the floor.

Jess spoke again, a short ugly word, and violet thorns came up out of the stone around his shins. They wrapped his greaves in a knot, tight, frost-furred, and Andy's HUD tagged it before he could look away. THORN-KNOT SNARE. The thorns bit. Then the gray shine came up under them, and the thorns snapped one after another, tick tick tick, on bone tempered harder than iron.

"Oh, you're no fun," said Jess.

Rook walked through it. Six yards. Four.

Jess held her ground on the very center of her circle and opened her right hand at him, fingers spread. Frost locked round his sword wrist, and Andy's HUD tagged it. FROST-LOCK KNOT. The steel cuff of his gauntlet split down its seam. The knuckles of his sword hand cracked open from inside, one after another, a white split in each one.

He changed hands and took the sword in his left. Two yards. He cut. It was a short, plain, tidy cut, across and down. It took her right arm off at the elbow.

The arm came away clean and dropped onto the stone at her feet with a wet slap. It lay inside the circle with the fingers still opening and closing on air, opening and closing. Blood came out of the stump in a gush, then in spurts, and the spurts went across Rook's breastplate in a line. The end of the bone stood out of the stump white and round, with the gristle on it.

Jess looked down at her arm on the floor.

"Ow," said Jess. "Rude."

Then she screamed with laughter and went for his throat with her teeth.

She was small, fast and one-armed, and she got there. She came in under his left arm and up, and her teeth missed his throat and closed on the inside of his left wrist where the gauntlet's cuff left a gap. She bit down to the bone. Rook grunted. Ten yards from Andy, her jaw worked, and she shook her head like a dog with a rat. When Rook tore his wrist out of her mouth, a piece of it came with her, red and stringy. Blood sheeted down his hand.

Rook hit her in the face with the pommel. Her nose broke flat with a crunch. She went over backward onto the stone in the middle of her circle and lay there on her back, spitting his meat out of her mouth, laughing through blood.

Rook stepped over her arm. He set his boot on her chest to hold her. He put the point of his sword on her breastbone, in the notch of the dead knight's shirt, and leaned.

The point went through her sternum with a crack. It went through the bone, through the lung behind it, through her heart, and out through her back. It hit the floor of the circle under her and ground on the stone, a sound that carried ten yards. Rook leaned his weight on the pommel until the blade stood in the floor, and she was pinned there to her own circle like a moth on a card.

Then he twisted the sword in her a quarter-turn. Her body bucked under his boot. Blood came up out of her mouth in a bubbling sheet, bright red and frothy with air from the torn lung, and poured down both sides of her face into her hair. It ran out of the wound around the blade. It ran out of the stump of her arm. It ran down off her onto the stone and found the gray groove of her old circle. It went into the groove and filled it, running around it both ways in a thin dark line.

Jess turned her head on the stone. She found Andy through the violet seal, ten yards off, standing on the bottom step with her hat on, and smiled at him with red teeth.

"Twenty-nine hours, boss," said Jess. Every word bubbled. "Don't be late."

Her eyes stayed on him. They stayed on him, wide, amber and pleased, until the light went out of them and they stayed on him empty.
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* * *

R

ook pulled his sword out of her. It came up out of the stone and out of her chest with a sucking sound. Her body sagged flat when it let go. He wiped the blade on the dead knight's shirt she wore. Then he went back to the walkway for his lamp and walked across the ring toward the iron door, cradling his bitten wrist against his breastplate.


He stopped at the seal. He looked at it. He put his split right gauntlet flat against it. Violet smoke boiled up off the steel. Frost ran up his arm to the elbow. The seal bowed under his hand like a sail and held. He leaned on it. It held. He set his feet and pushed, and the frost climbed to his shoulder. It held.

He looked through it at Andy, a yard and a half away. His face behind the frost in his beard was as patient as ever.

"Go home, summoner," said Rook. "I've a door to see to."

Andy went up the stair. He didn't look back. He went up with Jess's coat over his arm, her skull on his back and her hat on his head. He counted the steps. One, two, three. His mouth did it. Eleven, twelve. He reached the halfway landing and turned the corner, and the count was gone.

He stood on the landing with his hand flat on the cold wall. The violet glow from the doorway below lit the turn of the stair beside him. His mouth was counting on its own. He listened to it, and it was saying twenty-nine, twenty-nine, twenty-nine. He started over at one.

At the stair head Sara stood with her sword out and her gate ready across the yard passage, gold light shivering along its lead lines. Diana stood behind her with the jars clutched to her chest and her glasses on. Her face went white at the sight of him, and she looked past him down the stair for the fourth one of them.

"Where is she?" said Diana. "Andy. Where's Jess?"

Andy's mouth said twelve. He made it stop.

"On her floor," said Andy. "Go. Can we go? Please?"

They went. The yard, the postern, the lake path in the black. Nobody came after them.

At the hide, Sara took the coat off his arm. Diana took the skull off his back and lifted the crossbow off him.

"Where did she fall?" said Sara. Her voice was very careful.

"On her circle," said Andy. "The old one. She meant to."

"She meant to." Diana took off her glasses and put them back on, as if the words might come clearer. "What the hell does that mean? She meant to?"

"I'll tell you. Tomorrow. Can it be tomorrow?"

"Yes," said Sara at once.

Then she tried to take the hat, and his fingers wouldn't open on the brim.

"Let go, Andy," said Sara. "Please. I have it."

He tried. She had to unbend them one at a time, gently, with her thumbs, while he watched them like somebody else's.

On the floor between the hearth and the water butt, in the middle of the room, the circle cut in the boards lay dark with old blood. The violet bead still burned on its line, the size of a pea.

He sat down beside it, and Sara laid the hat in his lap. In the corner of his sight the timer ran.

28:14:09.


CHAPTER 55 — Her Own Sigil

T

he timer hit 00:00:40, and Andy dragged the crate off Jess's circle.


The violet bead still burned on its line in the boards, the size of a pea. It had burned all night and all the day before, steady, while he slept beside it, woke and slept again. The blood in the groove had dried black. The circle breathed in when the crate came off it, a faint soft sink of the boards, and cold rolled out over his bare feet.

Sara stood at the back window with the shutter open and Diana half out of it already.

"We will be on the roof," said Sara. "Call if you need us. Please."

"This one's hers," said Diana. She looked back at him through her cracked lens, and her mouth did a crooked thing. "Tell her I said welcome back. Tell her she still has terrible taste in men."

"I'll tell her."

The shutter closed. Their boots went up the gable hooks and over his head, and he was alone in the room with the circle.

He stepped into it. The cold came up around his ankles like ditch water. He drew Bel's knife, his own knife, back on his hip after the best part of two months in a box, and pushed up his right sleeve past the elbow. His forearm was laddered with old cuts from wrist to crook, silver and pink, a rung for every time he'd done this. Above the elbow the skin was whole and pale.

His hand was steady. He looked at it, holding the knife. Ten days since he'd gone down Pippa's shaft with a bottle shard and run. Ten days dry. The hand held the knife like a hand, still, and the craving sat in the back of his skull, small and sulking, where he could ignore it.

The timer read 00:00:03. Two. One. He set the point above his elbow on the outside of the upper arm and drew it across, a short clean line. Blood welled and ran down his arm, off his elbow and into the circle.
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The cold went out of his chest in one long pull. Silver-blue starlight came down his arm with the blood and hit the boards. The violet bead on the circle's line flared up to the size of a fist and roared like a stove. The circle breathed in, deep, and every board in it sank a full inch.

Then it breathed out, and she was in it. She arrived on her knees at his feet, naked, curled forward over her own thighs with her forehead nearly on the boards. Her short platinum hair stuck up in a wild mess. Her ears burned pink, and the rest of her skin gave off heat like a body out of a too-hot bath. Her right arm was whole. Her breastbone was whole and smooth, with the small bones of her chest showing under the skin. Frost stood on her lower lip.

She lifted her head. Her pupils were blown wide and black, a thin amber rim around them.

"Oh," said Jess. "Oh. You're purple."

"Hey, Jess."

"You're on time." Her hands came up, found his knees and climbed his thighs, gripping, pulling herself up him. "You're never on time. You were on time. Boss. Boss, the light's coming off you in sheets. It sounds like bells. Can you hear it? You taste like bells from here."

She was tripping.

"I died," said Jess. She said it with enormous delight. "He took my arm. Again. Everybody wants my arm, boss. And I bit him. Did you see? I bit him to the bone. He tasted like a spoon."

"I saw."

"Was I scared?" Her face changed, all at once, and went small. "I was. On the floor. One second, boss. One. When the sword went in and it was cold." Her hands tightened on his thighs. "Don't tell them. Don't you dare."

"I won't."

"Good." The smile came back, huge. "Good. Now come here. I'm having you."

She pulled. He went down. He went down onto his back on the boards inside her circle with his cut arm bleeding onto the floor, and she came up over him on her knees. She straddled his right thigh, naked, burning hot against the cloth of his breeches, and grabbed two fistfuls of his shirt.

"Yes?" she said.

"Yeah."

She ground down on his thigh. Her pussy was slick and hot through the cloth, and she rocked on him hard, fast and rhythmless, chasing it. Her knees squeezed his leg. Her hips worked. She threw her head back. Her throat moved, and her breasts bounced with the rocking, full and high for her size, the nipples tight and dark. She talked nonstop, half of it nonsense, words he only got pieces of: bells, mine, boss, boss, there, oh, blessed be. The frost on her lip melted and ran.

He put his hands on her hips. She slapped them off.

"Mine," said Jess. "I'm driving. Hands on the floor, or I'll bite them off."

She came like that, on his thigh, in under a minute. It went through her in a long hard jerk that bowed her spine. Her hips stuttered on his leg and kept going in short, sharp grinds through it. She made a high thin sound through her teeth that turned into a laugh halfway. The wet came through his breeches, warm. She fell forward onto his chest, panting, and her hair fell over both their faces. She found his mouth through it and kissed him, sloppy and quick, all teeth, laughing into it.

"Literally," she said into his collar. "Literally. Oh, I needed that. I've been dead a whole day. Dead's so boring, boss."

Then she slid down his body. She was fast now, bossy, and the trip had gone sharp and bright in her eyes. She talked as if she were working down a list. She got his belt open in two pulls. She shoved his breeches down his hips, and his cock sprang up hard against his belly. She looked at it from four inches away with her amber-rimmed eyes enormous.

"Hello," she said to it. "I've got plans for you." Her ears went red to the tips. "You're bigger than I remember, and I remember everything."

She wrapped her right hand around the base, tight, the new hand, and held it there like a handle. Then she put her mouth on the head.

She was terrible at it. She had told him so, once, cheerfully, and she was right. She went down too fast and gagged, hard, and came off coughing and laughing with her eyes streaming. She went down again. Drool ran from the corner of her mouth down his shaft, over her fist and onto his balls. She kept her hand clamped at the base from start to finish, so she only ever got half of him, and she sucked like she was trying to get the last of a drink through a straw. Her teeth caught him twice. She said "Sorry" around him, muffled, both times, and kept going. It was the best thing he had ever felt.

Then she did the one trick. She pulled up to the head and flicked the tip of her tongue under the ridge in a fast little figure, around and back, around and back, and peeked up at him through her wet hair to watch his face while she did it. His hips came off the boards.

"That one," said Jess, triumphant, around him. "I've been practicing on my thumb."

"Jess—"

"Shut up, boss. Give it here. Give me what's mine."

She went down again and did it again, the trick, the clumsy sucking and the fist, faster, eager, wet, making greedy small noises through her nose. His hands went into her hair. She let him keep them there and leaned into his grip, greedy. He came hard in her mouth, and she held still for it with her lips sealed around the head and her eyes squeezed shut. She swallowed. She swallowed again, deliberately, so he could see her throat work, and pulled off with a pop, a string of spit and a look on her face like she had won a prize at a fair.

"Starlight," she said, licking her lips. "And salt. Mostly salt. Love it." She licked a drop off her own fist too and got every last bit.

Then it landed. It went into her. Silver-blue light ran down inside her throat under the skin, a glow going down and down, and spread across her chest. It gathered at her breastbone, right in the notch where Rook's sword had gone in two nights before, and drew itself into a mark. It was very simple. A small ring of light, the size of a coin, with one short line across it. It sat on her skin over the bone and glowed.

Jess gasped. Her hips jerked against his shin, and she came again, untouched, with her mouth open in surprise and her fingers digging into his thighs. It shook her for a long time. She rode it with her forehead pressed to his hip and her breath going in short wet sobs that were half laughter.
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The draw went out of him behind it, sixteen points in one pull. His qi read 1 of 32. The room tipped sideways. He lay on the boards and let it tip.

Jess crawled back up his body and lay down on him, full length, her chin on his chest. She looked down at the ring of light on her own breastbone and touched it with one finger.

"That's yours," she said. "On me. Forever, boss. I can feel it in there. It's sitting in me like a stone in a peach."

"Does it hurt?"

"It's warm." She put her cheek down on his chest. "Shut up. Hold me."

He held her. She lay there a long time. The talk ran down in her. Her shoulders, which had been up around her ears since the arrival, came down. Her fingers found his hand on the boards, slid between his and closed. She breathed against his chest, slower, and slower, and her weight came down onto him in stages, first her chest, then her hips, then her legs, as if she had been holding all of it up off him and only now let go of it. She turned her face into his neck. She stayed there, quiet, with her eyes shut, for longer than he had ever known her to stay quiet about anything. The bead on the circle's line had burned back down to a pea.

* * *

B

y midmorning the trip had gone soft and slow in her. She lay on the floor in his shirt and her own coat with her hat over her face, giggling at the ceiling.


"You died on purpose," said Andy. He sat against the crates with his cut arm bound and his head still swimming at one point of qi. "For a window. For us."

"I did."

"That's a big favor."

Jess lifted the brim of her hat with one finger and looked at him from under it. Her eyes had gone heavy-lidded and kind.

"That wasn't a favor. That was a plan." She let the brim drop. "The first one's done, boss. The other's still growing."

Sara and Diana came down off the roof at noon. Diana took one look at Jess on the floor in her hat and Andy against the crates with his face gray and laughed so hard she had to sit down.

"Welcome back," said Diana. "Respawned and straight on to the good part. Fuck me. Was he good? You don't have to say. His face is saying."

"His face is saying one qi," said Jess from under the hat. "I drank him to the bottom. Like a well, Di. Like a sad little well."

"Welcome home, Jess," said Sara. She knelt and touched the brim of the hat with two fingers, very gently. "I am glad."

"I know, angel. I can hear you being glad. It sounds like a choir."

The high had worn down to a buzz in her by then, a hum under everything she said. She sat up, pushed the hat back, and looked at her circle.

"It's done its job," she said. "Better scrub it, before somebody with a lantern finds it."

She crawled to the bead on its line and pinched it out between her thumb and finger. It went out with a click and a puff of cold. The circle sighed, one last time, and the boards lay flat. Sara fetched sand and a lump of lye soap from the tenement yard under the pack frame and the carter's wrap. They scrubbed it on their knees, all four of them, with rags and a brick, until the black blood came up out of the grain and the water in the bucket went brown. Then Sara called her sword and shaved the edges of the groove down with the point, curl by curl, until the cut circle was one more scar among the scars of an old pine floor.

Diana sat back on her heels with a wet rag in her fist and squinted through her glasses at the clean boards.

"You would never know," she said.

"That's the point."

She passed the afternoon by the cold hearth with her chalk and her athame back in her hands, buzzing, humming, tying knots. She had a length of cord off the pack straps across her knees. She tied it into a witch's ladder, a knot every finger's width, and breathed on each one as she pulled it tight. Each knot frosted white as she breathed. Then a pinprick violet eye opened in the middle of it, looked around the room, and shut.

"Don't stare at them, boss," said Jess. "They don't like it."

"What do they do?"

"Here." She slipped one knotted loop over the end of his little finger before he could pull it back. The loop tightened by itself. It tightened until the fingertip went white and then purple, and the little violet eye in the knot opened and looked up at him, interested. The bone of his finger creaked.

"Jess."

"Say please."

"Please."

She flicked the loop and it fell open, and the eye shut. Blood rushed back into his fingertip in a hot throb. "That's the nice one," said Jess, and went back to tying. "The ones for Rook have got teeth."

* * *

A

t dusk Andy and Jess took the roof watch.


The bottles had called to him on the way out the window, as they did every evening at this hour. The sour smell came up out of the straw. He had walked past them. Ten days. The slates were warm. The lane lay quiet below, the champion's yard behind its wall, and the long window in the guardhouse range lit up gold. Rook sat on his stool by Pippa's door. A clean white bandage wrapped his left wrist. He held his right hand in his lap, and every so often he flexed the fingers and looked at them.

Jess lay on her stomach beside Andy with her chin on her folded arms and watched him.

The high had run out of her an hour before. Her eyes were clear amber and her own. The frost was gone from her lip. The mark on her breastbone had dimmed to a faint silver ring under her shirt that showed only when she breathed in deep. She looked tired, sober and small.

"Andy," said Jess.

His name sounded strange in her mouth. He turned his head.

"I love you," said Jess.

The lamp burned in the window across the yard. She kept her eyes on his face and let him look.

"Sober," she said. "Stone sober, boss. No buzz. No climb. Nobody's just killed me. It's just me up here on a roof. I love you, and I wanted to say it once where I couldn't blame the high." Her mouth twisted. "So. There. Shut up."

"You said it before. With a knife in your hand and a county to kill."

"I was off my face. It counted for me. It didn't count for you." She put her chin back down on her arms. "This one counts for you."

His hand was lying on the slates between them. She was looking at it. Her eyes followed it when he moved it, a dog's eyes on the hand that fed it, and for one cold beat they were Kit's eyes in a doorway, following a girl in blue.

He put the cold beat on a shelf in the back of his head, beside the blots and the quarter-turn, and shut the door on it.

"I love you too," said Andy.


CHAPTER 56 — The Closet

J

ess asked for it over breakfast, in front of everybody, with her mouth full of bread.


"Boss," she said. "Today. Me. Properly." She swallowed and pointed the heel of the loaf at him. "Inside. The real thing, start to finish, all of you. I've had a taste. I want the meal."

Andy had a mouthful of water. Most of it went back into the cup.

They sat on the boards of the store room in the gray light from the shutter. There were four of them around a cloth with half a loaf, a heel of cheese and a jug from the yard pump. It was Day 133. Tomorrow night the moon went dark. The tenement had emptied out at the sixth bell, the carters to their yards and the women to the washhouse. Diana stopped chewing. Sara set her cup down very carefully on the cloth and looked at it.

"You're asking," said Andy.

"I'm telling you I'm asking." Jess said it flat and even, and her ears went red under the white-blond crop of her hair. "Two days I've been back. I came up out of your blood, drank you and liked it. Then I sat by that hearth all afternoon tying knots and thinking about the rest. You've had the angel properly. You've had the scholar properly, twice. I've had your cock in my mouth, and that's it." She bit the bread again. "Fix it."

"Okay," said Andy.

"Right," said Jess, and went on eating like they had agreed on supper.

Diana put her cheese down. Dark pink had spread out from her collarbones. Her tail had come up behind her and was curling and uncurling at the tip. She squinted across the cloth at Sara through her cracked lens and took a breath. Her lips moved once, silently, before she let a single word out.

"Sarafael," said Diana. "Would you like to watch it with me? From the closet?"

Sara went still. The closet stood in the window corner across the room from the hearth, by the water butt, a narrow board cupboard with a slatted door hanging off one hinge. She looked at it, then at Andy, then at Jess. Scarlet climbed from her collarbones to her throat, under the faint light that lived in her hair.

"Yes," said Sara. "I would. Thank you for asking."

Diana stood up, took her by the hand and dragged her across the room to the closet. The slatted door scraped on the boards. Sara's wings folded flat with a soft rush of feathers. They went in. The door scraped shut behind them. Through the slats came the sound of two grown women trying to fit into one broom cupboard: an elbow, a hiss, a muffled "Fuck me, your feathers," and Sara's quiet "I am sorry. Hold still."

Jess looked at the closet for a long moment.

"Oh, for the love of the swamp," she said. "Fine. You hear me, scholar? Fine. Keep your mouth shut in there, or I'll have your soul out through your nose and keep it in a jar on the shelf."

"Understood," said the closet, in two voices.

Andy got up first and did the morning's real work, because the plan came first. He took the raid notes, the folded floor plan and Pellam's copy and slid them in behind the loose board at the back of the cold hearth, where the papers lived now. Behind it sat everything they knew about the ring room, the stair and the iron door, all in his own cramped hand. The leaf he kept. He folded the leaf down to the size of his thumbnail, worked it into a hole he'd picked in his collar seam and pinched the seam shut.

When he turned around, Jess was already naked.

She stood in the middle of the boards with her shirt at her feet and her chin up, and she let him look. She was small, barely up to his shoulders, lean and lithe, light tan from her throat to her toes. Her skin was smooth everywhere, the ascension's gift. The one line on her was the gold seam around her right elbow, where Sara's ichor had gone in. Her belly was flat and firm. Her breasts were full and high for her size, a round handful each, the nipples drawn up dark and tight in the cold room. Between them, over the breastbone where the sword had gone in, lay his mark from two days ago. It was a ring the size of a coin in faint silver-blue, with a line through it.

"Well?" said Jess.

Andy opened his mouth. It stayed open.

"That's better." She came at him like she came at everything, fast and all at once. She climbed him with a hand fisted in his shirt and her mouth on his. She kissed him hard and bit his lip. For one breath the kiss went slow and deep. Then she caught herself and dragged his shirt off over his head while he was still kissing her back. Her hands went down his chest. She dropped to her feet and shoved his breeches down. She took his cock in her small hard hand and squeezed, and it jumped. Her fingers didn't close around it. She glanced down, and for half a breath the grin went uncertain. Then it came back, all teeth.

"There you are," she said. "Down, boss. On your back."

He went down on his back on the boards by the hearth. She swung a leg over him and straddled his hips, and that was where her plan ran out.

She was wet. The smell of her hung in the cold air, and the heat came off her thighs on either side of his. She took his cock, set the head against her in the wrong place, fixed it and pushed down. Her breath caught in her throat. She stopped. She lifted an inch and tried again. The head went in, barely, and she froze there above him with her hands flat on his chest and her mouth open.

"Oh," said Jess. "Oh, that's. Hang on."

She was tight as a fist. Every lover she'd ever had was a woman. Her body was learning him an inch at a time and fighting every inch. She sank down another inch with her thighs trembling and her teeth set. Sweat broke out on her upper lip. She got halfway and stuck there, panting, her nails in his chest. "Don't move," she told him. "Don't you dare move. I've got it." She did not have it. She tried to rock and lost her balance. He lay under her and let her try.

"Fuck," said Jess, through her teeth. "There's too much of you. Who designed this."

From the closet came a small, strangled sound that could have been Diana.

"One word," said Jess, her eyes fixed on Andy's chest, "and I eat you."

Andy took her hips in both hands. He lifted her off him in one easy motion, rolled up onto his knees and turned her around on the boards. She went where he put her, light and easy in his hands. He set her on her knees facing the cold hearth. He pressed between her shoulder blades until her palms went flat on the hearth's stone lip and her ass came up to him. Jess reached back, caught his wrist and planted his hand on her ass. It was firm, round and athletic, the best ass in the city.

"There," she said to the stone. "Hold that."

"Hands flat," he said. "Stay."

Jess made a sound. It was very small. Her fingers spread on the stone. Then she rallied. "I give the orders in this room, boss. I'll say when you—"

He lined himself up and pushed into her from behind, and the order died in her throat. He went slowly, steadily, and this time he kept going. She gasped. He held her hips and gave her an inch, then another, then another, and she opened around him, tight, hot, slick. She shook from her shoulders to her knees. She whimpered, a thin high sound he'd have sworn was beyond Jess the witch. He stopped, a hand from the end, sure he had hurt her.

She turned her head on her shoulder and looked back at him.

Her amber eyes were huge, wet, blown wide open, and they held his. Her mouth was open. She was breathing hard, and smiling a stunned, helpless smile she had clearly lost control of. She pushed back against him with her hips. He pushed forward. He sank the last of himself into her, all of it, and her eyes rolled up white.

"Oh," said Jess, to the hearth. "Oh. Oh. Blessed be. Boss. That's. You're all the way."

"Yeah."

"I can feel you in my teeth." She got a hand off the stone and pressed it flat under her navel, as if to check where he'd got to. "There," she said, shocked. "You're there."

He stayed where he was and let her feel it, buried in the tightest, hottest grip he had ever been in, while she hung on the hearth's lip with her head down and shook. Her cunt fluttered and clenched around him. Then it tightened, deliberately, a slow hard squeeze from the root to the head, and held.

"Move," she said. "Now. Move, or I'll." She hunted for the end of the threat and couldn't find one.

He moved.

He fucked her hard. He drew back until she whined and drove in deep. The slap of it rang off the walls of the empty room. Jess cried out, and her nails scraped on the stone. He did it again. He set a pace, deep and heavy, his hands locked on her hips, pulling her back onto him on every stroke. Her palms skidded on the stone. Her knees slid on the boards. She swore in a whisper in Common and the swamp tongue. "Fucking hell, boss. You're splitting me in half." She kept giving orders, too. "Harder. No. Slower, you great. No. Don't stop. Don't you stop." They came out faster than she could pick them, and he took none of them. He had her rhythm now. She pushed back on him the way she tied a snare, a pull and a pause, a pull and a pause, and he came in half a beat early on every pause and took it away from her.

The closet door creaked. Through the slats came the gleam of an eye at the height of Diana's face. Higher up a faint gold glow showed where Sara's hair pressed against the boards. Diana's breath came through the gaps, fast and ragged, and under it ran a small wet rhythm that wasn't breathing. The broken hinge ticked against the frame in time with it.

Jess's back went rigid under his hands. She pushed up on her arms and threw a look at the closet over her shoulder. It had every ounce of witch in it, all teeth and threat. He drove into her, deep, and the look fell apart in full view of the slats.

"Observe her face, Sarafael," whispered Diana, in the voice she used for dictating footnotes. "Remember it for me. I shall not keep it."

"Yes," whispered Sara. "I am looking."

Jess's arms buckled. Her forehead went down on the stone between her hands, and she moaned into the hearth, long, loud, helpless.

"That," murmured Diana, to Sara, "is what we fucking came for."

Andy kept going. He reached under her and found her clit with two fingers, wet and swollen. He rubbed it in hard tight circles while he fucked her. She jolted like he'd touched her with a live coal. She went taut from her neck to her curling toes, and she came.

She came hard and fast around his cock, clamping down on him in hard spasms. She shook and sobbed in short broken gasps against the stone. She pushed back on him through all of it, greedy, chasing it. When it let her go, she hung on the hearth's lip and dragged air in. He kept moving in her, slow now and deep, giving her a few breaths.

"Again," said Jess hoarsely, into the stone. "Don't you dare go easy on me, boss. Again. Please." Her ears went red to the tips as she heard it. She had never once said that word to him.

He pulled out of her. She made a furious noise, and he turned her over onto her back on the boards and came down over her. He hooked her knees over his arms, folded her up under him and slid back into her in one long push. She took him all the way this time, and her head went back and her throat worked.

He fucked her hard and deep with her knees at her shoulders, his weight on his hands on either side of her head. Sweat ran between her breasts. The mark there glowed faint silver-blue in the gray light, pulsing with her heartbeat. She clung to his forearms. Every stroke still took her by surprise, and she gasped on each one like it was the first. Her hand went back under her navel, and she felt him moving there and swore at it. Every few strokes her eyes went soft and far. Then her gaze skated toward the slatted door, and she clenched her jaw and fought her way back to herself. Her hips met his on every stroke, hard, like she was the one running the fight. She tried one more order. "Slower," she told him, fierce, and he drove into her deeper instead, and her eyes went soft again. After that the orders quit. Her body had quit arguing with him before she did. It opened to him on every stroke, her knees fallen wide, her hips tilting up to take him deeper, all of it his. Only her face still fought.

Her pale hair stuck to her forehead with sweat, and her eyes were squeezed shut. She had nothing left to boss him with. "Please," she said. "Please, boss. Don't stop. Please, boss, please."

"Andy," she said, and it sounded strange in her mouth again, rough and small. "Andy. I'm going to."

"Go on."

She came apart under him. Her back arched off the boards. Her knees slid off his arms and her legs locked around him. One hand raked down his forearm. She cried out, high and cracked, and jammed her other fist against her mouth to choke it. Her cunt clamped on him so hard it pulled him over with her. He drove in one last time and came buried deep, flooding her, his mouth at her ear. She held him there with her heels. Inside her she tightened and stroked him, slow and deliberate, and drew out every drop he had.

"Good," she said into his neck, hoarse, as if she had ordered it. "Good. All of it."

A cold thread drew tight behind his navel. Frost-light came off his skin and sank into her, into the silver ring between her breasts. The mark flared bright and went still.
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He rolled them onto their sides on the boards, still inside her. They breathed against each other, slick with sweat, her leg hooked over his hip.

Her face lay a hand's width from his, very open and very still, her eyes half shut. She took his hand off her hip and pressed a kiss into the middle of his palm. Then she closed his fingers over it, and kept her hand wrapped around his fist.

The closet door scraped.

Jess's face snapped shut like a trap. She let go of his hand and shoved his shoulder, and he slid out of her. She sat up, chin high, thighs together, her face set like a queen's. "Well?" she called. "Enjoy the show, scholar?"

Diana came out of the closet first, slowly, glasses fogged, chest heaving, tail lashing, the cord of her breeches hanging loose and her right hand wet to the knuckles. Behind her Sara unfolded her wings with a shudder of feathers. Her face was solemn and glowing, a lamp turned up too high.

"Yes," said Diana. "That was. Yes. GG, Jessamine."

"That was very instructive," said Sara gravely. "Thank you both."

Jess pointed at them, one after the other, with a finger that shook at the tip. "If either of you breathes a word about what my face did," she said sweetly, "I'll pull your teeth and wear them for earrings. Who's hungry?"

As Andy pulled his breeches on, the System cleared its throat at the edge of his sight.
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"It counted the audience," said Andy. "Godd Howard. It counted the audience."

* * *

T

hey went out at dusk to scout the palace.


Sara went first down the lean-to and took the carrier's pack frame and the carter's wrap off their peg by the privy. She wound the wrap over her hair, settled the frame over the drover's cloak that hid her wings, and stooped a hand off her height under it. Diana followed with both her books buttoned into her coat. Jess went third with her hat pulled down and her pockets full of snares and reed charms. She had tied snares on the boards by the window from the noon bell until the light went, and the cord had burned red grooves into her fingertips. She charged each one as she knotted it. A thread of violet ran out of her fingers into the cord and sank in, and her bar at the edge of Andy's sight dipped a notch with every knot, down from full toward two-thirds. She had stopped once to look across the room at Andy. Then she had gone back to her knots.

Andy went last. In the street below he pushed his hood back for one INSPECT read of the row. The plates came up over the heads of the people going home, over a dog in a doorway and a woman with a basket on her hip, whose plate said RUNNER. He read them all and walked on.

"Tomorrow night," said Diana beside him, low. "Dark of moon. She stands at her altar thirty feet under that yard with her boys in her ring."

"And we're on her stair when the bell strikes," said Andy. "It's all behind the hearth board."

"I know where the plan is, Andy. I simply cannot hold it." She said it lightly. Her tail didn't move.

"Then I'll hold it," said Andy. "That's the job."

He pulled the hood up, and they went to look at the place where Pippa meant to feed them to the floor.


CHAPTER 57 — Base Raided

A

ndy put the spear through the back window first. The haft knocked against a straw tick that belonged on the far wall. He stopped with one leg over the sill. The room was three flights up and five yards deep, and somebody had turned it inside out. Both ticks were slit end to end, their straw kicked into drifts. The cookpot lay on its side by the cold hearth with last night's barley dried along the lip. The floorboards along the left wall stood up on edge like piano keys, every one pried up by somebody patient and set back crooked. The loose board behind the hearth, the one he had cut himself with Bel's knife, hung off a single peg.


"Hold up," he said, low. "Base got raided."

Behind him on the yard roof, Diana's whisper came out dry. "I beg your pardon?"

"Somebody's been in. Wait one." He slid the rest of the way in and crouched in the straw. His knee came down on a tin cup flattened under a boot. He set it aside and looked at the door. The hasp hung splintered out of the frame, and the padlock still hung closed on its staple. Somebody on the stair had ripped hasp and screws out in one pull. Then they had shut the door behind them.

Andy pushed his hood back and pulled. INSPECT D went out of him with a cold sip behind the eyes. The tenement printed itself in pale frames through the stone. HUMAN · LAUNDRESS, one floor down, moving. HUMAN · CARTER, two floors down, asleep. HUMAN · CHILD beside a HUMAN · WEAVER. At the street door, HUMAN · WATER-SELLER, yawning over his jugs. The stair and the landing stood empty. Every frame on the stair was plain and pale, free of the steel sheen a Collector carried.

"Clear," he said. "Come in. Watch the cup."

Diana came through the window tail first, the violet spade tip curling over the sill ahead of her. Her hooded horns followed, then her face, the round wire-framed lenses fogging in the cooler air, the crack across the left one gone white. She stood up in the straw and put her hand flat on her coat over the book pocket. "Fuck me," she said, quietly.

Jess landed light as ash behind her, hat in her hand so the points cleared the frame. Her amber eyes went once around the room and stopped on the door. Sara was last. She unbuckled the carrier's pack frame on the roof slates and passed it in crossbars first. She folded herself through after it with the drover's cloak dragging over the sill. The carter's wrap still bound her hair in three turns of brown cloth. The red under it gave off a faint warmth in the gray. Her wings lay strapped flat to her back under the cloak. She shook off the stoop she had worn all night and stood up straight.

"Forgive me," she said. "Somebody has been here."

"Yeah." Andy pointed at the hearth with the spear's butt. "And they found the wall."

* * *

H

e crossed to it in three steps and yanked the board, and it came away in his hand. The hollow behind it was a foot deep and lined with a scrap of oilcloth. Last night it had held all three. The raid notes in his own hand, four pages folded twice. Pellam's brass-cornered copy of the array. The floor plan of the palace's west end, which Andy had drawn with Pellam's pencil and Diana had read with her face three inches off the paper. Somebody had taken the papers and folded the oilcloth back over the empty hollow, neat as a napkin.


"Okay," Andy said. "Okay." He put his hand flat on his chest. The heart under it hammered. The hollow in the wall swam and became a different dark: a cellar floor, an old cut circle. Jess lay on her back in the middle of it with Rook's blade coming down, and her ribs made that sound. He counted. One. Two. Three. The cellar went away, and the wall came back with its folded oilcloth.

"Boss." Jess was at his elbow. He had missed her crossing the room. "You with us?"

"Yeah. Inventory." His voice came out flat and fast, a raid leader reading the log while everybody yelled. "Notes, gone. Pellam's copy, gone. Floor plan, gone. That's our strat, Jess. The door, the stair, the timing, the part where we kill Pippa and walk out with five kids. It's all on those pages."

"Everything we wrote," Sara said.

"Everything we wrote."

Diana had gone pale under the pink in her cheeks. She took her glasses off, wiped them on her sleeve and put them back, and her hand shook on the frames. "The floor plan," she said. "I read every word on that. The west end. The yard door, and inside it a passage, and the stair goes down, and there is a. There is." Her mouth worked. "Andy, it was in my head last week, and now it is a shelf with the books taken off."

"I've got it," he said.

"You had the paper. The paper is gone."

"I've got it up here." He tapped his temple. "I drew every line of it myself. I've got the plan, Di. I always have it. That's my job."

She looked at him a long moment, then nodded once and held on to her book pocket like a rail on a ship.

Jess was crouched at the door with her hat back on. She ran a fingertip along the splintered frame. A faint gray-steel shine came up off the wood under her nail like oil on a knife. "Metal qi," she said. "Somebody broke this with a bare hand. Quiet, too. One pull. Didn't wake the laundress."

"Collector?" Andy asked.

"Smells like one. Iron, boot grease and a mother who hated him."

"How'd they find us? The sweep came through. They rattled the lock and walked." Andy stopped. "Unless one of them came back."

"One came back," Sara said. She was studying the floorboards. "One person. The boards were lifted and set down in order, from the window wall to the hearth. A squad would have broken them."

"One person working quiet," Andy said. "Somebody who wanted the paper and left the fight for later."

One person in this city hunted that way, for the credit and the catch. Ruthe. Then he remembered dusk yesterday, in the street below. He had pushed his hood back for one breath and one read. Doorways, a dog, a woman with a basket. The woman with the basket had worn a plate that said RUNNER, and he had read it and walked on.

"Godd Howard," he said.

"What?" Jess asked.

"I took my hood off last night. In the street. For one read."

Jess's mouth flattened. Her eyes went to Sara and the pack frame, then came back to him cold. "Then some sod's got your face beside a carter with a funny back," she said. "Lovely."

* * *

"T

he haul," Sara said, and Andy was already moving. One person shifting the water butt would have slopped water and shown a searcher where to dig, and the boards under it were dry. Sara walked it a foot along the wall one-handed. Under it lay a flagstone with an iron ring, and under the flag, iron rungs went down forty feet into black and the cold green smell of the cistern warren.

Jess breathed on a reed charm, and the violet bead knotted at its middle lit and frosted the reed. "Bring it back," she said. "That's a good one."

He went down with the charm in his teeth and waded the ankle-deep tunnel along the right-hand wall, counting steps. This dark was the cellar's dark. It came at him as he waded: a cut circle, a blade, the sound. At twenty-nine steps his free hand found the ledge. Three bundles sat roped in oilcloth on the dry shelf: bedrolls, bolts, the lamp, the good rope, the knight's shield, the cut-down lance, the vault's loot. The knots were his knots. A scum line ran a hand below the shelf, and only the water had come near them.

"Got it," he called up. "All of it. They missed the hatch."

From up the shaft, small, Jess said, "Got it."

Sara hauled the bundles up the shaft like a cat out of a well, and the four of them stood in the wrecked room as the light went pale gold.

"Right," Andy said. "What do they have, and what are they missing?"

Diana opened her mouth and shut it. Sara folded her hands. Jess watched him from under her hat. "They have the door," Andy said. "Yard door tonight, down the cellar stair, kill Pippa, take the boys. They know when. They know Sara's a tank who holds doors, because I wrote that down like a total noob." He took a breath. "What they're missing."

He touched his collar. The leaf sat inside the collar seam of his shirt, folded to the size of a thumbnail. Small enough to swallow. If one page in this city had to stay secret, it was that one.

"They're missing this," he said.

"And mine," Jess said.

She went to the middle of the floor where the hide circle had been and stood on the bare boards. The boards there were scrubbed paler than the rest and still smelled of lye. Jess put her hand flat on the wood, and the wood stayed dead and plain under her palm.

"Clean as a nun's knickers," she said, pleased. "Not a scratch in any book, either. What I left in that cellar, I left in the floor, and it's still down there waiting. They can read your notes till their eyes bleed, boss. My bit isn't in them."

"Good." He looked at the three of them. "So the plan's burned. It isn't dead. We just can't run it the way it's written."

"A book with its index torn out," Diana said. "The text survives. It is merely fucking hell to find anything."

"Yeah. That."

"Where shall we go?" Sara asked. "This room is known now."

"We move." Andy was already working it. "Heavy kit can't come tonight anyway. We carry the fight kit only. Spear, bow, bolts, Jess's bag, the shield. Everything else goes where they haven't looked. The trough-house, top of Water Street by the market, over the Tanners' Steps. We passed it twice last night, and it's shut up. There's a yard, a chapel off it, rooms upstairs."

"In daylight?" Diana asked. "Through a manhunt?"

"In daylight, through a manhunt." Andy nudged the pack frame with his boot. "It's a carter's frame. Carters carry crap."

Sara looked down at the frame, then at the three bundles, then at Andy. "I am to be the carter," she said.

"You've been the carter all night, and you're amazing at it. Would you carry the haul for us?"

"I would," Sara said. "Thank you for asking."

* * *

T

hey roped two bundles across the frame's crossbars, and Andy shouldered the third with the spear through its rope and the crossbow across his back. He cinched Sara's straps over the flattened curve of her wings until the silhouette read stooped carter, big load, sore back. The wrap went over her hair and the hood over the wrap. She bent her knees and put her eyes on the floor, and the angel who had wiped a knight squad became a tired woman a street would forget.


"Sword?" Andy asked. She opened her empty right palm and closed it again. The sword waited in it.

Jess was watching him buckle the last strap. She leaned a hip on the wrecked doorframe, and her eyes went down him and up again at their leisure. "You're very good with buckles this morning," she said.

"I'm good with buckles every morning."

"You weren't yesterday." She smiled, slow. "Yesterday you couldn't find the end of mine with both hands and a lamp."

Diana made a sound into her sleeve that might have been a cough. Sara, stooped under the frame, said to the floor, "I would ask that we not discuss the closet while I am carrying the luggage."

"Nobody said closet," Jess said.

"You were about to."

"I was about to." Jess came close, all four feet eleven of her, and put a finger on the leaf through his collar. Her finger was cold. "Swallow it if they take you, boss. Don't be brave about it. Chew."

"That's disgusting."

"That's paper. You've eaten worse in your country." She patted the collar flat. "Scoot."

They went out the window in their usual order, Sara last. The tenement was waking under them. Upstairs somebody fried onions in fat, and below somebody sang badly about a boat. On the next roof a woman pegging out a wash looked straight at them. Then she looked away, a habit this city had taught all its people.

Jess and Diana went off along the roofs toward the market, two drawing less eye than four. Andy walked out of the yard gate into the street beside the carter, and this time he kept his hood all the way forward.

* * *

T

he street climbed toward the market in a long dogleg, full now: carts, water-sellers, a priest with a hand-bell, and carters, a dozen in sight, every one bent under a frame with his eyes on the ground. At the elbow of the dogleg two Collectors stood at a tavern wall with a paste pot and a sheaf of wet bills. The steel sheen sat on them like sweat on a horse. One slapped a bill up. The other read the top sheet out to the street in a voice made for it.


"Man in a brown hood, keeps his face hid. Plate says cursed summoner." He swept the street. "Silver to the one who points."

Ruthe's runner had done her work. Half the hoods in the street were brown, and a hood only mattered once somebody got close enough to read the plate over it. Any Collector who got that close to Andy would read the carter at his shoulder too.

"Keep walking," he said through his teeth. "Don't look at me." He dropped back off her shoulder and let a coal cart roll between them, then crossed to the far side and walked on alone.

Sara kept on behind the coal cart with her eyes on the cobbles. At rest her chest lay as still as a statue's. Now she breathed hard, a catch on every step, and shifted the frame with a grunt that was perfect.

Across the street, the reader's head swung around. A lanky kid in a brown hood was coming down the hill on the tavern side with a string of fish over his shoulder. The Collector pointed. His partner dropped the paste brush, took two strides and drove the kid face-first into the tavern wall, over the wet bill. Fish went everywhere. The Collector yanked the hood back by a fistful of hair, read the plate over it, and slammed the kid's face into the wall again anyway. When he let go, the kid slid down the stones and left his front teeth and a red smear across the fresh ink.

Andy kept walking, a brown hood on the far side of the street, and the tavern wall slid behind him. Every muscle in his back wanted to turn. Behind him somebody screamed for a watchman who wasn't coming. At the corner Sara came out from behind the coal cart and passed him, bent under the haul, and her fingers brushed his once going by, hot as a hearthstone.

The craving hit him there, out of nowhere and total, thirteen days since the last drink. A wineshop on the corner had its shutters open, and the sour smell of last night's spilled red came rolling out across the cobbles. His mouth went wet, his hands went cold, and for one step that smell filled the world. He walked through it. On the far side his hands stayed cold. Thirteen days. He counted them off on the next thirteen steps.

The trough-house stood at the top of Water Street where the hill flattened into the market. It was a gray two-story house with nailed shutters and a carriage arch. The yard beyond was small and walled, with weeds in the cobbles. A squat chapel stood on the left with its door on a chain, and rooms ran above along a wooden gallery. In the middle stood the trough that gave the place its name, mossed green on a stone plinth and brimful of rainwater.

Jess and Diana sat on the gallery steps like they lived there. "Took you long enough," Jess said.

"Collectors," Andy said.

"We watched from the roofs." Diana stood. "They chose a boy with fish." Her mouth went thin. "I should like to meet those two blood slaves again, in a narrower street."

They got the bundles up the gallery into a back room full of dust and pigeon feathers. Sara straightened and put a hand to her lower back, a carter's ache copied off the street. Then she frowned at the hand like it belonged to a stranger. Across the roofs, the palace bell began to ring for the morning court. It rang a long time. Every one of them stopped to listen.

"They will be reading it out about now," Diana said quietly. "Our papers. In a hall full of people, in order, I should think, with the spelling corrected."

Andy went down the gallery stair into the yard and stood at the trough. The water lay flat as a black mirror under the sky. The bell's last stroke went over the roofs and out across the lake, then died away. In the trough the surface trembled once, then went flat again, waiting.

He had one page they lacked, and he was going to need a second. He put both hands on the cold stone lip and leaned over the water.


CHAPTER 58 — The Trough That Prints Nothing

"I

 need a way in," Andy told the water. He said it low, his hands flat on the stone lip, his face a foot above the surface. The trough held the morning sky in it, pale and clean, with his own hooded head dark in the middle. Behind him, eight yards off, Jess sat on the gallery rail. Her boot heels had been knocking the post, and they stopped.

The water moved. A black sheen came up from the bottom of the trough like oil off a sunk lamp. It spread under the sky's reflection and ate it, slow and comfortable, until the trough held a black mirror and a hooded man leaning over it. The gloss slid to the near end and pooled there with the satisfied weight of a cat settling into the best chair in the house.

Andy's skin crawled up his arms under the sleeves, over the recall scars, all the way to the elbows. "Way in," he said again. "The palace. Tonight. They've got our notes. You know they do. You watch everything." He swallowed. "So what do you want?"

The gloss gathered itself. Lines rose out of it, thin, black and perfectly straight, and drew a frame on the surface of the water: four sides, square corners, the border of a panel exactly like the ones the System printed in flat white, only black, only wet. It was a good frame. It was centered. It sat in the middle of the trough with the patience of a tombstone. Inside it the water lay empty.

Andy waited for the capitals. The capitals always came. A demand, a condition, a line of print he could hate and argue with. The frame sat there. A gnat landed in its middle and walked across the blank water on its little legs, and the frame held around it, clean, black and empty. The gnat reached the far side, climbed onto the border and stood there cleaning its face. Then it flew off, and the frame stayed exactly where it was. "Come on," Andy said. "Say it. Whatever it is. Say it so I can tell you to go to hell."

The frame stayed. Then the gloss did what it had done once before, on a hill: it leaned. The black surface tilted toward him by a degree, like a man in the front row when the good part was coming, and it stayed tilted. It was settling in to watch.

The frame sank. It went down slow into the black like a stone dropped in a well, still square, still empty, and the gloss drew back off the sky after it. The trough held the morning again. His own face looked up at him out of it, hood back an inch, eyes too wide. A blank. A kept blank, held up for him to read and then put away.

"Godd Howard," he whispered.

"What'd it say?" Jess asked from the rail.

"Nada." Andy straightened. His knees were shaking, and he locked them. "It made the box. It left the box empty. Then it sat back."

Jess was off the rail and across the yard before he finished. She looked down into the trough over his arm, her hat brim knocking his shoulder, and the water showed her a small platinum-haired witch and a sky. "That's worse," she said.

"Yeah."

"That's loads worse." Her voice dropped two notes, into her serious register. "When a god wants the floor, it tells you what it wants. When it's happy to sit in the dark and wait, it's because it reckons you'll fall in on your own."

Andy looked at the water. He put his hand flat on his chest and found it hammering.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. Inside. We need to talk."

* * *

T

he back room smelled of pigeons and old dust. Light came in through the slats of a nailed shutter in thin bars, and the four of them sat on the bundles and the cot with their knees almost touching. Sara had taken the wrap off her hair. In the dim room the red of it glowed faint and warm, a banked fire, and she sat bolt upright with her hands folded, a guest at a stranger's table.


"They've read our strat," Andy said. "So let's say it out loud. What changes?"

Diana had her blank book open on her knee and a pencil in her hand. Andy watched her look at the empty page. Her hand moved to write and stopped. Moved again. Stopped. "Di?" he asked. "No paper. Okay? Not today."

"I know." Her voice came out sharp. "I know, Andy. Fuck me, I know." She shut the book hard and held it shut with both hands. "If a page is taken, the plan is taken. So you will hold it. I merely object to it, as a woman with a doctorate's worth of reading who now cannot keep four steps in order." Her lenses flashed in a bar of light.

"I'll call every step to you," Andy said. "Every one, as we go. Like a raid lead. You just answer."

"I am a footnote now."

"You're the best fire in the city."

"That is not the same thing."

"No," Sara said gently. "It is a better thing, tonight."

Diana looked at her. Her face eased a fraction. She looked away again and put her book back in her coat. Andy rubbed his face with both hands.

"Okay. The door. The stolen notes say we go in by the palace's yard door, down the cellar stair to the ring room, kill Pippa, take the boys. So tonight that door's the most guarded door in the kingdom. They'll stack it. Collectors, knights, Rook, whatever they've got."

"Rook will be at the Queen's shoulder," Sara said. "She keeps him there when she is afraid."

"Maybe. Or on the door. Either way the door's a choke, and they've had all morning to stand on it." Andy held up a finger. "Second. They know Sara holds doors. So they'll have a plan for Sara."

Sara inclined her head. Her hands stayed folded, but the knuckles had gone white along the tops. "They have had a plan for me since the arena," she said quietly. "Pippa read my sheet on the road. They shout at me in the right order, and I do as I am told for a breath. It is in your notes that I hold the door. It is in her head how to move me off it."

"Jess cancels it," Andy said.

"Jess will be busy," Sara said. "With respect."

"I can cut and cancel at once, angel." Jess was lying back on the cot with her hat over her face. "I'm a woman."

"Third," Andy said. "Time. The rite's at midnight. Pippa speaks the claim at midnight. We have to be in that room when it strikes, and we have to get there through a door they're sitting on with every sword they own."

He stopped. Laid out flat like that, it sounded like a raid with the healer dead and the boss already pulled.

"What don't they have?" Jess asked from under her hat.

"The leaf," Andy said. "And your plant."

"Right. So the boss fight's the same boss fight. It's the hallway that's changed." She tipped the hat up with one finger and looked at him. "You've done hallways, boss."

"I've done hallways with a map."

"You've got a map. Up here." She tapped her own temple. "You told Diana."

Andy laughed, short and dry. The craving came while he sat there. It came every time his mind ran ahead into the dark: a cup, a jug, the hot burn down the throat that made the next hour shorter. Lately the want had narrowed to one cup, Diana's glowing wine from the Veils, poured by her own hand when this was done. A man could hold out for one cup. He pressed his thumb hard into the recall scars on his right forearm, one ridge after another, until the scars hurt more than the want did. Thirteen days. Thirteen cuts along one arm would cover thirteen days with room to spare, and he had more cuts than days.

"Andy," Sara said.

"I'm good."

"You are pressing your arm."

"I'm good, Sara." He let go of the arm. "I'm thinking."

He was thinking about the trough. A god that sat back to watch was a god that expected a show, and a god like that would be sitting in the best seat tonight with its feet up. Fine. Let it watch. He would give it a show it hated.

"We can't plan at a table," he said slowly. "Every time we sit down and write it out, somebody reads it. So we don't sit down. We go look at it. We go look at the yard, live, from a long way off. I count everything on that door from four hundred yards. And we build it while we're moving."

It was the one card he still trusted. INSPECT D printed frames through stone at four hundred yards, every plate and every sheen of steel, like a thermal scope through drywall. From a rooftop over the lake he could count a door's guard from outside the yard. The Crown had his notes, and his notes said he would count the door. A guard who read that would stand behind a wall and feel safe, and the wall would print him anyway.

"Out there?" Diana asked. "In daylight, with your face on every wall?"

"In daylight, with my face on every wall."

"You are going to get us all killed with an enormous sense of style," Diana said. "I shall enjoy every fucking minute of it."

"That's the plan, yeah."

Diana went out to the gallery to check the yard, and Sara followed her with the wrap. Jess stayed on the cot. She lay there with her hat on her chest and watched Andy across the dusty bars of light. When he looked back, she hooked a finger in his belt and tugged him a step closer.

"You're scared of the water," she said.

"Yeah. Kinda." He caught himself. "Yeah. I'm scared of the water."

"Good." She kept the finger in his belt. Her hand was cold through his shirt, and the cold went straight down his spine. "Scared men live, boss. Brave ones end up on my circle." She let that sit. "Not you, though. I like you warm."

"Is that a threat or a compliment?"

"Yes." She smiled up at him, slow, the same smile she had worn by the hearth with her mouth an inch from his. Then she let go of his belt and put her hat back over her face. "Go and be clever at somebody else. I'm napping."

* * *

T

he crier came up Water Street shortly before noon.


The bell came first, a hand-bell swung hard, three strokes and a pause, three strokes and a pause, coming up the hill from the Tanners' Steps. Andy went to the shutter and put his eye to a slat. Jess came up beside him and put her eye to the next one, close enough that her hat brim pressed his ear.

Thirty yards below, at the corner where Water Street met the market, a man in a tabard climbed onto a mounting block and swung the bell over his head. A crowd thickened around him fast and quiet, because a crier meant the Crown and the Crown meant somebody's bad day. Andy pulled a breath of INSPECT and let it go at the man. HUMAN · CRIER. A plain pale frame. The cold sip came back before he exhaled.

"Hear the Queen!" the crier bellowed. "Hear the Queen of Vanorinal, and look to your neighbors!" The crowd went still.

"The Crown seeks the outlaw summoner called Andy, who wears his hood forward and his face hid. He goes about the city in the company of a carter." The crier unrolled a paper and read off it in a big bored roar. "A carter, stooped, hooded, under a pack frame. Tall for a carter. Keeps the eyes down. Any who sees a hooded man beside a carter with a frame is to call the watch, and the Crown will reward the call in silver, and ten times over if the summoner is taken."

Behind Andy, Sara made a small sound. He turned his head. She was standing in the middle of the room with the wrap in her hands, looking down at it, and then at the carter's frame leaning against the wall with its cracked ash crossbars. Her face had gone still and pale.

"I am the carter," she said. "Tall for a carter."

"It's burned," Andy said. "Yeah."

"Hush," Jess hissed. "There's more."

The crier swung his bell twice. "Hear also! By the Queen's justice, the tenement households taken on suspicion of harboring the summoner and his witch shall hang tonight, in the altar yard of the palace, at the half hour before midnight! The court shall witness. Let every householder who shelters the Crown's enemies take note, and look to their own door!"

He rolled the paper up. He climbed down off the block. The crowd broke up as fast as it had formed, people walking off in every direction with their eyes on the cobbles. One woman stood a moment longer with her hand over her mouth. Then she walked away too.

Andy stayed at the slat. "Which tenement?" he said.

"Doesn't matter," Jess said.

"It matters."

"It doesn't." Her voice was flat. "It's bait. It's a hook in a fish. She's hanging them at half eleven so the bloody court sees a drop and then hears the midnight bell, and so you'll come running. If it's the laundress and the carter from our stair, it's bait. If it's some sorry sods from across the city who coughed at a Collector, it's bait. Same hook."

Andy thought about the carter from their stair, asleep two floors down at first light with his frame borrowed off its peg. He thought about a woman pegging out her wash who had looked straight at them and then looked away. He turned from the shutter. "How many hours?" he asked.

Diana counted it on her fingers with her lips moving, lost her place once, swore under her breath and started over. "From now to the half hour before midnight, just under twelve. From now to dusk, perhaps seven."

"Seven to dusk. Twelve to the drop. Twelve and a half to midnight." Andy said each one out loud, slowly, and watched Diana's lips move along with him. "The rest we learn off the yard."

Sara set the wrap down on the cot. She did it carefully, folding it in half and then in half again, and when she straightened her face had changed. The pale stillness had gone out of it. Her golden eyes had gone hard and bright, the color of a blade drawn in sun.

"The households," she said. "The people on the gallows. Are we to leave them hanging while we go down the stair?"

"Sara-"

"I ask," she said, "because I would like to take them down." She folded her hands again, with care. "Please."

Andy looked at her. Across the room Diana had gone still, her fingers stopped mid-count, her head tipped at Sara the way it tipped at a page she half remembered.

"Yeah," he said. "We take them down. Gallows first."

"Thank you," Sara said, and her chest rose once, the tell, and settled.

"Lovely," Jess said from the cot, under her hat. "A rescue. With a crowd. In front of the Queen. I'll bring a picnic."

"Forgive me. And the frame?" Sara asked. She was still holding the wrap. "It is known now. I will need a different shape."

Andy looked at the frame against the wall. Cracked ash, old rope, a carrier's back pad stained dark with a stranger's sweat. Every Collector in the city was now looking for that frame, that stoop, that wrap. Every eye in the palace yard would go to it tonight if it showed. He looked at it for a long time. "Keep it," he said.

Jess's head came around. "Keep it? It's a noose with straps, boss."

"Keep the frame. Keep the wrap. Don't wear them again, Sara. Don't let anybody see them." He reached out and put his hand on the cracked crossbar. The wood was rough and warm from the slatted sun. "Everybody in Vanorinal is hunting for a carter with a frame."

He turned back to the three of them, and for the first time since the hole in the wall his voice had a grin in it.

"So tonight," he said, "let's give them one."


CHAPTER 59 — Four Clocks

J

ess came back over the trough-house wall with a washerwoman's yoke across her shoulders. Two baskets of a stranger's wet sheets swung off it, dripping on the cobbles. "Ta-da," she said. "Wash-yard halfway down Water Street. The lady was busy screaming at a goat."


"You stole a yoke," Andy said.

"I liberated a yoke. The goat's still there." She ducked out from under the bar and swung the rig at Sara, who caught it one-handed by the middle. "Your new shape, angel. Wet laundry. Nobody looks at wet laundry. It's the dullest sight in the world."

They strapped Sara in on the gallery. The yoke's harness went over the drover's cloak and down across her back. Andy cinched it tight over the flattened wings until the bar sat level on her shoulders. A washerwoman's kerchief went over her hair, knotted at the nape. She bent at the knees and dropped her shoulders under the bar. She turned into a broad tired woman with forearms like a bargeman's, a load of damp linen and a grudge against it. "Better?" she asked.

"You look like you hate your life," Andy said. "Perfect."

Diana wore her hood up over her horns with the tail coiled under her coat. Jess had left her hat on the cot inside, crystal points and all. She wore a brown shawl over her pale hair and looked like a cross milkmaid. Andy carried Bel's knife and left the spear and the crossbow with the bundles. Scouts carried their plans in their heads, and today they traveled light. The HUD clock in the corner of his sight read 14:12.

"Inside four hundred yards, I can read them," he told them. "We get that close, and we keep moving. Questions?"

"Several," Diana said. "None I shall remember."

* * *

T

hey went down Wheel Lane first, on the yard's south side, where the main gate stood. Andy lay on a slate roof three streets east with Jess flat beside him. Down in the lane the washerwoman pretended to argue with a fishmonger. He pushed INSPECT out across the roofs. The cold sip went out of him and came back. The palace's west end printed itself in pale frames through stone and timber. The main gate onto Wheel Lane hung shut with a chain looped twice through its rings. Two frames slouched in its gatehouse with the faint steel sheen of Collectors on them. "Gate's chained," he murmured. "Two on it. Bored."


He pushed again. The yard opened in his head, a long empty rectangle about a hundred yards west to east and forty north to south. At its east end rose the palace's west face, with the yard door in the middle of it. Off that face, at the south-east corner, a gallery jutted out over the yard on stone brackets, twenty yards from the door. A turnpike stair ran down inside a stone drum to the yard floor. "That's the box," he said. "Queen's box. Somebody's setting chairs."

"How many chairs?" Jess asked. He counted frames. "Twelve. One big one." He let the read drop and breathed. "She's coming to watch."

"She always watches," Jess said. Her voice had gone flat and cold, the voice she kept for the Queen alone. "She sat in a box over her own harem and watched them fan her. She likes to be the one in the good seat."

Down at the west end, under the yard's far wall, men were working on the old gallows, hanging a long new beam across its posts. Andy watched the frames work: two carpenters and a hangman, with a dozen Collectors holding unlit torches. Beside the gallows stood the Crown's yard altar, a squat block he had read twice before. Beside that, a small door in the west wall stood open on the lake path, with its bar lying in the dirt.

"They left the postern open," he said.

"For you," Jess said.

"For me." He rolled onto his back on the warm slates and looked at the sky. "Clock one. Pippa lights her working at dusk. Clock two. The bell at eleven-thirty, and the drop. Clock three, the door. Clock four, midnight, when she says the words." He said them slowly. He had drilled them into Diana that morning, and down in the lane, under her hood, her lips would be moving along. "Four clocks. Everything we do hangs on one of them."

* * *

T

he lake path ran under the palace's west wall, a strip of trodden mud between the stones and the reeds. They came onto it from the north end at four in the afternoon and walked south along the water with the wall on their left. To the boatmen they were two washerwomen, a hooded laborer and a small woman in a shawl. At three hundred yards from the postern Andy stopped to retie his boot and read the gallows through the wall.


It stood finished now. Eight nooses of new rope hung off its beam in a row. The hangman stood on the platform testing the trap with his boot. It dropped with a bang that came to Andy across the water half a breath after the frame jolted. Under the gallows sat a cart with its tail let down, empty.

"Eight ropes," he said.

Sara shifted her yoke. "Eight households?"

"Eight necks." He stood. "Households, the crier said. So eight people who maybe rented a room on the wrong stair."

"Then we take down eight," Sara said. She said it plainly, like please or thank you, and walked on with the baskets swinging.

They walked another fifty yards. Diana had gone quiet, her hands in her coat. Andy fell back beside her. "You good?"

"I am counting your clocks," Diana said. "Dusk, eleven-thirty, the door, midnight." Her mouth tightened. "I had them in a row a minute ago. Now the door has fallen off the end of the fucking shelf."

"The door's clock three."

"The door is clock three." She shut her eyes behind her lenses. "Thank you. I despise this. Carry on."

At the south end of the path the wall turned east, and Wheel Lane came down to the water. They climbed a set of mossy steps into a tannery yard that stank of lime and dog dung, and Andy checked the HUD. 16:31. "Now the guardhouse," he said. "The shaft."

* * *

T

he guardhouse range closed the north side of the altar yard, two stories under slate, and a crooked row of tenements four stories high looked straight down onto its roof. Under that roof sat the hatch outside Pippa's door, and the shaft Andy had been down twice.


They went up a tenement stair that smelled of cabbage and cats, out a skylight, and onto a roof of rotten shingles. The sun sat low over the lake now, red and swollen, and the shadows of the chimneys lay long across the slates. The HUD read 17:48. Andy lay down behind a chimney and read.

The guardhouse printed itself a hundred and fifty yards off, close and bright. The ground floor held a mess hall full of frames eating. The upper floor held bunks. And past the mess hall, in the whitewashed passage outside Pippa's door, six frames stood in a ring around the hatch with the steel sheen hot on them and a lantern burning on a hook over their heads.

"Six on the hatch," he said. "Lit. Awake. Standing."

"Shaft's out, then," Jess said.

"Shaft's out." He let the read drop. "Godd Howard. I wanted that shaft."

"You always want the shaft, boss."

"Not now."

He pushed again, deeper, down through the guardhouse floor, and the read went cold and thin. Thirty feet down the ring room opened, dark: nine anchors, the walkway, the altar, and in the middle Jess's circle, where Rook had put her down.

The read swam. For one breath he was on the bottom step again with the violet seal in front of him, the blade coming down, Jess's ribs, the sound. He gripped the chimney brick until the edge cut his palm. One. Two. Three. The ring room came back, empty and dark.

"Boss?"

"Fine." It came out hoarse. "It's dark. Nothing's lit. They're early."

"Andy," Diana said sharply from the skylight. "The roof walk." He looked up with his own eyes.

A guardhouse watchman had stepped out onto a walk along the guardhouse ridge with a lantern on a pole. He was swinging it slow along the tenement roofs, and the beam of it crawled over the shingles toward their chimney. Two more frames came up behind him with the steel sheen on them. One of them pointed. "Down," Jess hissed.

Diana was already moving. She came up out of the skylight with her right hand open and low, and an inverted star burned open in the cup of her palm, black-red, like a coal opening an eye. "Gûzug-ûm," Diana breathed.

Black smoke poured out of the star in her palm. It ran out over the shingles in a thin dark film, over Andy, Jess, the chimney and the edge of the skylight. The light from the watchman's lantern hit the film and slid. It slid off like water off oiled cloth. Andy looked straight down at his own hand on the shingles and his eye slid off it too, to the chimney, to the sky, to anything else. On his HUD, Diana's HP bar dipped a sliver and held.

The lantern crawled over them. Paused. The watchman squinted. The beam went on, across the next roof and the next. He turned, called a joke to the men behind him and laughed, and all three went back inside. Diana closed her hand. The film drew back into her palm like a breath drawn in. The skin around the star had split black and was smoking. "Fuck me," she said, faintly, and sat down hard on the edge of the skylight. "I remembered that one." Jess reached out and squeezed her ankle, once, and let go.

* * *

T

he sun went into the lake at 18:57. They lay on the rotten shingles and watched the dusk come down over the palace. Lamps came on in the guardhouse windows. Down in the altar yard, the Collectors lit their torches at a brazier one by one. Three clusters of flame came up across the yard: at the palace door, at the foot of the box stair, and at the gallows under the west wall.


Then the door filled. Andy watched it on INSPECT, his breath gone shallow. Frames came out of the palace in a file, steel sheen bright on every one of them, and spread across the yard in front of the door. Ten. Thirty. Sixty. They kept coming. A mounted frame rode among them, and he read her and his stomach dropped. RUTHE · Human · CAPTAIN · Realm E. The plate was plain. He could picture the face behind it all too well, and the copper badge on her chest.

"Ruthe," he said.

"The copper-badge hag," Jess said. "Course it is."

He counted until the file stopped. A hundred and forty. A hundred and forty Collectors stacked in front of one door in a block twenty deep, with a captain on a horse behind them. "Clock three," he said. "They're on the door from dusk."

Jess whistled, long and low.

Then, under the yard, the dark went out. Andy's read was still down there, thin and cold, when it happened. Nine points in a ring lit up one after another like a fuse burning around a clock face, amber, the color of a nursery lamp, and with each one his read caught a faint plink of a sound, high and tinny, a music box at the bottom of a well. The ring room swam up out of the black in amber light. NINE ANCHORS · LIT, his sight printed, in flat white capitals.

And the frames were there. At the altar on the far walkway stood one with its name in red and a small skull beside it. PIPPA · Human · SHOTAMANCER · Realm ? Her plate had read Realm C the last time he saw it. Now it showed a question mark, the same as Rook's. Beside the ninth anchor stood an old man's frame. PELLAM · GEOMETER · QI-GATHERING (LATE). And inside the ring, on the floor around Jess's circle, stood four small frames, standing stock-still with their faces turned toward the altar.

KIT · 13. NED · 14. OLLIE · 14. DUN · 12. Each with the same header. BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA. Four. Andy went looking for the fifth and found him on the cellar stair. RAFE · 13 · TRAPPER, a small frame sitting on a step below the landing with his knees pulled up, a trap-line in his gear row. Posted there, alone, between the door and the ring.

Andy let the read go before it showed him more. He lay with his cheek on the shingles and breathed, and the cold sip came back into him like water filling a cup.

"Four in the ring," he said. "One on the stair. Rafe. She put the little trapper on the stair."

For a while the only sound was the wind in the shingles. Down in the yard the torches burned. The hundred and forty stood on the door. "Okay," Andy said. "Okay. Here's how it goes."

He said it on the roof, lying down, low. He said it again at the skylight and a third time on the tenement stair going down.

Gallows first, at the bell. Kill the hangman and whoever's on the trap, fast, and cut the families down. Out the postern with them, into the dark. With them would go a carter with a frame and a lantern.

"On whom?" Diana asked.

"Whoever's running fastest," Andy said.

Jess grinned in the dark. "The Queen sees her angel run off with her hanging. In front of her court."

"Is that enough to make her break?"

"Boss, she'd set her own mother on fire to save face. She'll send the lot."

"Then the hundred and forty go out the postern after a carter. We go along the north wall under the guardhouse in the dark and take the door off whoever she leaves on it." He looked at Jess. "Can you seal a door that big?"

"I can seal anything I've a mind to," Jess said. "Takes a while on a big one. Blood seal, nice and thick." She looked at Sara. "Somebody stands in front of it while I cut."

"I will," Sara said. They were on the last flight of the tenement stair, coming down toward the lane, Sara a step ahead of him with the yoke on her shoulders and the dark kerchief over her hair. Andy put his hand on her arm. She stopped and looked back up at him.

"Sara," he said. "When we're in, you'll be at the top of the stair with your eyes on the seal, and we'll be below you, out of sight of the ring. Will you call us down the second the seal starts to go?" He swallowed. "And if it holds, will you call us down at the time I give you?"

"The time?"

"Close to midnight. I'll give it to you at the door." He said the rest low, because it was a real thing and he wanted her to have it plain. "Before midnight, Pippa's mouth and hands are free. After, they're stuck on the claim. I'd rather meet her free for one minute than meet Rook on a stair one man wide."

Sara looked at him for a long breath in the dark of the stairwell. Her chest rose, the tell, and settled. "I will," she said. "When it starts to go, or when you tell me the time. I will call you down."

"Thank you."

"You asked," she said. "Thank you for asking." She didn't move off the step. "And the boy on the stair, Andy? Who goes to him?"

"Me. I go down first and talk him off it. He's thirteen. He'll listen."

Jess snorted from the flight above. "Boys that age don't listen to anyone but her, boss. She's had a year on him. You've had a look through a wall."

"Then I'll carry him."

"And if he will not be carried?" said Sara.

Andy didn't have an answer for that, and all three of them heard him not have it.

"Then he is mine too," Sara said quietly. "Not hers. Remember that I said so." She turned and went on down with the baskets swinging.

The HUD clock read 19:41. Three hours and forty-nine minutes to the bell. Thirty feet under a palace, Rafe sat alone on a cellar stair with a trap-line in his gear, waiting for somebody to come down.


CHAPTER 60 — The Palace

T

he pack frame came off Andy's back on the lake path at 23:29. He had fetched it from the trough-house cache an hour before, with the boar-spear and the crossbow, and it was still wrapped in its sack like a bundle of firewood. Sara dropped the washerwoman's yoke in the reeds beside it.


She unbuckled the wing straps next. They fell in the mud in a tangle of leather. Under the drover's cloak her wings eased out of their flat bind. The cloak lifted at her shoulders where the long bones settled. She reached into the yoke's basket and came out with the carter's wrap and the shuttered lantern, already lit behind its shutters. She handed both to Andy.

"Ready?" he asked.

"I am ready," Sara said. She opened her right hand, and the sword was in it, long and plain, with the gold cross burning in its crossguard.

On the other side of the wall, the palace bell began to strike the half hour.

* * *

T

hey went through the postern on the bell's first stroke.


The door in the wall stood open as bait, its bar lying where it had lain all afternoon. Ten yards inside it the gallows rose black against its own torches. Eight people stood in a row on the platform's fixed edge with sacks over their heads and nooses on their necks, a step from the trap. The hangman had his hand on the lever. Four Collectors stood around the platform's foot with their torches high. Their faces were turned toward the Queen's box, glowing at the yard's south-east corner a hundred yards off.

Andy put the crossbow to his shoulder and shot the hangman in the mouth. The bolt went in over his teeth as he turned his head, and came out the back of his neck with a knot of spine on its head. He sat down on the lever. The trap banged open beside him, and he toppled through it alone. He folded at the middle and hit the cart below with a crunch like a dropped crate. The eight on the fixed edge stood swaying. Sara was already at the platform.

The nearest Collector got his sword half out. Sara's blade took his arm at the shoulder, sword and all, and the arm went spinning into the dark with the hand still closed on the hilt. Blood came out of the socket in a sheet. He looked at the stump with his mouth open. Then his knees went and he sat down in it. The second Collector swung his torch at her face. She leaned out of its way and opened him from collarbone to hip on the back stroke, and his guts spilled over his own boots in a slick heap.

"Zûlvûr," Diana said.

An inverted star opened in her palm, black-red, and a bolt of black fire left it with a crack like a split log. It hit the third Collector full in the face. His eyes boiled. Fire ran into his open mouth and down his throat. It lit him from inside, and he screamed with steam coming out between his teeth. He ran three steps blind, fell into the gallows' upright and stayed there, burning.

The fourth dropped his torch and ran for the palace end.

Jess put her athame through the back of his knee as he passed her. He went down on his face in the dirt. She knelt on his back. "Shh," she told him. She cut his throat and stood up wiping the blade on his collar.

The fight had taken eleven seconds by the HUD clock.

"Cut them down!" Andy dropped the crossbow in the dirt at the gallows' foot. It was a one-shot opener, and the reload would take too long. He went up the steps two at a time and sawed at nooses with Bel's knife. The sacks came off. Faces under them, wet and white: a woman with gray in her hair, two men, a girl of twenty with her lip bitten through. They came off the trap's edge into Sara's arms one after another. She set each one on the ground and said, "Please go to the door in the wall. Thank you," as if she were seating guests.

* * *

T

he last man off the trap was the one Andy wanted.


He was thin, bearded, about Andy's height, and his wrists were raw from a Crown cell. He had been in there a long time; his eyes had the cellar squint. Andy grabbed him by the shoulder in the dark at the postern, out of the gallows' torchlight, and put the frame on his back.

"Carry this," he said. "Wrap goes on your head. Keep the light up. Go up the lake path and up Wheel Lane, and don't stop. Nobody stops a carter."

The man stared at him. By the look of him he had been in a cell since before the bill went up, out of earshot of any crier. To a man like that a frame was just a frame.

"Who are you?" the man said.

"Go," Andy said. He opened the lantern's shutter and pushed the light into the man's hands. The man went. He ran first, ahead of the families, out the postern and onto the lake path. The frame jounced on his back, and the lantern swung high and bright.

Andy watched him go and did the sum, because somebody had to.

The hundred and forty wanted a catch. They had a Queen in a box who wanted a catch even more, alive, chained, paraded. A dead carter earned a Collector a kick. Ruthe hunted for credit. A man in a frame was worth more to all of them breathing than bleeding. The man had been standing on a trap with a sack over his head ninety seconds ago. Every way Andy turned the numbers, they came out the same. He hated every one of them.

"Boss," Jess said at his elbow. "Box." Andy looked.

At the far end of the yard, in the jutting gallery at the yard's south-east corner, a woman stood up out of the big chair. Even at a hundred yards her voice carried across the yard, high and furious, the sound reaching him a beat behind her mouth. The lantern bobbing away up the lake path through the open postern was the only light outside the walls. From the box, it was a stooped carter with a frame running into the night with her hanging. The angel, running with her bait. The Queen's arm came up and pointed. Down at the door, a hundred and forty men turned their heads.

* * *

"N

orth wall," Andy said. "Go. Stay on the stone, okay?"

They went back in through the postern and turned left along the north side of the yard. There the guardhouse range made a long black wall, blind and unlit. Andy ran with one hand trailing the stone. Diana ran behind him with the knight's shield strapped across her back, then Jess, then Sara. Their boots were loud in his ears. Everything was loud.

Across the yard, the hundred and forty came the other way.

They came in a column, filing for the postern because the main gate was chained, a long dark snake with steel sheen on every scale. Ruthe walked at its head, leading her horse. They passed thirty yards off, maybe less, torches at the front and back, a river of dark between. Andy pressed against the wall and ran. A man in the column laughed. Somebody else swore. The head of the column went through the postern behind the families. The tail kept coming, man after man, out of the torchlight and into the dark.

"Ten on the door," Andy breathed. At the palace end, ten men stood in the door's torchlight with their backs to the wall. HUD: 23:41.

Jess had her hand in her coat. At twenty yards from the door she drew out a fistful of pre-charged snares, knotted cords strung with violet beads, each one humming. She threw them underhand, all at once, in a spray, and they landed among the ten men's boots.

"Ngaím," she said.

The beads lit violet. Thorned cords bloomed out of the air around the ten men's ankles and climbed. They went up legs, around waists, around throats, frost riming along every thorn, and pulled tight. A man in the middle of the file went up on his toes with a cord across his windpipe. Thorns sank to the root in his neck, and his heels drummed. Blood ran down his collar in a dozen thin lines.

The four of them hit the file in the torchlight.

Andy drove the boar-spear into the belly of the first man he reached, under the breastplate's edge, and the point grated on spine and stopped. The man folded over the shaft and grabbed it with both hands. Andy wrenched it free, and the man's insides came with it in a hot wet rope. He stepped over him. Sara split the next man's helmet and the skull under it to the jaw. "Vûr," said Diana, and black fire took two of them in the face. Her palm split black and smoked. Jess walked down the line of choking men with her athame and opened their throats one after another where the thorns had left work undone.

It took less than a minute. Ten men lay in the torchlight, and the door stood open behind them.

The leaf swung inward. Andy put his shoulder to it and walked it back flat against the passage's north wall, clear of the jamb and the stair head. The passage beyond ran east into the palace, stone-floored, dark. A few strides in, on the right, the cellar stair went down. Faint amber light came up out of it and lay on the top steps like spilled honey.

"Sara," Jess said, already on her knees in the doorway. "Stand in front of me, angel. It's a big one."

Sara stepped out onto the door's outer step and turned to face the yard. The torchlight lit her from the side. Her wings stood half open under the cloak. HUD: 23:42.

* * *

J

ess bit the heel of her own left hand.


She bit hard, to the meat, and blood welled up black in the torchlight. She pressed the bleeding hand flat against the left jamb and dragged it up as high as she could reach, then across. Where her blood touched the stone it lit violet. Frost grew in its edges, white and feathered, cracking as it spread.

"Dúnú ursa," she said, in the low flat voice of a rite. "Crú ím-ur. Ngaím."

The blood moved. It ran out of the line she had drawn, sideways, against the pull of the ground. Thin red threads crawled across the empty air of the doorway like veins growing under skin. They knit. Between them a skin of violet light thickened, layer laid on layer, frosted, still thin enough to see the yard through. The blood kept coming out of her hand to feed it.

"How long?" Andy asked.

"Long as it takes, boss. Hush." The color went out of Jess's lips.

They went gray first, then her fingertips. The gray crept up the back of her bitten hand toward the wrist like a stain soaking through cloth. On his HUD her HP bar slid down a notch, and another. Her soul qi bar slid with it. She hummed while she worked. Out in the dark, the hundred and forty were coming back.

They came at a run, the column turned back on itself, its head still out on the lake path short of the families. A big man in gray plate drove them from behind with the flat of a sword, out of the torchlight. The steel sheen on him ran heavier than any of theirs. Rook had come down out of the box stair. Andy had missed it. One moment the knight had been a gray shape at the Queen's shoulder, and now he was in the yard, roaring.

"He's not coming in front," Andy said. "He's keeping behind them."

"He remembers my shackle," Diana said, at the jamb. Her hand was open and the star was in it. "Coward. Fucking blood slave."

Sara cupped her left palm in front of her chest. A small gold flame woke in it, as bright as a vigil candle. Its glow ran back off her shoulders in a warm gold film over the doorway, over Jess on her knees and Andy at Jess's back. Andy's skin warmed under it. Sara tilted her head back toward them, listening to the three of them and to the boots in the dark at the same time.

The first of the hundred and forty hit the torchlight. Sara met them on the step. Her sword took the first man's head off at the jaw. The top of it landed behind her in the doorway at Andy's feet, still wearing its helmet. The second she opened at the waist; he came apart in two pieces and the top piece kept crawling. Blood sprayed back over her in a hot wave, across her face, into her hair, into her open mouth. She spat once and kept her sword up.

"Diana," Andy said. "That one?"

Diana was looking past Sara at a man in the second rank. Lean, scarred, a broken nose, a stranger to Andy.

"The causeway gate," Diana said. "I know that face. It is my profession." She lifted her hand. "Zûlvûr."

The bolt took him in the chest. Black fire went into him and lit him from the inside. For one second he glowed through his own skin, every rib a dark bar against the fire. Then his face slid off his skull like wax off a candle, and he dropped.

Diana lowered her hand and stepped back to the jamb, her fire held, her lenses full of torchlight. Then Sara raised the gate. She raised it in silence. Light came up out of the step in front of her, panes of ruby, blue and gold in gold leading, all standing on air. A deep organ note came with it and shook the stone under Andy's boots. The gate stood across the step from jamb to jamb, taller than any man in the yard. The hundred and forty hit it at a run and stopped like men hitting a wall.

Behind them, Rook roared, and they pushed. The front rank went into the glass with the column's weight behind them. Andy watched a man's face pressed flat against a ruby pane, his nose breaking, his eyes bulging, his ribs going one after another under the push. Blood came out of his mouth and ran down the glass. More came behind him. On his HUD, Sara's QI bar shivered with every shove and slid down. The gold flame in her palm pushed it back up, slower.

He thought once about a chain pour. It was a burst. It lifted her a grade for a breath, long enough for a strike. A tank holding a door needed a wall. He let it go.

"DROP IT!"

A hundred voices shouted it, with Ruthe's voice leading.

Sara's hand opened. The sword fell on the step with a clang. Her face went blank for a moment, startled. The gate held on its own, because a set gate stood by itself. She looked at her empty palm and closed it. The sword came back into it out of the air.

"STAND ASIDE!"

This one came overlapped, a dozen throats on a dozen beats, a roar meant to bury any answer. Sara's foot moved.

"Ignore them," Jess said, low, on its heels, her eyes on the seal. Sara's foot stopped.

"KNEEL!"

She knelt. Her knee hit the bloody step, and she stayed there on one knee in the gore. Her sword stayed up, the gate stood, and the flame burned in her other hand.

"Keep coming, please," she told them, her face calm, red and wet.

* * *

T

he seal closed at 23:52.


"In you come, angel," Jess said, her hand on the right jamb for the last cut.

"Coming," Sara said. She stood and stepped back inside the doorway, past the edge of the violet. Jess dragged her bleeding hand down the right jamb to the floor and lifted it away. The violet skin across the doorway hardened with a sound like ice taking on a pond. It stood edge to edge in the door's own stone, frosted and glowing, and the yard showed through it violet. Jess sat back on her heels. Her lips were gray. Her bitten hand was gray to the wrist.

Sara let the gate on the step go. It guttered and fell in a shower of gold. The hundred and forty hit the seal instead and recoiled off it with frost on their faces.

Andy went first to the stair head, a few strides into the passage, and down onto the upper flight. Diana came after him, then Jess with her gray hand tucked in her coat. Sara came last. At the stair head she turned and opened her hand. A second gate came up across the passage in front of the top step, thin, pale gold, one pane deep. She stood on the top step behind it.

"It is thin," she said down to Andy. "It will hold the last minute."

The stair turned north below him, one man wide. Amber light came up around the turn, warm and wrong.

Up the back stair, deeper in the passage, a ward rang at a door. A music-box plink, high and tinny, at an empty room. Out in the yard, men hit the jamb with iron. Rook's voice drove them. The doorframe shook. Stone dust sifted down off the lintel. HUD: 23:55. A crack ran across the violet seal from top to bottom with a noise like lake ice breaking.

"Andy," Sara said from the top step, calm. "It goes. Down, please."


CHAPTER 61 — Rafe

A

ndy took the steps two at a time, one hand on the wall, the spear held short in the other.


The stair was one man wide and steep, worn into shallow dishes in the middle of each tread by a hundred years of feet. It went straight down twelve steps to a landing and turned north. The amber light came up from below the turn, warm as a lamp in a nursery, and the air coming up with it was cold. It smelled of old stone, lamp oil and sugar, like sweets left in a pocket. Behind him Diana's boots came fast and careful. Behind her came Jess, breathing hard through her nose, her bitten hand tucked in her coat.

Above them all, the seal screamed.

It made a sound like a sheet of ice tearing down its middle, then a sound like a wall coming down, then the roar of a hundred and forty throats arriving in a doorway. Ruthe's voice cut across it, sharp: "Hold! Hold the door! Nobody goes in!" Under that came Rook's voice, one word, and his boots on the passage stone.

Andy hit the landing and turned.

A boy stood on the lower flight five steps down, in the amber light, with a rope around his waist.

He was small for thirteen, thin in the wrists, in the Songbirds' blue with the sponsor's seal stitched on the breast. His hair was dark, cut short and ragged, as if somebody had cut it with a knife in a hurry. There was a bruise on his jaw going yellow at the edges, and his knuckles were scabbed from setting a thousand wires. His eyes were huge and very bright. He held a short knife in his right hand and the rope in his left. The rope ran from a loop knotted around his waist down the steps behind him, through an iron ring set in the corner stone of the vault passage mouth, and on through the open iron door into the amber.

Andy stopped so hard Diana walked into his back.

INSPECT went out of him on reflex, cold sip behind the eyes. RAFE · 13 · TRAPPER · BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA. GEAR: TRAP-LINE. The cold came back into him before he exhaled.

"Hey," Andy said. "Hey, Rafe."

"You can't come down." Rafe's voice cracked on it, high, a boy's voice trying to be a man's. "She said. This is my stair. She gave it to me. You can't come down."

On the first step below the landing, a hair-thin wire ran across the stair at ankle height, pegged into the mortar at each end. A trapper's wire. Andy looked at it and then at Rafe. Rafe caught him looking, and his chin came up.

"I set it myself," Rafe said. "She said I'm the best at wires. Better than Ned."

"You are," Andy said. "That's a good wire."

Rafe's eyes went to Andy's face and stayed there. For a moment the bright fierce look slipped, and under it he was thirteen and tired, with bags under his eyes like bruises.

"You know words," he said suddenly. "Earth words. She says you're from where she's from." His voice dropped, though the only people on the stair to hear were Andy's. "What's it mean? The word on her plate. I asked once. Kit told, and I had to stand in the yard all night with my hands on my head." He swallowed. "She says it means the best summoner in the world. Kit says it means the best summoner in the world." His knife hand shook. "Is that what it means?"

The word sat in Andy's mouth like a stone. He had read it off her plate the first day. His stomach had turned over, and it had stayed turned ever since. He had the answer. He had it in plain American English, and he could have put it on this stair in one sentence.

He looked at the boy with the rope around his waist, and he swallowed the sentence.

"Ask me tomorrow," Andy said. "Tomorrow, Rafe. I'll tell you tomorrow, in the daylight."

Rafe's face closed like a door.

"That means it's bad," he said. "She said you'd say that too."

"Boss." Jess's voice came from above Diana, flat and low. "Clock."

Andy's HUD said 23:56. Up in the passage, Rook's sword hit Sara's gate, and the stairwell rang like a struck bell. On the edge of his sight Sara's QI bar shivered and slid. Her voice came down the stairs, calm, courteous, to the man on the other side of the glass. "Good evening. Please go back the way you came."

"Rafe," Andy said. He kept his voice level, the voice he used on a new player who had just pulled every mob in the room. "Listen to me. There's a big man coming down these stairs in about one minute. He's going to kill anybody in his way. You need to run."

"Run where?"

"Up. Past us. Out. Anywhere."

"Up's the knight," Rafe said. "And you." He shook his head hard. "She needs me. She needs me on the stair. If you come close I'm to pull, and she'll know you're here. That's my job." His eyes shone. "She said I'm the best on the stair. She said it tonight. In front of everybody."

The rope at his waist trembled. Down below the turn, at the other end of it, a hand had taken up the slack.

Rafe was here, on a stair at the bottom of the night, alone, with a rope on him, doing his best to be good.

His left hand was on the knot at his waist, holding on the way Kit held a shield strap.

"Rafe," Andy said. "Untie the rope. Please. Just untie it and sit down on the step. I'll walk past you, and nothing happens to you. Okay?"

"You're bad luck," Rafe said. "She said everything you touch dies. She said you'd say kind words. She said you tell boys kind words, and then they die."

"Not you. Not tonight."

"Kit said you'd say that." Rafe's knife hand was shaking. "Kit said you'd say exactly that."

Up in the passage, the thin gate rang again under a blow, and again. Rook was hitting it like a man splitting wood. Diana put her hand on Andy's shoulder from behind. Her fingers dug in.

"Andy," she said, very quietly. "The minute."

Jess's hand came past Diana's shoulder with a thread of violet already curling off two fingertips. "Say the word and he's on the floor, boss. Ankles only. He'll not feel it till Tuesday."

"No," said Andy.

The thread went back into her fingers, and she kept her hand where he could see it.

The minute. He had asked Sara to call them down so he could meet Pippa free for one minute instead of meeting Rook on a one-man stair. The minute was going. It was going here, on this step, on a thirteen-year-old with a wire.

He made the call.

He ran it like a pull with one bad option and five worse ones. Cut the rope, and a slack line would tell her the same news a tug would. Talk, and the clock ran out on the talking. Burn him, freeze him, snare him, and he was a child with a wire on a stair and a hundred-forty-man war coming down on top of him. But if Andy got a fist on the line above the knot, her haul would come against Andy's arm instead of the boy's waist. He was heavier than a thirteen-year-old. Heavier, and braced.

One shot. Grab the line, take the haul, lift the kid.

"Okay," Andy said. "Okay, Rafe. I'm coming down. I'm going to pick you up and carry you, and you can hate me for it. Here I come."

He stepped over the wire.

He moved slow, both hands open, the spear left leaning against the wall behind him. He was three steps above the boy, close enough to reach, and he reached for the line above the knot.

Rafe watched the hand coming, read it and tugged the rope first.

It was a small tug, two jerks, a signal. Andy's hand was a foot from the line.

Down below the turn, the line snapped taut, and he felt Pippa haul.

The rope went taut with a sound like a bowstring. It snapped straight down the stairwell and took Rafe off his feet at the waist, folded him in half, and pulled him off the step backward and down. Andy lunged and missed the line. His fingers closed on blue cloth, and the cloth ripped out of them.

Rafe went down the stairwell head first.

His head hit the fourth step below with a flat wet crack like a dropped melon. It bounced. His body came over after it and his face hit the next step, and the next, his arms flailing at empty air. His left arm went under him on the sixth step and snapped at the forearm with a noise like a green branch. The rope kept hauling. He tumbled the last steps in a loose tangle of head, shoulders and heels, and came off the bottom step into the open space at the foot.

The rope swung him sideways.

It ran through the ring in the corner stone of the vault passage mouth there, beside the iron door, and as Pippa hauled from across the room it dragged him by the waist off the bottom step and into the dark mouth of the passage. He hit the corner stone shoulder first, under the ring. The line pulled tight through the iron and stopped. It held him there, slung sideways in the passage mouth, folded at the waist with his back bent the wrong way over the rope. He hung clear of the iron door's swing, out of the room, out of the amber light.

Then the rope went slack. At the far end of it, the hand let go.

Rafe slid down the wall onto the floor of the passage mouth and lay still.

Andy was already moving. He came down the stair in four jumps and stopped six steps from the bottom, close enough to see, his hands out, frozen.

The boy lay on his side facing the stair. His head was wrong. The left side of his skull had gone flat above the ear where it hit the step, and the scalp there had split open in a flap, dark hair over a white edge of bone. Blood came out of his ear in a steady dark stream. It ran along the stone and pooled under his cheek. His neck bent sideways at an angle a living neck would refuse, so his chin rested near his collarbone, too near. His broken arm lay under him with the hand turned up, the fingers curled. His eyes were open. One pupil was big and black. The other was a pinpoint, fixed on the stone.

His right foot twitched against the stone. Twice. Three times.

Then it stopped.

The rope lay across his waist where it had cut in through the blue livery. A long welt of raw red showed through the torn cloth where it had dragged him around the corner. Over and over she had brought this boy back from the dead, every time his sheet said she should. This time the line had gone slack in the doorway, and the music box hadn't missed a note. She had let go of him and gone back to her stone.

Andy stood on the step and breathed. The music box went on plinking in the room beyond the iron door, tinny and patient, one note at a time, a lullaby for a nursery with the lamp left on.

From six steps up he could look straight through the open iron door at the bottom. Past it lay a yard of threshold and then amber light. The ring room showed him one slice of itself: a stretch of floor cut with lines, the base of an anchor glowing like a coal in a grate, and beyond it a pair of small boots in Songbird blue planted side by side on the stone. Whoever stood in them stood stock-still with his heels to the door. The fall had been loud. The crack had been loud. The boots stayed planted, because she had told them to stand.

The stairwell swam. For a second the boy on the floor was a different body on a different floor: Jess on her back on the circle with Rook's blade coming down. Then it was the boy again. Then Jess. He put his hand flat on his own chest, hard. He pressed and counted. One. Two. Three. Four. The count went on past ten and his heart kept slamming against his palm.

His HUD moved.

He was still holding INSPECT on the boy, and the boy's sheet was still open in his sight, the frame pale, the rows flat white. As he watched, a new line printed under the header, quiet and plain.

RECALL: HOLDER'S — DECLINED.

Pippa had declined him.

The header changed. BOUND went gray and blinked out. HOLDER went to a dash.

And the dark came for him.

It came up out of the passage floor like oil out of cracked stone. A black gloss slid out from under the boy's cheek, out of the pooled blood, and spread over his face in a thin wet film. It ran into his open eyes and filled them. It ran into his slack mouth. The gloss sat on him a moment, comfortable, settling, a cat on a warm stone.

Then it drank.

Andy's chest went cold from the inside, as if somebody had opened a door in his ribs onto a winter night. The cold went out of him, through his breastbone, down through the air into the boy, and through the boy into the black. His knees buckled. He caught himself on the wall. Silver-blue light, his own light, starlight, breathed out of his chest in a thin stream. It went down into the gloss on the boy's face and vanished into it.

The black drew back into the floor. It left the boy's eyes empty and dull. It left his face gray. On Andy's HUD, his own row printed in flat white.
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"No," Andy said. His voice came out wrong. "No, you don't get him. He's not yours. He's not even mine. You don't get him."

The floor kept its peace and had already won. The boy lay there with his face gray and his eyes empty, a small broken thing in blue with a rope across his waist.

"Andy." Diana was on the step above him. Her hand closed on the back of his collar. "Andy. He is gone. I am sorry. He is gone."

"He was thirteen."

"I know."

"She hauled him. She hauled him down the stairs on purpose to tell herself I was coming. She used him as a doorbell."

"I know," Diana said. Her voice cracked once and came back. "Fuck me. I know. I am sorry."

Behind Diana, Jess had come down onto the landing. She stood at the turn with her gray hand inside her coat and her other hand on her athame. She looked down the stairwell at the boy on the floor, and her amber eyes went flat as glass.

"She'll be ready now, boss," Jess said. "She's heard your feet. She's got her hands on the stone, and she isn't taking them off."

"I know."

"Then mourn him after." Jess's voice was soft. "Ta for the kindness. It was a lovely try. Now take your spear."

Andy turned his head. Diana held it out to him over his shoulder, haft first. She had taken it off the wall on her way down, past the wire, past the place where he had walked down to a child with empty hands. He grabbed the haft. The wood was still warm from Diana's grip. His hand shook on it, and he squeezed hard until the shaking stopped. Up the stair, the wire still ran across the step, pegged neat into the mortar at each end, the best wire on the stair.

Above them, the stair-head gate rang once more under Rook's blows, a high clear note like a struck glass.

Then the gate broke, all at once.

The sound came down the stairwell in a burst, a shatter like a window going out in a storm, and a shower of gold light spilled down the upper flight and went out. Rook's boots hit the top step. Sara's voice rose over the noise, calm, polite.

Then Rook's voice, much louder, one word, a word that was an order.


CHAPTER 62 — Rook

"D

own!"

The word came down the stairwell like a thrown rock. Andy stood on the lower flight, six steps from the bottom, with Diana a step above him and Jess above her on the landing. The stair was a stone tube one man wide, and it turned north at the landing. Above him the turn of the wall cut off the upper flight beyond Jess on the landing. His HUD said 23:57. Up the turn, Sara's body hit the stone. Fast, obedient, a fall with all the bones in it.

"Stay d-"

"Ignore him, angel!" Jess snapped over the top of it, right on the second word.

The second link broke in the knight's throat. On its heels came a heavy wet crack, a green log split over a knee, and Sara's breath went out of her in one hard grunt. Every muscle in Andy's back locked. A minute ago, at the bottom of these same steps, a boy's head had made a sound a lot like that. The sound played again behind his eyes, flat and wet. Then the crack of Sara's ribs played over it, and for a second the two ran together into one sound.

Steel rang down the upper flight. It bounced, step after step, and skidded out onto the landing past Jess's boots: Sara's sword, spinning on its crossguard, the gold cross on it guttering low. In the corner of his sight Sara's HP bar dropped like a stone through water, and a red cell lit under her name.

SARA · RIBS: CRACKED.

"Sara?" Andy called up the stair. "Sara, are you with me?"

"I am here," Sara's voice came back, thin and tight. "Forgive me. He was quick, and the wall was quicker."

Boots came down the upper flight. Heavy. Fast. Ringing on every step. Andy pressed his hand flat to his chest and breathed through his teeth. Rook had killed Jess once already, in the Room of the Thirty-One. Now the same boots were coming down a stair at her. He was below the turn with a boar-spear in one hand and a wall in his face. One. Two. Three. He made his brain do the thing it was good at. Pull the map. Count the lanes.

"Diana," he said. "Can you get a line on him?"

"Fuck me, no." Diana's tail lashed once against his shoulder. "Jess is in it. The wall is in it. If I bend a bolt around a turn this tight, I will cook her from behind. I have a line on a coat."

"Jess?"

"I've got him, boss." Jess's voice was light, almost happy. She held her athame low in her right hand. Her left hand hung at her side, bitten at the heel and gray to the wrist from the seal. Her lips were still gray. "Stay put, boss. Both of you. This one's mine."

Rook came onto the landing.

* * *

A

ndy got him in a slice past Diana's shoulder, framed in the turn of the wall. A big man in dented gray plate, his helmet gone, his short gray beard white with stone dust from the jamb. Blood ran from a cut over his left eye into the beard. He breathed in great sawing pulls, his mouth open. The steel sheen of his qi lay on his armor in patches, bright on one pauldron and gone dull on the breastplate, guttering like a lamp low on oil. He held his sword in both hands, point down, and his gauntleted fingers squeezed the grip until the leather creaked.


Andy pushed INSPECT at him. The frame came up red, with a small skull beside the name: ROOK · Human · KNIGHT · Realm ?

"He's empty, boss," Jess said, her eyes on the knight. She stood square in the middle of the landing, four feet eleven of her. She grinned up at a man twice her weight in steel. "The angel's gate ate him. Then my seal ate him. Then her little gate on the stair ate him. I can taste it from here. He's down to the dregs. You could wring him out like a dishrag." She tilted her head. "Hello, old man. Fancy meeting you on a stair."

The steel sheen flickered on the breastplate and went out. Lit again. Went out. The qi was gone. The grip on the sword was the strongest thing on the landing. Rook's knuckles stood up white through the gauntlet seams. His forearms swelled inside the vambraces, thirty years of drilled muscle with the qi drained out of it and the meat left full. Andy's mouth was dry. He had watched a hundred raid bosses go into a last phase with their mana bar at zero and their damage doubled. Empty pool, full body. The gap between the two was where you won.

"Jess?" he said. "His hands are still full, aren't they?"

Jess's grin went wide and slow. "Oh, boss. Blessed be. Yes, they are."

Rook looked at her. Then he looked past her, over Diana's horns, down the turn of the stair, and found Andy. His face stayed flat.

"Witch," he said. His voice came out hoarse from the dust. "I put you down once."

"You did, love." Jess smiled up at him. "It didn't take. Ta for trying."

He lunged. He came down onto the landing with his weight thrown behind his sword. The blade swung up and over for a downward cut to split her from crown to crotch. Even worn to the dregs he was a realm and a stage above her. One clean hit and there would be two halves of Jess on the stone.

Andy's chest opened. Jess pulled. She always pulled hard and fast, with the asking left for later. Cold ripped out of him through the breastbone in one long draw, a rope hauled out through his ribs hand over hand. Silver-blue light poured out of his chest in a stream of starlight, past Diana's shoulder, around the curve of the wall and into Jess's back between her shoulder blades. His knees went. He caught the wall with his spear hand and hung there.
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Eight. He had eight left for whatever Pippa was doing at the bottom of these stairs. Jess had taken sixteen in one swallow. A cold, clear part of his brain filed the number. The rest of him clung to the wall. The starlight went into Jess and came out of her mouth as words.

"Lám athein, bráighe athein," Jess said. "Tacht. Ngaím."

Violet bloomed in the air around Rook's wrists, mid-swing. They were the same thorned cords that had closed on ten throats at the door. These ran thicker and darker, with frost riding every thorn and a cold smoke coming off them. They grew out of the air and snarled around the knight's steel cuffs in a single hard knot, and on the left cuff the thorns found the gap where Jess's teeth had gone in to the bone in the Room of the Thirty-One. The sword stopped at the top of its arc as if it had hit a ceiling.

The cords hauled. They wrenched his hands off the grip. The sword dropped and rang off the landing stone. They hauled his hands back and up, both of them, steel gauntlets and the fingers inside them, and laid them on his own throat. Then the knot closed his own fingers for him.

Rook made a choked, wet bark, cut off halfway. His gauntlets were plate over leather, built to crush a sword hand, and his own thirty years of grip drove them in. Jess's cords simply held the angle and let him do it. The steel knuckles sank. The skin of his neck split under them in four places on each side, and blood came out between the steel fingers and sheeted down his gorget. Inside the throat the windpipe gave with a crunch like a boot on a snail shell.

His charge still carried him. He had come down onto the landing at a run. His body kept coming, with both hands locked at its neck and neither one free to catch the fall. His boots hit Sara's blood where her sword had smeared it on the stone, and skidded. He pitched forward and slammed full length on his face at Jess's feet with a crash of plate that shook grit off the ceiling.

Jess stepped neatly aside to let him land. He tried to get up. His legs still worked. His arms stayed locked to his throat. His face had gone a dark swollen purple. His eyes bulged red with burst vessels, and blood bubbled out of his mouth onto the stone with every heave. He got one knee under him and lifted his chest off the floor.

Jess knelt beside him lightly, as if to pick a flower, and put her athame into his left eye. She put it in to the crossguard. The eye burst around the blade, and clear jelly and blood ran down his cheek into his beard. She leaned on the hilt with her small weight and gave it one careful twist. His body went rigid in its plate, every joint locked, his heels drumming twice on the landing. Then it went loose. He dropped flat. The cords let go of his wrists and faded into frost. His hands stayed where they were, buried in his own throat.

[ ROOK — SLAIN ]

* * *

T

he stair went quiet. Diana stood on the step above Andy with both hands over her mouth. Up the turn, out of sight, Sara made one small sound through her teeth and went quiet. Andy hung on the wall with his chest scooped hollow and cold, his legs shaking under him, and Rafe's skull hit the fourth step again behind his eyes. He blinked, and it hit again.


Jess stayed kneeling by the body. She drew her athame out of Rook's eye with a soft wet sound and laid it on the stone. Then she leaned down close over the dead man's face, almost tender, and opened her mouth.

It came up out of Rook between his red-washed teeth. A rope of gray light, as thick as a wrist. It came slow and heavy, coil after coil, a bucket rope wound up out of a deep well. It was gray as fog, gray as a man a day dead. Where it reached her lips the gray went violet in one stroke, as if it had been dipped in dye. She drew it in. Her throat moved. She breathed it in long and slow, like the smell of new bread, and her eyes closed with pleasure.

Rook's plate sagged. It sank on him from head to foot, as if the man inside had been let out of it like air from a bladder. His cheeks fell in. His chest settled flat under the breastplate. The rope thinned and thinned. The last of it went into her lips, violet, and was gone.

Jess opened her eyes. Her lips were wet, and the gray had gone out of them. They were pink again. Flushed. Almost red. On her left hand the gray had pulled back from the wrist to the bitten heel. On Andy's HUD, on Jess's row, a number ticked.

TALLY: 77 → 78.

Andy stared at it. It landed in one hit, a server crash with every error log he had ignored for a month printing at once. A cellar floor, a long way back. A stranger dying on it. A gray shimmer lifting off him toward Jess, and the count on her sheet going up by one. He had called that a counting error. The Hound, and the count going up again. The river road, three quiet days of walking, and twenty more on her row by the end of them. The gorse road, and the count jumping three in one night, and him calling that a redraw. Fulk on his knees at Bramley's farm with Jess's mouth over his, and Andy telling himself it was a last breath on a cold day. The keeper on the causeway, the same. The five more he had read on her row one morning and refused to add up.

And 72, the last number he had let himself read on her row, in the Crown's cellar. Five more since. Five of the ten at the door tonight, their throats opened one after another down the line while he watched the seal and the yard. A thread of gray would have gone into her mouth at every one.

"The ones after thirty-one, boss," Jess said softly. She looked up at him from the landing with the light still in her teeth.

Andy opened his mouth. Nothing came out. His voice had dropped below his stomach and stayed there.

Up the turn, Sara was getting off the steps with her ribs broken, slowly, one hand flat on the wall. Andy caught a slice of her on the upper flight. Her face was white under the blood, her gold eyes on the landing, on the last of the violet going into Jess's mouth. She looked at it like a lamp going out in another room, and her eyes moved on.

The ring was below. The clock was running. Pippa had her hands on a stone at the bottom of these stairs. Andy took what he had just learned and put it in a box in his head. He wrote LATER on the lid. He had done that a thousand times, with every bad night, every bottle, every name he hated to look at.

For the first time in his life, later scared him.

* * *

"E

xcuse me, Jess," Sara said from the upper flight. "My sword."

She held out her open right hand. On the landing, by Jess's knee, the sword jumped. It came up off the stone in a flash of gold, turned once in the air, and slapped into her palm hilt first. The gold cross brightened as her fingers closed on it. She leaned on the wall and on the sword together and came down the last steps one at a time. Each step jarred her left side, and the red cell under her name pulsed with it.

"Can you hold the stair?" Andy asked.

"I can hold a stair." Sara reached the landing and looked down at Rook. Her mouth tightened. "Standing is a separate matter. I shall manage both." She lifted her eyes to Jess. "Thank you, Jess. That was very well done."

"Ta, angel." Jess wiped her lips with the back of her bitten hand. "He was a big one. Lovely and full at the bottom."

Far up the stair, past the broken gate and the passage, a woman's voice rang out in the doorway. Ruthe. She gave a string of short orders. The tramp of the hundred and forty came after them, boots turning on stone and going away across the yard toward the postern. Rook had gone in alone, and Rook had gone quiet. Ruthe had plainly done that math.

Andy came up the last steps past Diana with his legs shaking. Diana flattened against the wall to let him by. Her tail touched his wrist once in passing, a small dry touch.

"I have read eleven accounts of a soul-take," she said quietly, to the body. "Every one of them was wrong. I shall write the twelfth."

The body lay on its face with its hands still locked at its throat. Andy knelt by it. The smell came up at him, blood, voided bowels and hot steel. He grabbed the corpse by the shoulder plate and hauled, and the dead weight rolled half over with a scrape of steel.

The Peacemaker rode through Rook's belt high on his left hip, grip forward, where it had ridden since the day he stripped Andy. Andy worked it loose. It came out heavy and cold, as familiar as his own hand: the long barrel, the worn walnut grip, the wheel. He turned it in the amber light from below. The wheel was loaded, brass rims showing in every chamber. Every round sat where it had sat the morning Rook took it off him and buckled it on his own belt like a prize. The hammer was down.

Rook had carried it for sixty-three days, and in all that time the hammer had stayed down. Andy had watched him try it once. What's it do to a knight, Rook had asked. Andy had said it killed them, and Rook had pointed it at a wall and squeezed. The trigger hadn't budged under his finger. A single-action. You cocked it first. Andy had kept his mouth shut about the hammer, and by Rook's sneer, he had filed the answer as a lie. Every man in this world who had ever held a gun had held this one. Pippa could have told Rook. Plainly she had kept it to herself.

"Dumb son of a bitch," Andy said, very quietly, to the dead man.

He stood with the gun in his hand. Below, through the open iron door, the amber light pulsed once, brighter, and the music box stopped.

Far above them, through stone, earth and the floors of the palace, the bell began to strike midnight. And under the first stroke, at the bottom of the stair, a girl's voice began to speak.


CHAPTER 63 — Eight Minutes

T

he bell's first stroke was still humming in the stone when Andy's boot hit the bottom step, and the girl's voice at the altar rose to meet it.


He came off the stair with the Peacemaker in his right hand and the boar-spear in his left. Diana came down at his back, then Jess. Rafe lay where he had fallen, in the mouth of the vault passage to the right of the stair foot. One arm was flung out, and the trap-line lay slack across his waist. Andy stepped past the boy's boots. The flat wet crack played behind his eyes again. His stomach turned over, and he kept walking. He had three minutes of panic saved up for later, and later already had a box with too much in it.

"Sara?" he called back up the stair. "Can you keep the foot of this?"

"I can." Sara came down the lower flight one step at a time, past the place where Rook had fallen. Her sword was in her right hand, her left arm pressed tight to her ribs. Her face was white as candle wax under the dried blood. She stopped on the bottom step behind him and set her back to the wall. "Go on, Andy. I am at your back."

The iron door stood open in front of him, facing the bottom step. Past it ran the threshold, a yard of worn stone through the thickness of the wall, flaring wider at the far end by two strides on each side. Beyond that, the room. It was round and big, maybe fourteen yards from wall to wall. The black stone ceiling was lost in the dark above the light. A walkway two strides wide ran around the inside of the wall. Inside the walkway lay the ring, ten yards across, cut into the floor. Nine anchors stood around its line like fence posts, squat knee-high posts of black stone, and each one held a coal of amber in its head. The light ran from post to post along hair-fine lines cut into the floor. From every post the lines ran inward too, to the middle, where an old circle lay inside a newer one.

That old circle was Jess's. She had cut it the night they all went up together. Pippa's sigil ran around it now in amber, a ring of sharp angular script. At the old circle's heart a single gouge went into the stone, deep and narrow, the width of a sword blade. Rook's sword had stood in that gouge, with Jess on it.

The ninth anchor stood straight across the room on the door's axis, at the far north edge of the ring. Beside it, on the walkway, sat the altar, a block of plain stone a stride wide, its east end hard against the ninth's shoulder. West of the altar a square hole opened in the ceiling with a black shaft running up into the dark. Pippa stood at the altar's west face with both hands flat on the stone. Her blue braid hung over one shoulder. Her freckles stood out on a face gone pale and shining with sweat. The silver ring through her nose caught the amber, and her gray eyes were half shut. She was speaking. She spoke fast and steady in a language strange to Andy, flat as a list read into a phone. It was the same handful of lines, over and over. Every time she reached the end of a line, the amber in the nine anchors pulsed a hair brighter.

Four boys stood inside the ring. Kit stood nearest the threshold, five yards off, tall and gangly in Songbird blue, his red shield on his arm. Ned stood behind him with his bow strung and every arrow still in the quiver, the old bruise on his cheekbone gone green. Ollie stood near the west anchors, thin and pale, humming under his breath. Dun stood by himself near the middle with both small fists knotted in the front of his shirt. Their headers hung over them on Andy's HUD, the same on all four. BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA.

All four of them watched her.

Then the bell's second stroke came down, and a new line printed across Andy's sight.

PRIOR CLAIM MUST CLEAR THE CIRCLE. ARGUMENT, EST 9:00.

"Nine minutes," Diana said at his shoulder, low and fast. "Nine. That is the figure it printed the last time this circle argued, to the minute. I shall hold it to that."

At the middle of the ring, Jess's old circle woke. Violet light came up out of its lines like water up through sand. It ran around the old circle once, fast, and hit the amber of Pippa's sigil where the two touched. The two lights ground against each other with a sound like a millstone. Frost crawled out of the violet. Steam curled off the amber where the frost met it. The floor of the ring hummed under Andy's boots.

"Oh, there she is," Jess said behind him, soft and pleased. "There's my girl."

"Is that you?" Andy asked.

"That's me, boss." Jess came past his shoulder onto the threshold and turned left onto the west corner where it flared out to meet the walkway. She knelt on the stone there, just outside the ring's line. "That circle's got my name on it twice. Once from the cutting. Once from the dying." She smiled down the room at Pippa. "Hello, love. You're standing on my floor."

The gouge in the middle of the circle filled. Blood came up out of it, dark and slow, old blood gone black, a well filling from the bottom. It welled over the gouge's lip and ran out along the old circle's lines. It went black at first, then red, the wet red of a fresh cut. It filled every line of Jess's circle and turned the violet light the color of wine.

Jess put her right hand flat over her breastbone, over the place under the shirt where the sword had gone in. She held it there. Then she took it away, laid her bitten left hand palm down on the walkway stone just outside the line, and pushed. The circle drank. The gray climbed back up Jess's left hand from the heel, over her knuckles, across her wrist, a stain soaking up a cloth. Her lips paled, and her smile stayed exactly where it was.

"Jess?" Andy said. "How much of you is that taking?"

"Enough to win, boss." She kept her hand flat. "Ta for asking."

Across the room the claim and the circle ground on, amber against wine-red violet. A high thin keening filled the room, a wet finger dragged around the rim of a glass.

Then the god leaned.

The feeling was an old one by now. Cold came down on the back of his neck, a hand resting there, and a gray film slid over the edges of his sight like a gloss on a page. It ran across the ARGUMENT line on his HUD like a thumb smudging chalk.

ARGUMENT, EST 8:00.

"Who did that?" Jess snapped. Her head came up. "Boss, who did that?"

"Our friend upstairs?" Andy said. His voice came out flat. "He wants a minute off the clock. I guess he gets one."

"Fuck me," Diana breathed. She stood on the threshold's east corner with her tail wrapped around her own ankle and her glasses throwing back amber. "It shaved it. It reached into the working and shaved a minute off the clock like a man trimming a beard."

* * *

A

cross the ring, on the far walkway, a man moved. Andy had missed him in the dark east of the ninth. A small old man in a geometer's long black coat with ink on the cuffs, red-faced and, by the look of him, full of the Queen's wine. He had a pink slate in one hand and a stub of chalk in the other. Pellam. The court geometer had drawn this ring for Pippa and had written a note in its margin about a flaw that could eat its author.


Pellam was staring at the middle of the ring, at Jess's circle running red, at the frost and the steam. His mouth worked. His eyes went from the circle to the ninth anchor and back. Andy watched him do the sum, reading his own work and finding it wrong.

"No," Pellam said aloud, to the empty air. "No, no. That's the quarter-turn. They've read the quarter-turn." He dropped the slate. It cracked on the stone. "I can set it right. Give me the ninth and a minute. I can set it right."

He bolted along the east walkway toward the ninth anchor with his chalk out, his coat flapping. The boys watched him go. Their headers sat steady over their heads. Kit's eyes followed the old man to the anchor and stayed flat. They guarded the anchors from every hand in the room but the Crown's own geometer. And the Crown's own geometer was reaching for the ninth.

Andy brought the Peacemaker up. It came up as it had a hundred times on a range in Texas. The long barrel found the line by itself, and his left eye closed. Twelve yards. A soft target in a black coat, bent over a post. Andy had read that sheet in the throne room. Qi-Gathering. A scholar's sheet, all ink and empty of fighting rows. A hellfire slug killed a Qi-Gathering body. It would flatten on Pippa at the altar like a pebble on a wall. In this room there was exactly one man the gun could kill.

He thumbed back the hammer.

The click was loud. It carried across the ring over the keening of the circle and the drone of Pippa's voice. It was a small, dry, mechanical sound, new to this world. Pellam's head came up at it. His hand was a foot from the ninth.

Andy fired. The sound filled the stone room and slapped back off every wall at once, a thunderclap in a bucket. Black fire jumped out of the muzzle in a ragged tongue. The slug hit Pellam under the left ear and went through his neck. The back of his neck opened into a red bowl. Blood and black flame came out of it together in a spray that hit the ninth anchor and hissed on the amber. He went over face down across the east walkway with one arm flung out toward the anchor, the fingers still reaching, a foot short. A small tongue of hellfire burned in the hole under his ear and went out. His legs kicked twice and stopped.

The boys flinched as one boy. Dun's hands flew up over his ears. Ned yanked an arrow onto the string, and the point swung toward Andy. Then it wavered and dropped. The anchors stood untouched. Kit didn't move. His eyes went from Pellam to Andy and back.

Pippa's voice stayed level. Her eyes opened all the way and went to Pellam's body, then to the ninth, then to Andy. Her mouth kept moving through all of it. Line. Line. Line. Her hands stayed flat on the stone. Andy lowered the gun. Five in the wheel. He pushed it through his belt high on the left hip, grip forward, where Rook had worn it.

"One?" Diana said quietly. "Just the one?"

"Just the one," Andy said. "The rest flatten on anything in here worth shooting. I'm keeping them for the road."

"Nicely done, boss," Jess called softly from her corner, her hand still flat on the stone. "He was a dreadful bore at table. He's quieter now."

* * *

T

he argument line sat in the corner of his sight. 7:20. Andy turned and looked at the nearest anchor, the one at the threshold's east side, two yards from his boot. He pushed INSPECT at it. The read came up cool and clean, as INSPECT had read since it ranked to D.


[ ANCHOR · LIT · DRAWS: STOCK 4 · BOUND ]


Bound, any bound soul that walked into the ring. That was his women. Sara, Diana, Jess, every one of them bound to him, every one of them meat for these posts the second they crossed the line. And then there was him. A mortal summoner, realmless, with a claim on exactly zero of it. Stock? Bound? He was outside both lists.

There was a line on his BIND row that had sat there since the menu printed it weeks ago. A grade up, on a condition. A site, signed in his blood and accepted on the floor of another summoner's lit and anchored working. His party's own seals and circles took a site, but they failed the condition. He was looking at the only floor like that he was ever going to stand on. It would leave Pippa's claim exactly as it was. And it put him in the middle of the ring with the boys. That was the one place in this room he had wanted to stand since the first day.

He took a step toward the line.

"Boss," Jess said sharply, from her knees. "Boss, don't you dare."

"It draws stock and bound." Andy looked at her. "Am I either?"

Jess opened her mouth and shut it. Her gray hand stayed flat on the stone. "No, boss," she said at last. "You're just meat. Honestly, you're just meat." She bared her teeth. "If it eats you, I'm eating it."

"Andy," Sara said from the stair. Her voice was quiet and very steady. "Please be careful."

"Am I ever?" he said, and stepped over the line.

The amber in the cut line buzzed against his shins like a bug zapper, a sting and a hum. Then it let him by. The floor stayed floor under his boots. He kept walking. He walked five yards across the cut floor with the boar-spear in his hand and the Peacemaker on his hip. The boys turned their heads to watch him come. Ned's arrow came up again and followed him, and Andy kept walking. They guarded the anchors. The floor was his. He passed Kit close enough to touch. Kit was tall and thin, with a split lip and dark circles under his eyes like thumbprints. He turned to keep facing Andy, shield up, and let him by.

At the altar, Pippa's eyes found him. She looked him up and down once, slowly, her lips still moving on the claim. Her eyes did the thing his own eyes did when he read a sheet. They went down him row by row, and he could guess what they read. BIND E. A mortal. A summoner whose claim on this ring was zero. Her eyes rested on his face for one beat, flat and bored. Then they slid away from him and back to the stone. She gave the next line of her claim to the working, smooth as the last.

He knelt beside Jess's circle. The red light of it lit his hands from underneath. Up close, the wet blood in the old lines smelled of iron and, under the iron, of cold green pondwater. He laid the boar-spear on the stone. He wrenched his left sleeve up past the elbow. The forearm under it was laddered with old recall cuts from wrist to elbow, white ones and pink ones, full. Above the elbow sat one more, the pink line from the cistern night. He drew Bel's knife and found the clean skin beside it.

He set the edge to it. He didn't say a word. The HUD printed before the blade moved, a quiet line low in his sight.

SIGIL SITE: THIS FLOOR (ACCEPTED).

He cut. Blood ran down his forearm in a hot line and dripped off his wrist onto the stone beside the old circle. He dipped two fingers in it and drew the site from old habit, his hands sure of every line. It was a small closed figure, quick and neat. The last stroke closed the figure. Silver-blue light ran around it once, a bright thread, and sank into the stone. A cold flash went up his arm and into his chest, where Jess had pulled him empty on the stair, and settled there like a stone dropped into a well.

[ BIND E → D · BLOOD −2 HP · 30/32 · ASTRAL QI −1 · 7/32 ]


D. It landed in his teeth. A grade on the bind row, cold and solid. One more step up a ladder he had been climbing on his women's bodies since the first day. Across the ring the amber didn't dim by a hair. Pippa's voice ran on. The claim and the circle ground on together, wine-red and amber, with the frost spitting and the steam curling. The clock in the corner of his sight read 6:50.

"Boss?" Jess's voice came across the ring, thin under the keening. "What did you just do?"

"Leveled up?" Andy said. "It was on the floor. I picked it up."

Andy stood up in the middle of the ring with his arm bleeding. The four boys stood around him in the amber light, held, each one a few yards off. Each one watched him with the same flat stare. Kit was nearest.

Andy looked at the tall boy with the shield, and held out his bloody hand.


CHAPTER 64 — Liar

"C

ome on, Kit," Andy said. "Take my hand. We're walking out."

Kit stared at the hand. Blood ran off Andy's wrist in a thin line and dripped onto the cut floor between them, and Kit's eyes followed one drop down to the stone. He was three yards off, tall for thirteen and thin with it, all wrists and elbows in the Songbird blue. His split lip had scabbed black. Under his eyes the skin was gray and pouched. He stood a door every night and slept in the day in bits, and it showed. His red shield hung on his left arm with its strap pulled tight.

"You're bleeding on her floor," Kit said.

"Yeah." Andy kept the hand out. "She'll live. Come on."

"It's the breakthrough." Kit said it in his reading-off-orders voice, flat and loud, so it carried. "She told us at supper. Tonight's the breakthrough, on the circle, and I go first, because I'm the best one. Then Ned. Then Ollie. Then Dun." His eyes went past Andy to the altar. "Rafe was going to go fourth. Before Dun."

Andy's throat closed. Behind his eyes, a boy's head hit the fourth step. Flat and wet. He swallowed it.

"Kit," he said. "There's a breakthrough, and then there's a meat grinder. Look at the posts. Look at what they're lit with."

Kit looked at the posts. He didn't look long. His face stayed flat.

"Okay," Andy said. "Okay."

He stepped in and grabbed Kit's wrist above the shield strap.

It was a thin wrist. Andy's fingers closed around it with room to spare, and the skin under them was hot and dry. He set his feet on the cut floor and hauled toward the threshold, five yards back, the door, the stair and Sara.

Kit's boots didn't move.

Andy hauled harder. It was like hauling on a fencepost set in concrete. The boy's arm came out straight between them, his shoulder lifting. The rest of him stayed planted on the stone as if the stone had grown up through his soles. Light climbed his legs. Amber threads came out of the cut lines in the floor from the three nearest anchors. They wound up around Kit's ankles, his shins, his knees, fine as spider silk and bright as filament. They hummed. The header over Kit's head on Andy's HUD flared. BOUND · HOLDER: PIPPA, burning brighter, as if the System meant him to read it twice.

Andy got his other hand on the arm. He leaned back with all his weight and dug his heels into the grooves. His boots slid in his own blood. He went down on one knee and kept pulling from there.

Kit's shoulder joint creaked.

It came up through Andy's own arms first, a small grinding pop under his hands. Gristle, on the edge of letting go. The boy's face went white and his mouth opened in a grimace, and the threads held him exactly where he stood. Andy did the sum on the spot. The posts would hold him against any hand at all. He would tear Kit's arm out of its socket before the floor gave the boy one inch.

He let go.

Kit's shield came around in a flat hard arc and slammed into the side of Andy's face.

It was a Vanguard's swing with a Qi-Gathering arm behind it, and Andy was a mortal on one knee. The shield rim caught him over the cheekbone. Light went off in his skull like a flashbulb. He went over sideways and hit the cut floor on his shoulder. His teeth clacked together on the inside of his cheek, and his mouth filled with copper. His HP bar flickered red and dropped two, to twenty-eight.

"Andy?" Sara's voice came sharp from the stair foot. "Andy, what was that?"

"I'm okay," Andy called, around the blood. "Stay put, Sara, would you? Please?"

A pause came from the stair, long enough to hear her weigh it. "I will stay," Sara said. "Thank you for asking. I do not like it."

Kit stood over him with the shield up. His chest went in and out fast. The threads on his legs dimmed back down to a faint amber shimmer and stayed.

"Don't touch me," Kit said. His voice cracked in the middle. "Don't you touch me."

Andy lay on his side on the stone and breathed through the blood. Ned had an arrow on the string again, drawn to his cheek, the point on Andy's eye from four yards. Ned's hands were shaking.

"Kit?" Ned said. His voice wobbled. "Do I shoot him?"

"She didn't say," Kit said, and Ned held the draw and waited, his arms trembling, for an order from the stone. Dun had both fists in his shirt up under his chin. Ollie stood by the west anchors with his eyes on the floor, and he was humming. It was the tune from the music box, the nursery plink of it, hummed low and slow, over and over.

"Kit?" Dun said, small.

Kit kept his eyes on Andy. "Stay there, Dun."

At the altar, Pippa was watching.

Her eyes had come up off the stone. They had followed Andy's hands onto the boy's arm and followed them failing. Now they rested on Andy, flat on his side in the middle of her ring. Her lips kept moving. The claim ran on, line after line, in that language strange to him, and the anchors pulsed bright at the end of each line. A small curl had come into one corner of her mouth, the corner nearest him. A teacher's mouth, when a slow kid finally proves her right.

Then her eyes went back down to the stone, and she gave it the next line.

* * *

A

ndy lay on the floor and made himself think.


He thought like he thought on any bad pull with a wipe coming. The panic went down into his boots, and the board went out flat in front of him.

His mouth wanted a bottle. It wanted one so badly his jaw ached, two weeks sober and the want sitting up in his throat like a dog at a door. He let it sit there. Then he went through the board. The clock in the corner of his sight said 5:40. Under it the argument ground on, wine-red against amber, the frost spitting off Jess's circle a yard from his hand.

Option one. Drag them out. A thirteen-year-old's shoulder had just answered that one, nearly out of its socket.

Option two. Send in the women. DRAWS: BOUND, the post said. Every one of his was bound, and food the second she stepped over the line.

Option three. Kill the holder. He looked at Pippa's bent head across the ring, her blue braid, her hands on the stone. The old cold lesson came up out of the fight with Malericha. Malericha's claim had lived on after Malericha. A claim cut into a binding outlived the hand that cut it. It lived in the anchors. Kill Pippa now, mid-claim, and her words would keep arguing in the stone after she was gone. At the end of the clock the posts would take the boys on their own. He would have shot her himself an hour ago if a slug did anything to her but flatten.

Option four. The BIND grade he had just picked up off her floor, D and a site. Every line of it pointed at his own three summons and away from her four boys.

Option five. The posts themselves.

He had one fact about the posts that the woman at the altar lacked. It was folded in his shirt, against his skin, in an old man's handwriting. He had read it aloud once in a study two floors above the yard passage, with the man who wrote it snoring drunk next door.

"A quarter-turn and it eats its author," Andy whispered to the floor. "It cannot spare the stock while she holds them."

The first half was a threat. The second half was a rule. And the rule matched the threads on Kit's shins, word for word. While she held them, the posts kept them. So the posts were the fight. Pippa was a boss with a shield up, and the shield was nine knee-high stones.

Andy turned his head on the stone and looked north across the ring.

Pellam lay face down on the east walkway with his arm flung out and his fingers a foot short of the ninth anchor. The man who drew this floor had watched Jess's circle wake, dropped his slate and run for one post out of nine. Only the ninth. He had died a foot from it, trying to fix it, with his slate lying cracked on the walkway behind him and the chalk snapped in two.

In every raid Andy had ever run, if the dev who built the dungeon came out of the walls in a panic to patch one tile, that tile was the exploit.

* * *

H

e got up on one knee, then on his feet. His cheek had swollen hot and tight under his eye. He spat blood on the floor, and the floor took it.


Kit was still standing over the place where he had been, shield up. He had turned to keep Andy in front of him.

"Rafe's dead," Kit said. "Isn't he."

It was barely a question. Andy looked at him. Kit's eyes were dry and wide, and his mouth worked once before he shut it hard.

"Yeah," Andy said. "He's dead, Kit. He's on the stair."

"She said you'd kill him." Kit's chin came up. "She said at supper. She said the liar's going to come down the stair tonight and kill one of you. And you watch, he's going to say it was me."

"She pulled the rope." Andy's voice came out rough and quiet. "She had the other end of his line, down here. She pulled it, and he fell down the stairs and broke his neck. I was trying to grab the line. I missed."

"She said you'd say that."

Rafe had said it too, on the stair, a minute before he died.

Kit's eyes went to the altar. They went to the boys, to Dun with his fists in his shirt, to Ned and his shaking bow. They went to the iron door at the far end of the threshold, toward the passage mouth past it where Rafe lay. They came back to Andy.

"She says you're a liar," Kit said.

"I know," Andy said.

Kit's face did the thing it had done in the hall, across the straw. It went from flat to almost and back to flat, fast, a light behind a shutter. Except this time it caught on the way back. It stuck halfway. His lip shook once and he bit down on it, on the black scab, until it split and bled fresh down his chin.

"I wanted it to be true," Kit said.

Andy stood still.

"Kit," Andy said. "Listen to me. I'm going to get you out of here. All four of you. I'm not going to be able to do it by grabbing your arm, and I'm sorry about your shoulder. But I'm going to do it."

Kit wiped his chin with the back of his shield hand. It smeared the blood across his jaw.

"She says you're a liar," he said again, quieter. "She says it every day."

He turned his back on Andy. He did it deliberately. You turned your back on a dog to show it your nerve. He squared his shoulders, the hurt one a hair lower than the other, and faced the altar. Pippa's eyes flicked up to him, her best boy standing guard in the middle of her ring. She gave him a small warm nod and kept every word of the claim going. Kit's back straightened under it like a plant turning to a window.

Andy looked past him at the smallest of them. Dun stood near the middle with his fists still knotted in his shirt and a cowlick standing up at the back of his head, his round cheeks gone the gray of old porridge under the amber, his eyes on Kit's back.

"Dun?" Andy said quietly. "You okay?"

Dun's mouth worked. He looked at Kit's back, then at the altar, then at the floor. "She says don't talk to you," he whispered. "She says you twist it."

"Okay," Andy said. "Okay, Dun."

Ned's arrow hadn't moved off him. The point shook a finger's width either way, and behind it Ned's eyes were wet and furious.

"Ned," Andy said. "You keep the count. On the wall by the window, under the bad plaster. Five to a row." The bow creaked.

"Don't talk to him, Ned," Kit said, without turning around.

"Kit goes in the circle first tonight," Andy said. "Then you. So who keeps the count after?"

"Kit keeps it if I go," Ned said. It came out fast, a lesson said back. Then his face changed. The point dipped an inch. "Kit goes first."

Nobody answered him. Ollie's humming wandered off the tune and found it again. Ned stood with the bow half drawn and his mouth open, looking at the back of Kit's head as if there were a sum written on it.

"Eyes front, Ned," said Kit.

At the altar Pippa's eyes came up off the stone. They passed over Andy and went to Ned and rested on him, gray and mild, while her mouth kept feeding the stone its lines, and the three anchors nearest Ned pulsed brighter with every one. Ned's draw snapped back to his cheek. The point came back onto Andy's face and shook worse than before. Then her eyes went down again. She hadn't dropped a word of the claim, and she hadn't needed one.

Andy picked up the boar-spear off the stone.

* * *

H

e walked back out of the ring along his own blood. Five yards of cut floor, the grooves under his boots, the boys' heads turning to follow him. Ned's arrow tracked him every step and went back into the quiver only when he reached the line. The amber buzzed against his shins as he stepped over it, a bug zapper sting. Then he was on the threshold, out of the ring, standing in the door's mouth with his back to the iron door.


Behind him, at the stair foot, Sara stood with her left arm pressed to her ribs. On the west corner Jess knelt with her left hand flat on the walkway. The gray had climbed past her wrist and halfway to her elbow now. Her lips had gone the color of ash, and her smile was still exactly where she had left it. On the east corner Diana stood with her hands jammed in her coat pockets and her tail wound around one ankle, her glasses full of amber.

"Your face, boss," Jess said. "Who did your face?"

"Kit," Andy said. "He's got a good arm."

"I'll have his arm, then."

"No," Andy said. "You won't."

Jess looked at him for a second. Then she nodded once, and her eyes went back to her circle.

"Andy." Sara had not moved off the stair foot, and she kept her voice low so it would not carry into the ring. "The boy who struck you. Is he hurt?"

"His shoulder. I did that, pulling him."

"Then you will help me mend it after," said Sara. "I should like it to be after."

"How long can you hold it?" Andy asked Jess.

"Long as it takes." Jess pressed her gray palm harder into the stone, and the wine-red in the old lines pulsed under the frost. "Longer than her. I've died on that floor once already, and I hold a grudge like a mother holds a baby."

"The threads came out of three posts," Diana said quietly, beside him. She kept her eyes on the ring. "The three nearest him. Not one, not nine. Three. I counted them while he hit you, and I shall remember them, because somebody in this cellar ought to."

The clock in the corner of his sight said 4:50. Every line Pippa spoke pushed the amber a hair further in against the wine-red. Across the ring the ninth anchor burned on the door's axis with Pellam's blood hissing to a crust on its head.

Andy pushed INSPECT at it. LIT, STOCK 4, BOUND, the same short line as the post by the door. He looked at it a long moment. Then he turned to Diana on his right, her hands in her pockets, and he made it a question.


CHAPTER 65 — The Ninth Anchor

"C

an you reach the ninth?" Andy asked.

Diana stood on the east corner of the threshold with her hands in her coat pockets and her glasses throwing back amber from the anchors. She looked past him, across ten yards of cut floor, to the far side of the ring.

All nine anchors burned, each with a coal of nursery amber in its head, and the light ran post to post along hair-fine lines through Jess's old circle and out again. Beside it, Andy's own site still glistened where his blood had gone in a few minutes back.

"I can reach it," said Diana. "I can't fucking read it from here."

"Will you go look?" said Andy. "If you want to."

"Want," said Diana. "A marvelous word, in a cellar." She took her hands out of her pockets.

At the altar Pippa kept both palms flat on the stone. Her lips moved, steady and quick, the same few lines over and over in a language Andy had stopped trying to follow. Each word pressed out of her mouth like a thumb on a bruise. Every time she spoke, the amber in the anchors brightened a hair, and the violet in Jess's circle at the middle dimmed.

The count on his HUD read 4:48. The argument had come in at nine minutes, and the god had shaved one off. Under five left.

Pippa's eyes came up off the stone and found Andy. They stayed on his face while her mouth kept working. She smiled at him around the words of the claim.

Inside the ring the four boys stood where she had left them, and three of them kept their eyes on her. Ned's bow hung strung in his fist with the arrows back in the quiver. He was looking at the back of Kit's head.

"Boss." Jess had come up off the west corner on silent feet. She had lifted her gray palm off the stone to do it, and behind her the circle ground on alone, on what it had already drunk, its violet a shade dimmer. Her hat was pushed back, her almost-white hair stuck to her forehead with sweat, and her violet nails tapped the rim of the knight's shield strapped on her left forearm. She had looted that shield off a dead knight in a tenement yard, and Andy had asked her what for. Might come in handy, boss. Diana had carried it into the palace on her back and shoved it at her on the stair. Now he had his answer. "I'm going with her."

"Okay."

"Keep the door." She was already moving. "It's her only way out. Shaft's barred up top, and the key's on a dead man."

"Keep the door," said Andy. "Got it."

Behind him, on the stair foot, Sara's voice came low. "I am here, Andy."

"I know. You'll stay outside the line?"

"I will stay outside the line," said Sara. Her voice came quiet and level behind him. Cracked ribs under the cloak, the bones a gauntlet had broken in her left side, and she still stood straight enough to hold the stair.

* * *

D

iana and Jess took the east walkway together. The walkway ran two strides wide between the ring line and the cellar wall. They went single file, Diana in front with her coat swinging and her tail stiff behind her, Jess at her heels. They passed the east anchors. As Diana's coat went by the third post, Ned's head turned to follow her, then Ollie's. The boys drifted inward on their own, slow, like yard dogs toward a rattled gate.


At the ninth, Jess stopped over Pellam. She took him by the collar and the belt and hauled. Pellam had eaten well at the Queen's table, and his dead weight came grudgingly. His cheek dragged a red smear along the stone. Jess pulled him three strides back along the east walkway, clear of the anchor, and let his face drop.

"Sorry, boss," she told the back of his head. "You're in the way."

Then she knelt on the walkway at the ninth anchor's east side, just outside the line, and the shield swung up on her forearm.

Diana crouched at the anchor's shoulder and put her face close to the stone to look. Her glasses went gray.

They fogged from the edges inward, like a window with somebody breathing on the far side. The cellar was cold and dry, and every other surface in it stayed clear. Diana wiped them on her sleeve and put them back. They fogged again before she had them settled, gray from rim to bridge. A smell came across the ring to him a breath later, sour and stale, like a wet cardboard box left in a basement.

Andy's skin crawled. Pellam had written a two-word note beside two round blots on his copy, disowning them. He had drawn every line of this working for Pippa, and two marks on it had belonged to somebody else.

"Fuck me," said Diana. "Fuck me sideways. Jessamine. Hold these."

She shoved the glasses blind at Jess. Jess caught them in her shield hand. Diana shrugged out of the purple coat next, one arm and then the other, and dropped it across Jess's knee.

"It wants hands," Diana said. "Both. Bare. The whole kit."

"Then you'll have both," said Jess. She folded the glasses into the coat's breast pocket beside the old field-book and the new blank one, folded the coat over twice, and set it on the walkway behind her knee. Every book Diana owned and her eyes with them went down behind a witch's heel on a dirty cellar floor. Jess patted the bundle once.

Diana knelt at the anchor's inner face, inside the line.

One knee went over. Then the other. The line under her knees flared amber. Her hair lifted off her neck toward the middle of the ring, every strand at once, like smoke in a draft, and her body leaned south with it.

"It's pulling," said Diana through her teeth. "Toward the center. Like a fucking drain."

"Got you," said Jess.

She reached across the line with her left arm, the shield arm. She slid the shield's leather arm-strap off her elbow, hooked it under Diana's belt at the small of her back, and pulled it tight around her own forearm. Then she braced. The shield's rim bit into the walkway stone. A hand across the line counted as a hand and only a hand, and the ring left it alone. Jess's knees stayed on her side, her arm took the strain, and Diana stayed at the anchor.

Jess's free hand went into her coat and came out with the athame. Its blade caught the amber and turned it violet.

"Two hands on it, Di," she said. "I've got the rest."

Diana laid both palms on the anchor's inner face.

* * *

T

he boys moved.


All four of them came at once, from four places in the ring. They walked fast with their eyes on Diana's hands. Kit came from the south with the red shield up. Ned came at a slant from the east and nocked an arrow on the move. Ollie came from the west, still humming. Dun came last and quickest, small and silent, his feet slapping the stone.

At the altar, Pippa's eyes slid off Andy's face to Diana's back. Her mouth stayed on the claim. Her palms stayed flat on the stone. Her mouth worked toward another word, a quick one, boys, get her, and she kept it shut. Her lips went white at the corners. She was channeling. Every word she let go off the claim went straight to the circle at the middle. So did every breath, and every hand off the stone. She could have barked at Diana. Jess knelt at Diana's shoulder to kill any bark that came, and Pippa did the math in her face and held her cast.

Her eyes flicked to Andy again. Andy-from-Texas. She mouthed it at him between two lines of the claim. Then she smiled.

The guard came on. Ned stopped six yards off with the arrow drawn to his cheek and the head on Diana's spine. The bow creaked.

"Ned," Andy said. "Ned, don't."

Ned's eyes stayed on Diana's back.

"Jess," said Andy.

"Seen him, boss."

She lifted her athame hand off her knee and pointed it at the floor in front of the anchor.

"Gaiste, cách," said Jess.

The Divan hit her before it hit anything else. The color went out of her lips, her eyes went wide and wet, and she swayed on her knees against the strap. The words came out cold. Andy's breath smoked in front of his face from ten yards off. Frost raced across the floor from her knees in a fan.

Then the cords came out of the air.

They bloomed out of empty air a foot off the stone, violet and thorned, and dropped like snakes out of a tree. They hit four pairs of ankles at once. They whipped around each boy twice, three times, and pulled. The thorns went in. Frost spat where they bit. Kit's legs stopped under him and his body kept going, and he went down on his face a yard short of the anchor with the red shield clanging off the floor. Ned's arrow went off in the fall. It cracked into the cellar wall over Jess's hat and shattered.

Ollie hit the stone on his hip and kept humming. Dun went down on both hands and tried to crawl. The cords pulled tight, and the thorns sank into him to the bone.

The four of them lay knotted to the floor in a half ring off the door's axis, Kit and Ned east of the anchor's inner face, Ollie and Dun west. Then they fought it. They twisted against the cords like hooked fish. Blood ran out from under the thorns and down over their feet. Kit set his free knee and heaved. A thorn tore a strip of skin off his shin from ankle to calf and left it hanging. He kept heaving. Dun reached for Diana's hand on the anchor with his fingers spread, a yard short. He stretched until his shoulder popped. His face stayed blank and patient all the while, a kid reaching for a cookie jar on a high shelf.

Jess watched them fight the knot. Her lips came open. She breathed in through her mouth, slow, as if the air around their bloody ankles tasted sweet. The frost on her bottom lip melted and ran down her chin.

"Hold still, little ones," she said sweetly. "It only gets deeper if you pull."

Kit pulled. The cord sank deeper. The skin of his ankle split in a red ring.

Andy's stomach turned over. He looked at the boys' feet, and then he made himself look at Diana's hands instead, because her hands were the job.

"How long does the knot hold?" he asked.

"Long as they're kids," said Jess. "Long as I'm awake, anyway. Any of them tears loose, he gets this." She turned the athame so its point caught the light. "On the hand. Not the heart. I know the rules, boss."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me for that," said Jess. "I'd stick him through the hand happily." Her voice went soft and pleased. "Can't wait."

* * *

D

iana's palms lay flat on the anchor's inner face, and her eyes were shut.


Bare of the glasses, her face looked younger and meaner. The gold filigree on her horns caught the amber. The draw dragged her hair and her spine south all the while. Jess's strap held her, and Diana leaned forward into the stone against the pull. Under her hands the black stone was warm. The warmth showed. The air above it wavered.

"What do you get?" Andy asked.

"Hands," said Diana. "I am getting hands, Andy. It is hot as a fucking oven door and it hums. The hum runs that way." She lifted her chin a fraction toward the altar. "Through the shoulder, into her stone. And the thread runs that way." Her chin went the other way, toward the middle, to Jess's circle. "Through the old ring and out to the others."

"Can you move it?"

"It wants weight on this face. This face, low, where it meets the floor." She shifted her knees an inch deeper over the line, and the draw yanked her hair straight out behind her like a flag. "It wants all my weight. If I lean, it goes."

Andy looked at Jess. Jess looked back at him from under her hat brim with a face like a shut door.

Diana was a bound soul with her knees in the working, doing a thing to the working that the working was built to notice, and Pellam had died reaching for the same post.

He could tell her to stop. She would stop. His voice held on her past any order anyone else could give, and that was exactly why he had quit giving her orders.

"There's no other way, is there," he said.

"There is a very slow way," said Diana. "Wherein the claim wins, the little shits get eaten, and we watch." She opened her eyes. Violet, unfocused, aimed at the black stone a few inches from her nose. "Fuck the slow way. I shall take the quick one."

At the altar Pippa's chant sped up. Her eyes were wide now and fixed on Diana's hands. Her voice climbed half a note, and the amber in all nine anchors flared at once. The violet in Jess's circle shrank to a thread.

"She's pushing," said Jess. "She knows what you're at. Lean, Di. Now's a good time."

"Can't you cut it?" asked Andy. "Jess? Now?"

"Cut it while it's arguing and I cut my own thread," said Jess, her eyes on the boys. "Hand her the claim on a plate. Can't touch it till it slips. You know that."

The count read 3:09.

"Diana," said Andy. The next word sat in his mouth, the one his voice would nail into her past any cancel, and he swallowed it. "Okay. Yeah. Okay."

Diana leaned.

She put her shoulders into it like a man at a stuck cart, low and slow, palms flat and all her weight behind them. The tendons stood out on the backs of her hands. Her heels came up off the floor. The draw dragged at her, Jess's strap creaked, and the shield's rim screeched on the walkway stone. Diana kept leaning.

The anchor turned.

It went grudgingly, stone grinding on stone in a socket under the floor, a quarter-turn, widdershins, against the sun. A sound came out of the floor with it, low enough to rattle Andy's back teeth. The hair-fine lines that ran from the ninth to its neighbors bent with it. Their amber light flowed along the new angle like water finding a new gutter. The thread through Jess's circle at the middle held. It held, a violet line steady through the amber.

Diana stayed where the turn had left her, on her knees with both palms on the stone, breathing hard through her nose.

"There," she said. "There. Fucking there."

At the altar, Pippa stopped talking.

It was half a beat. Her mouth hung open on the next word of the claim and her eyes went to the ninth anchor, then to the line under her own palms, then to Andy. Her face went blank, a dropped mask, and stayed blank for longer than a beat this time. Then the words came back out of her in a rush, fast, high and frightened.

Andy put two points into the read. INSPECT took them in its cold sip behind his eyes and gave them back before he could miss them, and the working printed itself across his sight mid-fire.

[ WORKING — RE-READ · ANCHOR IX: TURNED · REACH: AUTHOR ]
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He read it twice. The second line stayed the same.

A quarter-turn and it eats its author. The working had a new mouth to aim at, and it needed a body to run through to get there. Diana was kneeling in its line with her hands on its post. It had chosen.

"Di," said Andy. "Di? Can you let go?"

Diana's palms stayed on the stone. Her knuckles had gone white. When she tried to lift her hands, her palms stuck to the anchor's face like skin to iron in a hard frost. The black stone under her hands began to glow.

"Andy," she said, in a perfectly level voice. "I cannot let go of it."

The amber came up out of the floor into her wrists.


CHAPTER 66 — Conduit

T

he amber climbed Diana's arms like water climbing a wick.


It went up from the anchor into her palms and through the bones of her wrists. From ten yards away the light came up under her skin, every vein in her forearms lit from inside like the filament in a bulb. She knelt where she was with both hands stuck to the stone. Her shoulders shook once, hard, and locked.

"Di," said Andy.

"I am aware," said Diana, through her teeth. "Thank you."

"Off, Di." Jess had the strap in both hands now, the shield jammed against the walkway's edge. She leaned back on it like a farmhand hauling a calf out of a ditch. Diana's belt creaked. Her body came back an inch from the stone. Her hands stayed where they were, glued palm and finger to the anchor's face. Her arms stretched between, and the amber kept climbing. "Let go, love. Let go of it."

"I would love to, Jessamine." Diana's voice came out level and thin. "It has my fucking hands."

"Then I'll take the hands."

"Keep the athame for the boys. It wants me, not my wrists." Diana's eyes stayed on the stone an inch from her nose. "Keep the little shits off my back. That is your entire job."

Jess kept hauling. The ninth anchor went white-hot. Then the working fired.

The column came up out of the floor along the door's axis, straight through Diana, from the anchor at her hands to the vaulted ceiling over her head. It was a pillar of nursery amber as thick as a man, the night-light color gone ugly and fierce. Heat ran south down the axis in a sheet. It crossed the middle of the ring and Jess's circle, then the threshold, then the open iron door. Gray rose through the amber in slow curls like smoke up a chimney. Black came with the gray, matte and thick. Diana's own fire was being dragged up out of her chest and along the column in ropes.

She made one sound. It came out of her low and surprised, the sound a person made stepping into a bath too hot.

Then the heat hit Andy. It hit him like a truck's grille. He had been standing at the threshold's mouth with his face toward her. The blast came straight down the axis and took him off his feet. He went backward through the iron door with his arms over his face. His shoulder hit the stair foot's wall, then his head. He sat down hard on the bottom step with his eyebrows crisping and the air in his lungs too hot to use. The iron door hung open on its hinges beside him, swung out against the stair foot, and the amber blazed through the doorway in a solid bar. At the edge of his eye, in the vault passage's mouth, Rafe lay where the line had dropped him, one arm flung out and the line still knotted at his waist. The light reached him and lit his open eyes amber.

"I have you." Sara's hand closed on his collar from behind. She had been on the stair foot at his back, and she held on. He blinked the water out of his eyes and looked down the bar of light.

Diana burned. She burned on her knees with her palms on the anchor, and the column ate out of her. Her black fire went up into the amber in coils, and her skin went with it. It went first at the hands, where she touched the stone. Her fingers blackened to the second knuckle and split along the creases. The skin of her forearms bubbled and lifted in sheets, and the sheets curled back from the muscle like paper in a stove. Her shirt caught. Her hair went up in one bright rush, gone from her scalp in a breath. The gold filigree on her horns ran. It ran in bright drops down the curve of each horn, dripped off the points and hissed on the stone.

Her tail lashed once behind her, hard enough to crack against the floor. Then it caught too and curled up tight against her back like a burning fern.

"Diana!" Andy shouted. "DIANA!"

She turned her head. He would swear to that in any world. Her hands were burning on the anchor and her face was starting to go, and she turned her head. She looked down the bar of light at him, and her mouth moved.

Andy.

The sound went out of the world.

It went all at once, like a game's audio cutting out when the client crashed. The roar of the column went. The creak of Sara's grip on his collar went. His own voice went, though his throat stayed open and his mouth kept shaping her name. In the hole where the sound had been, he stood on the lake causeway in the sun with an archangel hung from a horn. The stone took her weight and broke. It played over Diana in the doorway like a slide on a projector, parapet, gold and gulls. Under it Diana burned in total silence ten yards off.

Her lips moved again. Andy.

He read it off her lips. The sound of it stayed gone. His mouth started counting, and he let it. One. Two. Three. A count was a thing to hold. He held it.

Diana's face went. The skin of her cheeks blistered and split, and the fat beneath it ran. Her eyes boiled in the heat, white and then gone. Her jaw stayed set to the end. Her body stayed on its knees against the anchor, held up by her hands, the strap and the column, black from scalp to shins and smoking. The last of her black fire left her in one thick rope, up through the amber into the gray at the ceiling.

Four. Five.

Her belt charred through. The strap that held her to Jess fell loose in a ring of glowing leather and dropped off Jess's forearm. Jess sat back on her heels on the walkway with the shield hanging off her wrist, hat gone, almost-white hair standing up off her scalp in the heat. Her face was lit amber from one side and black from the other. She shook the shield loose. It hit the walkway and rang in total silence.

The column's edge ran past the boys where they lay knotted on either side of the anchor. It charred the thorned cords off their ankles. Violet frost puffed to black flakes. The boys' skin came through it unmarked. The light had a cutter's hand.

Six.

The column died. It went out from the bottom up, a pillar of light dropping into the floor. The heat went with it. Diana's body stayed where it was, a black shape on its knees with its hands fused to the ninth anchor. Smoke rose off it in a thin gray line. She stayed still. The tail had curled to a black hook. The horns stood up from a charred skull, stripped of gold.

Sound came back with a pop, like his ears clearing on a plane. The first thing in it was his own voice, hoarse, saying "seven". The smell came in behind it. Burned hair and burned leather, and under them the sweet fat smell of a pig turning on a spit. That was Diana. His stomach rolled over and he held it down.
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DIED. Andy read the word three times. The System had a word for the thing the working did to its stock, and it had used a different one. Died. Dead, and his. Twenty-nine hours. The bar under it had jumped a third, and Diana had filled that third with her face. He looked away from it. He had both hands flat on his chest. He took them away.

* * *

"O

h, Di," Jess said, low, to the black shape at the anchor.

"Boss," she called across the ring. Her voice came flat and quick. "It's slipped. The claim's slipped. I'm on the anchors."

She was already moving. She went back along the east walkway on her knees, past Pellam's body, with her eyes on the floor. At the next post east of the ninth she set the athame's point into the cut line at its foot. Her lips started moving. Violet bloomed where the point went in.

At the altar, Pippa was screaming.

She stood at the west face of the stone with her hands still on it, but her hands had gone wrong. The amber had come out of her too. It had come out of her mouth, her eyes and her nose, dragged out up the column with Diana's fire. It had left her face scorched and wet. Blood ran out of both her nostrils over her lip. Her blue braid had singed to a frizz on one side, and the skin of her left cheek had blistered. Her palms came off the stone with a sound like tape peeling.

She looked at her hands. She looked at the anchor where Diana knelt dead with her hands fused to it. Then she looked at the boys, and fear came into her face for the first time in Andy's sight.

Andy's last full read of her, in the throne room, said Realm C. Core-Formation, Rook's own realm with a full pool behind it. That read was two months old. Whatever she was now, the read was behind.

Andy had seen this phase in a hundred raids. The boss hit its last tenth and ran for the exit. The group panicked and chased it. That was when the wipes happened. You didn't chase. You held the door.

"Boys," Pippa shrieked. "Boys! The door! The door, you guys, the door!"

She ran. She went west, away from the anchors and the witch at them, around the far walkway past the shaft's foot. She came around the west walkway in a skidding run with her braid flying and her arms pumping. Her feet slapped the stone. The walkway joined the threshold's west corner, and the threshold led to the iron door.

The boys came up off the floor. Their ankles were raw and bleeding, their faces turned to her voice. They ran with her on the inside of the line, the four of them pacing her around the ring like hounds pacing a horse along a fence. Kit had the red shield. Ned had his bow. Dun ran fastest.

Andy got up. He came up off the bottom step. His knees bent the wrong way under him, and he made them work anyway. Sara's hand let go of his collar. Smoke hung in the doorway. Through it Pippa came out of the west walkway onto the threshold's corner in a stumbling sprint, her bloody face lit by the anchors behind her, both hands out for the door.

The gun was on his belt. He had five in the wheel. His hand went past it.

He grabbed the iron door's edge and threw his weight on it. It swung shut off the stair foot, heavy and slow, a slab of black iron moving on old hinges. Pippa hit the gap with her arm as it closed. Her forearm came through to the elbow, and the iron edge crushed it against the jamb. The bone gave, a wet crack that came through the iron into his palms, and Pippa screamed on the other side, high and raw. He leaned all his weight on the door and held it.

Her arm stuck out of the gap at the height of his ribs, a girl's arm in a blue sleeve, the hand clawing at the air. It found his shirt and twisted in it. Her nails were bitten to the quick. Blood ran down out of her sleeve over her wrist and dripped off her fingers onto the stair foot.

"Let me out!" Through the iron her voice came muffled and close. "Ching-Chong! Ching-Chong, let me out, you guys are being so—let me out, let me out!"

He held the door. His shoulder was against the cold iron, his feet braced on the stair foot, every pound of him on the slab. On the other side of it, through the thin gap, came the sound of feet running across the ring and stopping short. The four boys had reached the line at the threshold's mouth. A yard short of the door. The line held them there while she lived, and they strained at it, a child's breath sobbing in a throat.

"Boys!" Pippa screamed. "Get him off! Get him off the door!"

The line held them a yard short. Every time she screamed it, they surged at the line and stopped.

Their voices came through the iron with her. Feet scuffed, stopped, scuffed again. Dun's voice rose over the others, high and cracking, the youngest voice in the room.

"Pip? Pip, he's hurting you! He's hurting you!"

"Leave her alone!" That was Ned, hoarse. "She didn't do anything! Leave her alone!"

"Pip!" Kit's voice cracked down the middle. "Pip, what do we do?"

Andy kept leaning. A twelve-year-old was begging him through a door to stop breaking a girl's arm, and the right call was to keep breaking it. The arm in the gap was the only thing holding those four short of the middle. The girl it belonged to had walked them in there with candy.

Then she stopped screaming at them. Her arm went still in the gap. Through the iron came one long breath in.

"Open it, angel!"

It came through the gap like a slap. Sara's hands went past Andy's shoulders to the door's edge. They closed on the iron beside his own. Porcelain-pale, fine-boned, strong as a winch. She hauled. The door moved an inch toward her, and Andy dug his heels in and dragged it back.

Let go, his mouth started, and he bit it off on his tongue. "Sara," he gasped instead. "Sara?"

"Pull him off!"

Sara's hands left the door. They closed on Andy instead, one on his collar and one on his belt, and lifted. She hauled him off the iron a full step back, his boots skidding on the stair foot, as easily as pulling a child out of the road.

The door gave a hand's width.

Pippa's arm slid out through the gap to the shoulder. Her shoulder came after it, then the side of her head. Through the hand's width of dark, one gray eye found him. Her mouth came after the eye, pressed into the gap, the lips bloody and stretched.

"Hold him!"

"Ignore her!"

It came across the ring from the far anchors in Jess's voice, a shout, the loudest she had ever been in his hearing. It came through the gap past Pippa's head, between the iron and the jamb, and it landed on the end of Pippa's scream like a boot on a dropped coin. Sara's arms had started to close around him from behind. They stopped.

Sara let go. Her hands came off him as if he had burned her.

Andy threw himself back at the door. He hit it with his shoulder and all his weight, and the iron slammed back on Pippa's arm. It caught her at the shoulder, a hand's width from her neck. She screamed again, wordless this time. Her arm hung out of the gap to the shoulder, limp at the broken forearm and still clawing with the hand. Through the gap her one eye stayed on his face.

He held. His forearms shook. The iron under his palms was still warm where the column had licked it.

"Sara," he panted. "You good?"

"I am here, Andy," said Sara behind him. Her voice had dropped to a murmur. "I am sorry. I am here."

"I know. Not your fault."

Behind him her breath went in, once, and stopped. Gold light flickered at the edge of his eye. Her sword hung point down at her side on the stair foot, gold running down the blade and dripping off the point.

At the edge of his eye her face turned to the gap in the door, to the eye and the bloody mouth in it.

He had his shoulder on the iron and his back to her. Sweat poured off him. His eyebrows were gone, singed to stubble, and the skin of his face felt boiled. He had both hands on the door and all his weight behind them. A shot meant a hand off the iron, and she would have the door open in the time it took him to thumb the hammer. The gap showed him her arm. When she pressed to it to scream, it showed him one eye and her mouth.

Behind her, inside the line, the four boys' feet scuffed and strained at the edge of the ring a yard back from the door. Beyond them, at the far anchors, Jess's chant came through the gap in a low steady stream, cutting, and the cut would close only on a dead hand. The hand whose hold ran through the anchors still had a heartbeat behind it.

Pippa's mouth found the gap again.

"Open it, ang—"

"Ignore her," said Jess, from across the ring, flat and immediate. "Ignore her, Sara. I'm on you."

Pippa drew breath. It rattled in her chest through an inch of dark. Her next word was already coming, and the next after that. The door was going. It was going in the hinge. The iron was old and the pins were older, and every surge from her side worked them a hair in their sockets. Andy's feet slid a quarter inch on the stair foot. He set them again. Each link she screamed put Sara's hands on him or on the iron. Every link Jess canceled from across the room was a breath taken off her cut.

Through the gap, Pippa's one gray eye looked at him and filled with tears, and the tears ran down through the blood on her cheek.

"Ching-Chong," she said, in a small voice. "Ching-Chong, please. I'm fifteen."


CHAPTER 67 — Verdict

"I

t's Andy," said Andy. He said it into the gap, once, at a speaking pitch. Her eye was four inches from his mouth.

The eye blinked. The tears in it hung on the lashes. Her mouth stayed open in the gap, bloody at the corners, the lips stretched where the iron pressed them. For a breath it held a shape and then let it go. For weeks she had called him that other word. She had called him it at the Queen's table and in her rooms and from the arena rail. She had taught it to a city. A court had laughed at it with her. He had given her his name back, and she had zero lines for it. The breath ran out. Her eye went hard again.

"Open it, ang—"

"Ignore her," said Jess, from across the ring. Sara's hands had come up off her sides. They stopped short of his shoulders and hung there.

Andy kept his weight on the iron. The hinge gave another hair. His heels slid on the stair foot and caught on the lip of the bottom step. His arms had started to burn from the shoulder down, a long, deep ache, arms that had lifted too much for too long. The door was winning by inches.

He could hold for another minute. Maybe two. Then the pins would go, or his legs would. She would come through the gap with four boys behind her, screaming orders at an angel with a sword in her hand. There was one call left on the bar. It was Sara's to make.

This one he could ask. Sara had stopped ruling at the cells and kept asking him to rule for her. So he would hand it back and see if she picked it up.

"Sara?" he said. He kept his face on the iron. The question went out over his shoulder.

"What's your ruling?"

For a beat she stayed silent behind him. He had asked her for rulings before. Since the cells every answer had come back the same, soft, courteous and stuck. "I do not know, Andy." She had said it about a road, about a lock, about whether a man in a tenement yard deserved the knife. She had said it in a voice that made him want to put his fist through a wall.

Her footstep came onto the stair foot beside him. She stood at his shoulder in the drover's cloak with the sword point down at her side and the gold still running on the blade. The anchor-light from the gap lit one side of her face amber. Her gold eyes went to the eye in the gap and stayed there, level, and Pippa's eye found hers.

Pippa's mouth opened for the next link. Sara spoke first.

"You made a business of children," she said. "I rule so."

Her voice came out gentle. I rule so. He had last heard her say it in the gate cell on the causeway night, about this same girl. Every word sat in its place, polite and quiet, the voice she used to thank a farmwife for bread. Pippa's eye widened.

"Úvaelis."

It was the softest sound on the stair. Gold drifted off Sara's lips in a thin stream of motes, warm and bright for half a breath, and then they went out cold as ash. The ash fell through the gap like snow through a crack in a barn. Frost came after it.

It came off the edge of the iron where her arm was pinned, white feathers growing out of the black. It ran down her sleeve to her wrist in a breath. Her clawing hand stopped clawing. The fingers locked in a hook. The blood dripping off them froze mid-drop and hung from her fingertips in red beads. Her bitten nails went blue, then white.

Inside the gap her eye frosted over. It started at the rim. White crept in from the corners across the gray like ice skinning a pond. The eye stayed on Sara to the end, and her pupil shrank to a pin. The tears on her lashes froze to beads. The blood running out of her nose went stiff and dark on her lip. Her mouth was still open on the next link. Her tongue moved once inside it. Frost came up out of her throat, over her tongue and her teeth, a white rime on her lips, and her mouth stayed open around it, empty. Far off, through the stone, a bell rang once.

Pippa's weight came off the door. It went in one long sag. The pressure on the iron dropped out from under his shoulder, and he stumbled half a step into the slab. Her arm slid back through the gap, the frozen hand dragging along the jamb. Two of her fingers caught on the edge of the iron and snapped off at the second knuckle with a sound like icicles off a gutter. They dropped onto the stair foot and lay there by his boot, blue and curled.

Behind him, Sara breathed. Andy turned his head. Her chest went up under the cloak, slow and deep, and came down. It went up again. She stood at his shoulder with her eyes on the gap and her lips parted. Her breath came steady and full, in through her nose, out through her mouth.

Sara only breathed for pleasure. She breathed over a pouring man in a doorway. She breathed when he kissed her. She breathed now, looking at a frozen eye in a slot of black iron, and her face had gone scarlet.
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He read it twice. Slain. The word sat in the white light, ordinary, the same word the System used for a wolf. His girl had judged a fifteen-year-old body through a door, and the System had filed it with the wolves. Then the second fact landed on top of the first, and the first went out of his head. Pippa was dead. Her hold was gone out of the anchors. The draw had started.

* * *

A

ndy let go of the door. It swung toward him on its loose hinges, heavy and quick now that the weight behind it was gone. He stepped back out of its arc. It came around off the jamb, the iron groaning, and as it opened, Pippa fell.


She went backward off the threshold like a plank. Her frozen arm stayed up, bent at the broken forearm, the hand a blue hook missing two fingers. She hit the stone on her back with her braid under her and her head across the ring line at the threshold's mouth. A cross of frost burned white on her shirt over her heart, two clean bars, and her open eye stared at the ceiling. The silver ring through her nose caught the amber and threw it back.

The ring opened in front of him. Amber still burned in the eight lit anchors around the line. At the far side, ten yards off, Diana's black shape knelt at the ninth with smoke going up off her shoulders. Jess crouched at the post east of her with the athame driven into the cut line. Her head came up, and her face found the door.

"She's down," Jess shouted. "Boss, she's down! It'll close now, I need a—" Her voice cracked. "Keep them off the middle, boss, it's armed!"

The boys moved. They had been standing at the line a yard back from the door, straining at it like dogs on a chain. The line let them go. All four of them stumbled forward a step as the hold came off, and every face in the ring turned to the body on the floor. Over their heads the four headers on his HUD went as Rafe's had gone. BOUND grayed and blinked out, and HOLDER went to a dash.

Pippa didn't move. She lay across the line where she had fallen, a dead girl with her arm up and frost on her heart. The anchors didn't want her. They wanted the four live boys, and they were pulling all four toward the middle.

Jess had screamed it was armed and to keep them off the middle, and the floor had dragged Diana toward the center like a drain. So the middle was the trigger. When the first drawn soul reached it, the working fired on every counted soul still inside the line. He wasn't stock. He wasn't bound. He held souls, and the posts only counted the held. He went in.

"Sara?" He was moving as he said it, over the threshold and across the line at its mouth. "Will you stay on the threshold? Can you take them off me?"

"Yes," said Sara behind him.

Inside the line the pull hit the boys and missed him. It went past his legs like the draw of surf on a beach, a long slope of current, and it took the boys. Their feet slid. Their heads came around toward the middle.

Dun reached her first. He was the youngest and the smallest, a Runner, and he was on her before Andy had his second foot over the line. He threw himself down at her head. He got his hands under her arms, his good arm and the one hanging wrong at the shoulder. He heaved her up against his chest and started dragging her backward toward the middle. His face was wet. His mouth was moving.

"Pip," he was saying. "Pip, Pip, it's okay, I've got you, I've got you." The popped shoulder sat low and lumpy under his shirt. He dragged anyway. Every step he took backward toward the middle, the draw helped him.

Andy's eyes went to the middle. Jess's violet circle still burned there, faint now, and his own blood-site lay beside it. Five yards from the threshold. Five yards of floor and a twelve-year-old dragging a body across it with the current at his back. That was the timer. Dun's drag was the timer. Triage. Healer's math. You saved the one you could reach.

Kit stood nearest. He had stopped a stride inside the line with his battered red shield hanging off his arm and his face slack, and his feet were sliding. The draw had him by the heels. He wasn't fighting it. He was looking at Pippa going away across the floor in Dun's arms. His face had the look of a kid waking up in a strange bed.

Andy grabbed him by the back of his shirt. The pull fought him. It was a dumb, heavy thing, a rip current with hands. Kit weighed about ninety pounds, and the anchors made him weigh two hundred. Andy dug his heels into the stone and hauled backward. Kit came a foot, and the current took six inches of it back.

Kit's head turned. His eyes came up to Andy's face, clear and wet, the eyes of a thirteen-year-old with only himself behind them.

"She said we were her songbirds," said Kit. His voice came out flat and puzzled. He read it off like a sign in a language he used to speak.

"She said we were hers. I wanted it to be true."

His feet stopped sliding. For one beat his body hung there in Andy's hands, dead weight, pulled neither way. It was the beat of a kid deciding which way was down. Andy took it.

He threw his hip into the haul and dragged Kit backward the last two feet over the line. Kit's heels crossed it. The pull let go of him at once, a magnet losing a nail, and Andy staggered back onto the threshold with the boy in his arms.

Kit came alive. His fists came up and he swung at Andy's face, wild, a kid's swing, all arm. There was zero cultivator's strike in it, zero qi. One knuckle caught Andy's lip and split it.

Sara took him. Her hand came over Andy's shoulder and closed on Kit's collar. She lifted him out of Andy's arms like a cat by the scruff and laid him face down on the threshold stone. She put a knee in the small of his back. He thrashed under it and stayed put.

"Hush," she said to him. "You are safe."

Kit twisted his head on the stone to look past her into the ring. "Is she dead?" His voice broke on it. "Is Pip dead? Did you kill Pip?"

"Yes," said Sara. Kit went limp under her knee. He put his cheek flat on the threshold stone and shut his eyes, and his back shook.

Andy was already back over the line. Ned had slid two yards in. He was on one knee, his bow dragging by its string from his wrist, his hands flat on the floor as if he could hold the stone. His eyes were wide, clear and terrified. When Andy reached him he looked up. His mouth opened, and he said, "What's happening? Where's—what is this?"

"I've got you," said Andy, and grabbed him under the arms.

Ned came easier. The current had him by less of his body. He was half pushing with his own feet now, scrabbling at the floor. Andy dragged him backward through the pull with his teeth gritted and his split lip bleeding into his mouth. Ned's elbow came back into Andy's ribs, hard enough to bruise, a reflex. Then they were over the line, and the pull dropped off Ned like a coat.

Sara took him off Andy's chest and put him down beside Kit. One hand pinned him flat between the shoulders. She knelt on the threshold now with her knee in Kit's back, a hand on Ned and her wings bulging under the drover's cloak.

Ned twisted under her palm to stare past her hip at the floor of the ring, at the girl sliding across it and the little boy dragging her. His mouth worked.

"Dun," said Ned. "That's Dun. Dun, get off her! Get out of there!" Kit lay still with his cheek on the stone. He was crying in silence, his eyes open on the ring.

Ollie. Ollie had gone farthest of the three. He was three yards in and still sliding, on his feet, his arms out like a kid on ice. He had stopped humming. His mouth was open and a thin, high sound came out of it, a note that went up and kept going up. Andy ran.

"Dun?" he shouted past Ollie, at the small back hunched over the body. "Dun! Dun, will you come back to me?"

Dun's head stayed down. His heels kept digging. He was talking to her in a stream, too low to carry, a kid talking to a dog hit by a car.

He crossed the three yards with the draw going past his shins like water in a ford. He caught Ollie around the waist from behind. Ollie screamed and fought him, all elbows, a fourteen-year-old's elbows, bony as a sack of sticks. One caught Andy over the eye. Andy took it, set his feet, and dragged.

The current was stronger in here. It pulled at Ollie like the floor was tilting, and every foot back toward the line was like climbing a ramp of greased stone. Andy's calves cramped. He got Ollie back one yard. Two. His boots slid and found purchase on the cut lines in the floor, the grooves Pellam had drawn, and he used them like rungs.

Across the ring, Jess was chanting. Her voice came over the floor low and fast, a steady pour of words in a tongue he had stopped trying to follow. Violet ran out from her athame point along the cut lines, post to post, east from the ninth. It had reached the second anchor. It was crawling for the third. The ring had nine.

"Jess?" he yelled. "How long?"

"Longer than the little one's got!" Her voice cracked across the floor. "Get him, boss! Get the little one!"

His heel hit the line. He threw himself backward across it with Ollie on top of him, and they landed on the threshold in a heap. The pull let go. Ollie's high note broke off into sobbing. Sara's hand came down on Ollie's chest and held him there.

"I have them," she said. "Andy. I have all three." He rolled off the boy and came up onto his knees.

Dun had reached the middle. He had dragged her five yards backward across the floor with one good arm and the current at his back. He had reached Jess's faint violet circle and his own blood-site beside it. He stopped there. He stood over her for a breath, swaying, his chest heaving, his popped shoulder hanging. He looked down at her face. The frost was still on her mouth. Her eye was still open.

Dun knelt. He went down beside her with care. He tucked her frozen arm in against her side. He smoothed her blue braid out from under her shoulder.

"I've got you, Pip," he told her. His voice came clear across the ring, small and certain. "I'm here. I'm staying." Then he lay down across her, his cheek on her shoulder and his arms around her, like a kid crawling into his mother's bed after a bad dream.

The anchors brightened. All eight lit posts flared amber at once, and the ninth, under Diana's dead hands, went white. The air in the ring went thick, hot and close. The hair on Andy's arms stood straight up.

"Boss!" Across the ring, Jess's head had come up off her chant.

Andy was already running. Five yards of cut stone lay between the threshold and the middle, with Pellam's grooves under his boots and the amber burning on every side. A twelve-year-old lay at the end of them with his arms around a dead girl.


CHAPTER 68 — Dun

A

ndy dived the last yard. He hit the floor beside them on his knees and got his hands on Dun's shoulders as the anchors fired.


The amber came off all nine posts at once. It came in straight lines across the floor, nine spokes of light as thick as his wrist, from every anchor on the ring line to the middle, and they met where Dun lay. Eight came amber. The ninth came white, off the anchor under Diana's black hands. The light ran under Andy's knees and lit the cut stone from beneath. It went into the boy like water into a drain.

Dun's back arched under Andy's palms. It arched hard, a bow pulled to the ear, and his heels drummed twice on the floor. His arms locked around Pippa's body. His head snapped back off her shoulder, and Andy caught it in one hand before it hit the stone.

He hauled. He grabbed Dun under the arms and heaved backward to drag him off her, out of the middle, out of the spokes, anywhere. The boy stayed where he was. The light held him to the floor as a nail held a board, and Andy's heave lifted only his own weight. He threw himself across the spokes instead, his back to the posts and his body over the boy's. The amber went through him like sun through a window. It warmed his skin and passed on. He had zero hitbox for it. To the working he was terrain.

"Dun. Dun, hey. I've got you. I've got you, buddy."

The boy's eyes were open. The whites went red. It came from the corners first, a thin tide of red flooding the white. Then the vessels burst all at once, and both eyes filled to the rims with blood. Blood ran out of his nose in two dark lines. It ran out of his ears into Andy's fingers, warm and quick. His jaw clamped. A tooth cracked in it, a sound like a knuckle popping. His teeth had caught his tongue as they shut, and blood welled out between his lips and down his chin.

Under the skin of his face the small veins went next. They broke into a purple lace across his cheeks and his forehead, down his neck, a net of bruises opening all at once, as fast as frost growing on a window.

The amber went into him along the nine spokes. Then it came back out.

It came out of his mouth and his red eyes in a pale, thin light, and it went back up the spokes to the anchors. It went to the posts in nine threads. The anchors drank it and brightened.

Andy put his palm flat on the boy's chest. The heart under it was going like a bird's. Fast, light and wrong. It stumbled. It caught again, ran, and stumbled.

"Stay with me. Dun. Look at me, okay? Look at me."

The arch went out of the small back. Dun came down onto the floor beside the body all at once, loose, a puppet with the strings let go. His arms came off her. One hand slid down her side and lay on the stone between them, palm up.

Andy got an arm under his shoulders and lifted him off the floor into his lap.

The boy weighed less than the shield Kit had carried. The popped shoulder rolled in its socket under Andy's arm. Dun made a small sound at it, and his red eyes moved.

They found Andy's face. A change had come into them. The red had flooded them, and they were blind with it, but they were moving now and looking, like Kit's on the line. The love had gone out of them. It had gone out of him with the light. What was left was twelve.

"Mister Andy?" said Dun.

His voice came out thick through the blood in his mouth. It was the first time he had used the name. Every other time he had spoken to Andy, it had been through her.

"Yeah, buddy. It's me. I'm right here."

"It's dark."

"I know. I know it is."

Dun's hand came up off the floor. It wandered in the air and found Andy's shirt, and closed in it. His fingernails had gone black. The grip in the hand was a baby's grip.

"We had a farm," Dun said. "At Harrow. My ma has the goats."

"Yeah?" Andy's voice cracked down the middle. "Goats. Yeah. That's good. That's real good, Dun. We'll go. Okay? We'll go to Harrow. I'll take you."

Dun's blind red eyes stayed on his face. The blood kept coming out of his nose. It ran over his lip and into his mouth. He coughed, and it sprayed in a fine red mist across Andy's chest.

"I never got to go home," said Dun.

His hand let go of Andy's shirt. The heart under Andy's palm beat once more. Then it ran on for three beats, weak and fast, and stopped between one and the next. Andy waited for the next. It stayed gone.

Andy laid him flat. He found the bottom of the breastbone with two fingers and went a hand's width up, the way a CPR class in a school gym had taught him in another life. He locked his elbows and pushed. One. Two. Three. The small chest went down under the heel of his hand and came up. On eleven, a rib gave under his palm with a soft crack, and he kept going. On thirty he tipped Dun's head back and pinched the bloody nose. He put his mouth over the boy's mouth and blew. Blood and copper. The chest rose under his hand and fell. He blew again and went back to the chest.

"Boss," Jess called from across the ring. "Boss. Boss—"

One. Two. Three.

Then cold came into Andy's chest.

It came in through the middle, under the breastbone, behind his own heart. It was the cold of a hand reaching inside him and taking hold. It closed on his pool, and it drank.

It had drunk from him before, on cold nights on the road, and on the stair ten minutes ago when Rafe died. The cold was an old acquaintance. Six long swallows of cold, each one deeper than the last, and his pool went down under it like a cup in a drunk's hand. His breath went thin. Frost came up on the stubble of his eyebrows. His fingers went numb on the boy's back.

The Crooked One drank Dun out of him, through him, as it had drunk Rafe. The boy's soul had been held for years. Its holder lay dead on the floor beside it, and it went, Andy supposed, where unheld souls went.
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One point. The row sat at the bottom of his HUD like a red light on a dashboard. One.

His brain went for the math because it needed a job. INSPECT drew two. He couldn't read a door now, or a boy. Recall wanted fifteen and blood. Two an hour awake put him at fifteen by dawn, and Diana's window opened the night after. The math worked. He ran it again anyway, and it worked again.

Above it, the bar sat where Diana had put it. Two of three. It had jumped for Diana and her face, and it sat still for a twelve-year-old in his lap. The boy belonged to somebody else's sheet. The System only counted what was his.

Across the ring, Jess screamed.

It was a raw sound, a cat's scream. The violet had been crawling along the cut lines from post to post, the third anchor and the fourth, and now it ran. It went like fire through dry grass, along the grooves Pellam had drawn, faster with every post. It went around the threshold's mouth past Sara's boots. Fifth. Sixth. Seventh. It came up the west side toward the ninth. The ninth was the last, and it closed.

The ring went dark. It went post by post, nine amber lights going out in a ripple around the line, the ninth last of all. Its white went gray, and then it was a stone. The nine spokes across the floor died with it. The light in the middle went out of Dun's face.

From the cold in his chest to the ninth post going dark, twelve seconds. Maybe ten. Andy could count it later, if he wanted. He had a good feel for the length of a cast bar.

The cut had closed ten seconds too late.

For a breath the only light in the room was Sara's. Her sword lay burning gold on the threshold stone beside her knee, close enough to her right hand to snatch, and it threw the shadows of the three pinned boys across the threshold stone and into the ring. The cut lines in the floor glowed violet, faint, a net of thin purple scratches running out from the middle to the dead posts.

Then Jess's light came up. It came off her palm in a small violet flame, a witch-light the size of a candle's. She stood on the far walkway beside the ninth with the athame in one hand and the flame in the other, and her face was white. She looked at the middle. She looked at what was in Andy's lap.

"Oh, boss," she said.

She came across the ring. She came straight over the line, and the line let her come. Her boots crossed it and the floor stayed dead. First she went around to the walkway east of the ninth and stooped, and came up with the purple coat bundled in her arm. Diana's glasses were folded in it, and both books. She held it against her chest and walked the five yards to the middle with the violet flame in her hand. She stopped beside him and looked down.

"I couldn't make it go faster," Jess said. "I tried. Nine posts, and it only runs once her hand's dead. Then it runs at its own pace."

Andy's throat had locked shut.

Jess knelt. She knelt on the boy's other side with the coat under her arm and looked at Dun's face. Her eyes went over the purple lace on his cheeks, the blood in his ears, the black nails on the small hand. Her mouth went flat.

"The Crooked One had him," she said. "Didn't it. I felt it go."

"Yeah."

"Your pool."

"One."

"Hey." She put her free hand on his arm. The violet flame stood on her other palm, steady, and it lit them both. "Stay on your feet for me, boss. Just for a while."

He looked at the threshold. Sara knelt there in the gold light with her knee in Kit's back and a hand on each of the other two. She was looking at him across five yards of dark floor. Her face had gone still. Her chest had stopped moving.

"I am here, Andy," Sara said across the floor, low.

Under her hands the boys had stopped fighting. Ollie had his face turned into the stone. Ned had come up on his elbows again and was staring across the floor at the middle, at Dun's small body in Andy's lap. His mouth was open. His face had gone white. When he spoke, it came out quiet.

"Dun," said Ned. "Dun?"

Then he came up off the stone under Sara's hand. She pressed him back down, gently, and he fought her palm and screamed across the dark at Andy. "You were getting him! You got us and you left him! You left him in there, you—"

His voice broke into sobbing. Sara's palm stayed flat between his shoulder blades.

Kit lay with his cheek on the stone under Sara's knee and his eyes open on the middle. His mouth stayed shut.

"I'll take him," Jess said. "Boss. Let me take him."

"No."

He got his legs under him. They shook. He got one arm under Dun's knees and one under his shoulders and stood up with him. The boy's head rolled against his chest, and the blood from his nose smeared across Andy's shirt. He weighed as much as a coat. A bundle of kindling in blue.

Andy stood in the middle of the dead ring with him.

Across the floor, at the ninth, Diana knelt black against the stone with her hands fused to it. Twenty-nine hours. She had a timer over her head and a window at the end of it, and the night after she would come back through it naked, furious and asking for her glasses. Dun had a farm at Harrow and a ma with goats. Andy had promised to take him there himself. He'd said it with his palm on the boy's chest and that heart stumbling under it. He had meant every single word of it, and Dun had believed him.

He looked down at Pippa.

She lay on her back at his feet where Dun had pulled her, her blue braid under her and her arms at her sides. The frost cross still burned white on her shirt over the heart. The frost had melted off her mouth. It had left her lips blue and parted, and her one open eye stared at the dark ceiling. Her face looked young. It was a girl's face, fifteen at most, with a scorch down one cheek, a singed braid and dried blood on the lip. A girl's face in a girl's body, and behind it a grown woman from his own world with a Texas schoolyard in her mouth.

He knelt and laid Dun down beside her. He laid him on his back, a kid asleep in a house he trusted. He straightened the small legs. He folded the hands on the boy's chest, one over the other. The black nails. He pushed the hair out of Dun's red eyes with two fingers and tried to close them. They slid open again, and he left them.

Then he reached across Dun and took hold of Pippa's face.

Her skin was cold and soft. The silver ring through her septum caught Jess's violet light. It was a small thing, a hoop of thin silver, the kind a girl got done at a mall kiosk on a dare. She had worn it every day he had known her. She had worn it at the Queen's table and in her rooms with his collar on and at the arena rail, laughing.

He hooked his finger through it, twisted it open and drew it out of her nose.

It came out with a thread of dried blood on it. He held it up in the witch-light. It was warm from his hand already.

"Boss," said Jess, quietly. "What are you doing?"

He closed his fist on the ring. He looked down at the dead face, the blue lips, the eye.

The last time he had died, he had written it in his own blood on the wall of a van, with a dead man's skull under the door edge and a nine-year-old girl running for the street. He had written it in capitals so it would read from a distance. It had taken longer than any sentence he had ever written.

This one took a breath.

"Fuck your free candy," Andy told her.

He said it at a speaking pitch, to her face, like a man telling a stranger her order was up. Then he put the ring in his pocket.

From the threshold, Kit was watching him. The boy lay with his cheek on the stone under Sara's knee, and his eyes were on Andy's fist and then on the pocket where the ring had gone. His face held the look of a kid learning a face by heart, for later.

Jess's light flickered on her palm. She was looking at him with her head on one side, the bird look, and for once her mouth stayed empty of jokes.

From the threshold, Sara spoke into the quiet.

"Andy."

He turned his head. She was looking up past the open door, past the stair foot, at the dark mouth of the stair where it climbed toward the altar yard. Her head was cocked. Her sword's gold lay along the stone.

"The light went out," Sara said. "Down here. It has been shining up that stair all night, through the yard door. Into the yard." She was quiet for a breath. "Whoever is in the Queen's box just watched it go out."

Jess's head came up off the boy.

"Oh," said Jess, softly. "Oh, they'll come down for a look, won't they. The pretty ones always come down for a look."


CHAPTER 69 — Ignore Her

"C

an we bring her too?" said Kit.

He stood on the threshold with his back to the open iron door and his battered red shield hanging off one arm. Sara had let him up. Her hand rested on his shoulder, light, and he stood under it like a post. His eyes were on the middle of the ring, where Jess's witch-light still burned over the two bodies.

"No," said Andy. He had said it before he thought it. It came out flat and final, a door shutting. Kit's face stayed blank. The boy only looked at him, and kept looking.

"I'll carry Dun up," Andy said. "After. I'll come back down for him and bring him up myself. I promise you that."

"And her?"

"She stays."

Kit's jaw moved. Ned stood beside him with his bow in his fist and the string cut across his palm where he had gripped it. Ollie had his arms wrapped around himself. Three trained boys at a stair foot, with their strikes coming back into their hands as their heads cleared. Three of them, a one-man stair and a body to carry. An angel and a witch who had just killed Rook and Pippa would be standing at the stair's head. And Andy's answer stood. Kit looked at the body in the ring for a long breath. Then he turned his back on it.

"You promised," Kit said. "Dun."

"I promised." He would hate Andy for that. It was there in the set of his shoulders already.

"Sara?" said Andy. "Will you go first?"

"Yes."

She went up the stair with her sword in her hand, and its gold light went up the stone walls ahead of her. Jess went after her with Diana's coat bundled in her arm and the violet flame on her palm. Andy went third, with the three boys on the steps behind him and the dark of the cellar at their backs.

* * *

T

he cellar stair turned north as it climbed. Rook lay on the landing halfway up, where he had fallen. He was a big shape in plate across the stone with his face to the wall. Sara stepped over his legs. Jess stepped over his legs. Andy put his boot on the dead man's greave to get past, and his heart stayed level about it. The boys came after him in a line and stepped over Rook one by one. Ollie stopped and looked down at the face. Ned pushed him on.


The yard door stood open at the top. It was a plain door set in a wide stone arch on the palace's west face, at the end of a stone passage. It opened on the altar yard. Torchlight came through it, orange and low. The arch held only torchlight and the dark beyond it. Sara went out through it. Jess went out after her. Andy stopped on the top step, a few strides inside the arch, with the stone of the passage around him. The boys stopped on the steps below him.

"Stay down there," he told them. "Okay? On the stairs. Please."

"Is it the Queen?" Ollie whispered from below. "Is she coming?" Ned's eyes came up to his face. He sat down on the step.

Andy looked out. The altar yard ran away west from the arch, a long stone court a hundred yards deep under a black sky. Torches burned on iron brackets on either side of the arch.

Another burned at the gallows, far off at the west end under the wall, where the cut ropes still hung from the beam. A third burned at the foot of the box stair. The Queen's box jutted out from the palace face to his left, at the yard's south-east corner, twenty yards off. Its stair went down inside its own tower to a doorway at the yard's level.

Dead Collectors lay on the stones outside the arch, the file from the door and the front rank Sara had cut down on its step at the taking. Somebody's lantern lay on its side by the nearest one, still burning. Andy's eyes went up the dark face of the box to its gallery, where torchlight moved behind the stone rail and shapes moved with it. He started counting heads and gave up on the count at a dozen. Whoever stood up there had a view of every stone in the yard. They had just watched the light go out under it.

Sara stood a few strides out from the arch on its line, facing west. The sword hung low in her right hand, its gold lying along the stones. The drover's cloak hung off her shoulders. Jess stood a step behind her and to her right, with the coat in one arm and the witch-light in her other palm.

Feet came down the box stair. They came at a run inside the tower, a lot of feet, boots on stone, the clatter of a turnpike stair taken too fast. Iron rang on the walls. The box stair's doorway filled with light and moving shapes. The Queen's household guard came out of it onto the yard stones.

Four of them. Red and gold over mail, round helms, halberds. They came out of the tower at a jog, ahead of their lady, to clear the ground for her. The angel stood on the stones twenty yards off with a sword in her hand, and they came on anyway. They didn't slow. Sara turned to meet them.

She lunged at them, four steps, low and fast. The first halberd came down at her head. She took its shaft on the flat of the blade, slid inside it and opened the man from hip to shoulder through the mail. The rings parted like wet paper. He went down with his halberd and his insides spilling out over his belt onto the stones in a slick gray coil. She was already past him.

The second man got his halberd up. She cut it in half, shaft and all. The blade went on through his wrist and into his neck. His head came off his shoulders and rolled under the third man's boots. The third man tripped on it. She took him through the face before he hit the ground.

Gold and blood came off the blade together.

The fourth one screamed. It was one long, high scream, a man's voice going up like a boy's. He had dropped his halberd. He had turned to run. She caught him by the back of his mail collar with her free hand and swung him around. The sword went through his chest and out his back. The scream stopped. She let him slide off the blade onto the stones. It had taken about as long as a sneeze. Four men lay on the yard stones between the arch and the box stair in a spreading pool. The gold sword hung in her hand, dripping.

Andy had watched her tank for four months. Hold the door, hold the line, eat the hits so the squishies lived. At the gallows she had shown him her DPS. Tonight it was off the leash.

From inside the box tower came one more set of feet. They came slower. They came down the last turn of the stair with a dress's whisper on the stone. The Queen of Vanorinal came out of the doorway into the torchlight and stopped.

Her council came out behind her. Eleven of them, men and women in court brocade with chains of office on their chests, their hands empty. They bunched in the doorway at the foot of the box stair, under its torch. At the sight of the guard they stopped there in a huddle.

Some of the faces were old acquaintances. They had laughed in the throne room, the day she sentenced his women. One of them had laughed so hard he'd had to wipe his eyes.

She stood under the torch and looked across the stones at them, at the halves of the first man and the head of the second. Her face did a small, tight thing at the corner of the mouth. Andy had seen it in the cells, at a killing. Pleasure. It came and went. Then she lifted her eyes and looked across the stones at the angel.

She wore gold and red, the city's colors, and a circlet of plain gold on her hair. She carried a long, thin knife in her right hand, the kind a butcher used for fine work on a carcass. The knife was for the wings. She had talked about them since the throne room, with Sara on her knees in front of her and the court laughing.

Her qi came off her like heat off a road. It came off in a red-gold sheen around her shoulders and her knife hand, glossy and too even. A pill-fed shine. Realm D at a guess, maybe more. Andy's pool sat at one, a point short of a read. His gun was on his belt, loaded with slugs that had flattened on lesser shines than hers.

"Stay there," the Queen said over her shoulder, to the huddle in the doorway. Her voice was light and pleased. "All of you. I want you to watch this."

She walked out onto the yard toward Sara. She walked unhurried. Twenty yards. Fifteen. The hem of her gown dragged through her guards' blood and left a dark line behind her on the stones. She came into the frame of the arch, and Sara turned to face her. The two of them stood side-on to Andy in the doorway, five strides apart, with the torches between them.

The Queen stopped at arm's length. She stood near the angel's height and half again as broad. She looked Sara in the face with her knife held low and loose, and smiled.

"There you are," she said. "My trophy." Sara's mouth stayed closed.

"Kneel!" It came out of the Queen's chest like a cannon, a royal voice, a voice that had been obeyed since the cradle. It filled the yard. It hit the palace face and came back off the stone. Sara knelt. Her right knee hit the stone with a crack that carried to the arch. Her sword stayed in her hand, point down on the yard stones beside her. Her head was still up.

Andy's mouth opened. Every word in it was an order. Get up. Stand up, Sara, get up, kill her. He clamped his teeth on the lot, and it stayed behind them. He had one order in him. He had used it on Diana in a tenement yard, and her face after it was still in his head. He held the corner of the stair head with both hands, and the stone bit into his palms. Behind Sara, Jess stood with the coat in her arm and her lips shut.

Jess was letting it land. Andy's brain caught up with her a beat late, and the horror of it went down his back like ice water. Jess was pulling the boss into melee range, and the bait was Sara on her knees.

"Head down!" Sara bowed her head. Her hair fell forward around her face. Her neck lay bare under the torches. The back of the drover's cloak stretched over her shoulders, and under it lay the shape of the folded wings.

The Queen stepped in. She stood over the kneeling angel with the thin knife in her hand. She looked down at the bowed neck and the folded shapes under the cloak, and her mouth went soft and wet. Her other hand came up. It hovered over the cloak's shoulder.

"Open them!" The wings came out. They came out from under the drover's cloak in one great gold snap. The cloak tore off Sara's shoulders and fell on the stones. Feathers spread on either side of her, a span wider than the arch, bright gold in the torchlight. They spread wide and flat, offered up, the joints of them open to the knife at the Queen's hip height. The Queen's breath went out of her in a soft moan. She reached for the nearest joint with the knife.

"Ignore her," said Jess. She said it low. It was hardly louder than a breath, and it came from behind Sara's shoulder, from a witch with a bundle in her arm. The Queen's eyes stayed on the wings.

The cancel went into the angel's back like a key into a lock, and every muscle that had been holding her down on her knees for the Queen let go at once. Sara rose.

She came up off the stone with the sword, all in one motion, a spring with the weight lifted off it. The blade came up from the ground beside her knee. It went into the Queen under the ribs on the left side, just below the heart, and it went up. It went up through her and came out at the top of her right shoulder in a spray of blood, bone and red-gold light. The Queen hung on it with her feet off the stones.

Sara stood with her arm straight and the Queen held up on her sword like a fish on a gaff. She looked into the Queen's face from a hand's width away.

"Úvaelis," she said.

Gold came off her lips and went out cold as ash, and the ash fell on the Queen's face. Frost ran up the blade from the hilt into the wound. A cross of frost burned white through the gown over the Queen's heart, two clean bars. A bell rang once, far off, out past the walls. A breath of qi went out of Sara with it. Her shoulders dropped a hair.

The Queen's mouth was open. Blood came out of it in a thick red sheet down her chin and the front of her gown. Her red-gold sheen flickered, went thin, and tore off her like a wet sheet in the wind. The knife fell out of her fingers and rang on the stones.

Her eyes moved. They went past the angel, past Sara's shoulder and the wet blade, to the woman standing behind her. To the witch with the bundle in her arm and the violet flame on her palm. The witch who had eaten her harem. The Queen of Vanorinal looked at Jess, and her eyes went wide.

Sara pulled the sword out. The Queen came off it and dropped to the stones on her back.

Her circlet bounced off her head and rolled away into the torchlight in a wobbling circle. She lay with the frost cross on her chest and her mouth full of blood, and her heels scraped once on the stone.

A woman in the huddle at the box stair foot screamed. It went up thin and broke. The councillors pressed back into the tower doorway, all eleven at once, a knot of brocade and gold chains jammed in an arch built for one.

Jess stepped forward. She went to one knee by the Queen's head, the coat still in her arm. She put two fingers on the Queen's chin and tipped her mouth up. She leaned down over the open mouth with her lips a few inches above it, and she breathed in.

The soul came up. It came up out of the Queen's mouth as a rope of gray light as thick as a wrist, twisting as it rose into Jess. Where it touched her lips, it went violet. She drew on it like a drinker on a long pipe, slow and steady, her eyes half shut. The rope came up out of the dead mouth for three long breaths, thinning as it came. The last of it went into her with a soft gulp. Jess straightened. She licked her lips once. The violet faded off them.

[ QUEEN VESSALINE — SLAIN (SARAFAEL) ]
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Andy came out of the arch onto the yard stones.

Sara stood over the body with her sword in her hand and her wings still open behind her. They were gold and huge in the torchlight, spattered red along the leading edges. She was looking at Jess. She said two words, low, pitched for Jess alone.

"Never Andy." The two words reached him low and flat, his own name in them, and slid past. His eyes were on the HUD, on the seventy-nine, and on the yard, the dead guards, the dead Queen, the torches. He let the words go by him and away. Behind him on the stair one of the boys was crying, a thin sound that came up the stone and out of the arch into the yard, and he let it go past him with the rest. Jess looked up at her from one knee.

"Never him," Jess said. Her voice was quiet and plain, the smile gone out of it. "Not ever."

Sara looked at her for a breath longer. Her face was calm. Her chest rose and fell, slow, and rose. Her eyes had been on Jess for every second of the feeding, from a hand's width away. Her lips stayed closed.


CHAPTER 70 — The Eleven

J

ess turned her head toward the box stair. That was all she did. She knelt where she was beside the dead Queen with Diana's coat in her arm. She turned her head and looked at the eleven councillors jammed in the tower's doorway twenty yards off.


They broke. They broke like birds off a wire. The huddle came apart in the arch, brocade sleeves, gold chains and white faces, and every one of them went for the stair behind them at once. The arch had been built for one. A gray-bearded man went down in the doorway with a woman's knee in his back. A thin one in a blue coat climbed over him. A chain of office caught on the doorframe and jerked its owner back by the neck. He screamed and tore it off over his head. They clawed into the dark of the turnpike, shoving, sobbing, three of them wedged shoulder to shoulder on the first step and stuck there.

"Guards!" The thin one in blue was screaming it up the stair. "Guards, to the Crown! Guards!"

"Let me through!" A woman's voice, shrill. "Let me through, you fat fool, move!"

Jess stood up. The witch-light went out in her fist. She stood with the coat in one arm and lifted her free hand, palm out, toward the arch. Her lips parted.

The pull hit Andy before the word did. It came in through his chest, behind the breastbone, the same place the Crooked One had drunk from minutes ago. This one was a hook. It went into him through the bond, unasked, and caught on the one point left at the bottom of his pool. It yanked.

His last point came out of him. It came out of his chest in a cord of silver-blue light, a bootlace of starlight, and it went across the yard in a line from his breastbone to her lifted hand. It ran into her palm. It ran up her arm in a blue thread under the skin and into her chest. Then it went through her and out of her open hand toward the arch.

"Éilmh sibh, cách."

The Divan went out of her mouth in three words, low and hard. The color went out of her lips with it. They went white. She swayed on her feet, once, as if she had stood up too fast in a hot room, and caught herself on the coat.

The yard's shadows went violet. Every shadow in the torchlight under the box tower turned violet at once and nailed itself flat. Every black shape the councillors threw went, on the stones, on the walls, on the steps. The ones in the arch. The ones on the first steps of the turnpike. The thin man's shadow, stretched up the inside wall of the stair where he climbed. They went violet and stuck, like wet paper slapped on a window, and the eleven stopped. They stopped mid-motion. A hand on a shoulder, a boot lifted for the next step, a mouth open on a scream. The man with the torn chain stood with his arm up over his face. In the arch, the most anyone managed was a twitch. A woman's fingers trembled on the doorframe, and the rest of her stayed where it was.

[ JESS — CAST: SHADOW-NAIL CLAIM (ÉILMH · SPOKEN, RAW) — SOUL QI −61 · ASTRAL QI −1 (SUMMONER'S, PULLED) · JESS HP 131/174 · QI 0/419 ]


Andy's knees went. He went down on one knee on the step of the yard door, with one hand on the arch's stone to hold himself up. The pool row at the bottom of his HUD read zero. Zero of thirty-two. Cold ran out from the hole in his chest into his arms and his hands, and his fingers went numb to the second knuckle. His lips felt like rubber. He tasted metal. His HP sat where it had been, twenty-eight of thirty-two, untouched, and the rest of him felt like a kicked-over bucket.

Her hand was still out at the arch with his light gone into it. Behind him on the stair, feet shifted.

"Guys," Andy said. His voice came out thin. He didn't turn. "Stay on the stairs. Please. Don't come up."

Ned's voice came up out of the dark. "What's happening?"

"Stay put."

"Is it over?" Ollie asked, from lower down in the dark.

"Almost," said Andy. "Almost, buddy."

* * *

S

ara walked toward the box stair. She walked with her wings folded tight to her back and the sword low in her right hand. The Queen's blood had dulled the gold on the blade. Twenty yards across the stones. Her boots left red prints behind her on the stone, then pink ones, then clean ones. She walked unhurried, as if she were walking to the well.


She stopped in front of the arch. The eleven stood packed in it, nailed, every face aimed toward her. Their eyes moved. Only their eyes. Sara looked along them, one face at a time.

"You laughed in the throne room," she said, in Common, in her gentle voice, "when the geometer told you the children had pressed their own confirm, and I rule that you die for it."

A man in the doorway made a sound through his shut teeth. It was the fat one, the one who had wiped his eyes.

"We only laughed." It came out of him through teeth that wouldn't open, mashed and wet. "Lady. Lady, we only laughed."

"Yes," said Sara. "I heard you."

Sara stepped into the arch. She took the first one by the hair. It was a councillor in green, a narrow man with a pointed beard, nailed with his hand on the doorframe. She tipped his head back with her left hand, gently, as a barber tipped a head for the razor. Then she drew the sword across his throat in one long stroke.

His throat opened from ear to ear. The cut was deep and wide, a red mouth under his jaw, and the blood came out of it in a sheet. It came down his chest, over his chain of office and onto the stones. He made a sound in the wound, a wet suck of air. His eyes rolled toward the woman nailed beside him. He couldn't fall. The working held him upright on his own shadow, and he bled out standing, his chest heaving under the red sheet. The woman beside him watched his eyes go out.

Jess was a step behind Sara. She came to the dying man and leaned in with her face a few inches from his slack mouth, and drew. The rope of gray light came up out of him, thinner than the Queen's. It went violet at her lips, and she breathed it in. On Andy's HUD, the tally ticked. Eighty. Sara had already moved on to the next. She went down the line inside the arch and up onto the first step of the turnpike, one at a time. Every throat took one stroke. She did it the same way every time. A hand on the hair. The head tipped back. The long draw. A man in blue. A gray-haired woman with rings on every finger, who wept as Sara's hand came up.

"Please," she whispered through stiff lips. "Please. I have grandchildren."

"Then they will grieve you," said Sara. "I am sorry for them."

The woman kept weeping with her throat open until the weeping turned to bubbling. The gray-bearded one on the floor, whom she took by the beard. The man with the torn chain, whose arm was still up over his face; she moved his arm aside first, politely, and then cut.

They bled out on their feet. The arch filled with the sound of it, a wet, sucking, gargling sound from four or five throats at once. The smell came out of the arch, copper, hot iron and the toilet stink of men whose bodies had let go. The blood ran down the turnpike's first steps and pooled at the foot of the tower. It ran out across the yard stones in a slow, wide sheet toward the torches.

Jess followed her down the line. Each time, she leaned in. Each time, the gray rope came up and went violet. Each time, the tally ticked on the HUD at the bottom of Andy's eye. Eighty-one. Eighty-two. Eighty-three.

"Told you, boss," Jess called back over her shoulder, between two of them. Her voice came bright and light across the yard. "Eleven. I counted them on the bench."
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Andy watched the last ones. He knelt on the step with his hand on the arch and his body empty. He watched the faces of the men at the end of the line. They were nailed in place. They could move their eyes. Their eyes went to the man beside them as Sara's sword came across his throat. They watched him bleed. Then they watched Jess lean in. They watched the gray rope come up out of their friend's mouth. They watched it go into the witch.

A soft-faced man near the end, the last but one, watched it happen to the man beside him. His eyes were wide, wet and fixed on the leaving rope. His face changed. Then his eyes turned, to the limit of the working, to Jess. His lips moved, white, on a word they couldn't get out.

Please.

Then Sara's sword came across his throat. Jess leaned in, and his face went slack. Eighty-nine. Ninety.

Andy breathed out. Jess ate souls. He'd known that since the barn. It had always been a number on his HUD. Thirty-one. Forty-two. Seventy-eight. A number. Tonight he had watched men see it coming.

Sara walked right beside her, though. Sara had been an inch from the Queen and from these eleven. Sara hadn't lifted a finger to stop her. Sara was an angel. A literal angel, Heaven's own judge, with a sword and a verdict for anything wicked. If this was the evil it looked like, Sara would have stopped it. Wouldn't she. So it couldn't be. In this world it was a thing witches did, like Diana feeding on him. A racial skill.

And Jess was happy. Look at her. She came out of the arch licking her lips with her ears gone pink and the coat under her arm, humming. Jess was happy. It couldn't be that bad if Jess was that happy. Right?

Sara came back across the yard to him. She was red. She was red from the hair down, every inch of her that had been near the arch. It had come off the throats in sheets and soaked her. It ran off the ends of her hair, off her chin, down her wings in long lines. The gold of the feathers had gone rose at the leading edges and crimson at the tips. Her face was a red mask with two eyes in it.

The eyes had changed. They had been gold. They were still gold, mostly. Through the gold ran dark streaks now, thin ones, red at their edges, like cracks in amber with smoke and fire behind them. They ran out from three red points near each pupil, small as seeds. The sword hung in her hand. Its blade had darkened, too. The mirror face of the steel, snow-bright on the road, had gone the color of evening. She stopped in front of him on the step. She looked down at him on his knee. Her chest was moving.

"That was right," Sara said.

Her voice was calm, courteous and sure. It was the surest thing she had said in a month.

Andy looked up at her red face and her streaked eyes, and his mouth stayed shut.

"Boss." Jess had come across the yard behind her. She crouched on the step beside him with the coat in her lap and peered into his face. "You've gone white, boss. Breathe for me. In and out. There."

* * *

T

hey went back down for Dun. Andy got up when he could. That took a few minutes. His legs came back first, then his hands. He went down the cellar stair with Jess and her witch-light ahead of him. They passed Rook on the landing and Rafe in the vault passage's mouth, and went through the iron door into the dark ring. Dun lay where he had left him, on his back beside Pippa, his hands folded on his chest.


Andy knelt and lifted him.

"Can you light the stair?" he asked Jess.

"Always, boss." He came up light and cold, stiffening at the joints. Andy got an arm under his knees and one under his shoulders and stood with him. Jess stood beside him with the light and looked at Pippa's body on the floor, then at Andy. She kept her mouth shut.

He carried Dun out of the ring and up the stair. Behind him the three boys had come down for Rafe. Kit and Ned took him between them, one at the shoulders and one at the knees. Ollie carried the line that had been knotted at his waist, coiled over his arm. They came up the stair behind Andy in silence. On the landing they had to turn sideways to get past Rook.

They laid the two of them on the step outside the yard door, side by side.

"You said you'd carry him," said Kit. He stood over Dun with his fists shut. "You did. Fine."

"I said I would," said Andy.

Sara had gone to the gallows. She came back out of the shadows under the beam leading a cart. It was a low flat-bed with high wheels and a canvas thrown over its bed, with a bony gray nag in the shafts. The Crown's dead-cart. They kept it under the gallows for the hangings, and the nag had stood there through the night's work with its head down. It came along behind Sara through the blood and the bodies, steady as a post. It was an old horse, and by the look of it, it had seen every kind of night in this yard. The postern wouldn't take a cart. The main gate would.

Andy went to the gallows for the rest. The hangman lay at the foot of the steps where Sara had tipped him out of the dead-cart's bed, with Andy's bolt still through his mouth. His keys hung on a ring at his belt. Andy pulled the ring off the belt. He took the torch out of its bracket on the gallows post.

Sara brought the cart up to the step where the two boys lay and stood at the nag's head. Kit sat down on the stone at Dun's head with his knees drawn up, and when Ned tried to sit beside him he shoved Ned off. Ned sat on the step below instead. Ollie stood by the wheel with the coiled line still over his arm.

"Can you hold the nag?" Andy asked Sara. "I'll get the gate."

"Yes," said Sara. She laid a red hand on the nag's neck. "She is willing. Go on, Andy, please."

Then he walked across the yard to the main gate on the south side, with the torch in his hand and the keys cold in his fist.

The gate was double, oak and iron, chained through both leaves with a padlock the size of a man's fist. It was the third key on the ring. The chain came off with a long rattle that went up and down the yard.

By then his pool read two. An hour. He'd watched it come back one point at a time. For the length of it he had thought about Dun's hand closing in his shirt, and the two thoughts ran side by side and stayed apart.

He dragged the first leaf of the gate open. Wheel Lane went up the hill into the city beyond it, dark and empty, the houses shuttered. The torchlight lay in a yellow fan on the cobbles in front of the gate.

Hooves came down the lane. A horse came out of the dark at a walk, and a woman on it. She came into the edge of the torchlight and stopped there, twenty paces off, on the cobbles. A gray road-cloak. A copper badge on her chest. Ruthe.

She sat her horse and looked past him through the open gate. She looked at the cart and the two small bodies on the step. She looked at the dead Queen on the stones in her gold and red. She looked at the arch at the foot of the box tower, where the blood was still running out across the yard, and at the shapes standing upright in it. Last she looked at Sara, red from head to foot beside the cart with her streaked gold eyes.

Andy put two points into her. They came back to him within a breath. RUTHE · Human · CAPTAIN · Realm E. And under it, a new line.

SERVICE: ENDED.

She looked at him, and her mouth stayed shut.

"Ruthe?" said Andy.

Then she turned her horse's head, touched it with her heel and rode back up Wheel Lane into the dark at a walk. The hooves went up the hill, slow and steady, and turned a corner, and were gone.


CHAPTER 71 — Recall

T

he bell started while Andy had Dun in his arms.


It came up the hill from the causeway end of the city, a deep iron clang and then another, steady as a hammer. It rolled up Water Street, over the roofs and down into the altar yard. Andy stood at the tail of the dead-cart with the boy's small body against his chest and listened to it ring.

"The causeway gate," Jess said. She was up on the cart's bed with her witch-light, spreading the canvas. "They ring it when they swing it shut, boss. Somebody went through it in a hurry, and the watch shut it behind them."

"Ruthe."

"Last one out." Jess held out her arms. "Give him here, boss. I've got him."

He gave Dun up to her. She laid the boy down on the canvas, gently, and folded his hands back where Andy had folded them. Andy bent to help with Rafe. Kit grabbed the dead boy's shoulders first and shoved Andy's hands off them with his elbow.

"We've got him," Kit said.

Andy stepped back. Kit and Ned hauled Rafe up over the tailboard between them and laid him beside Dun. Ollie climbed up and put the coiled line at Rafe's feet. Kit climbed up after it and sat down at the boys' heads with his back to the driver's board. He stayed there.

Sara came last. She had gone back across the yard for the drover's cloak where it lay torn on the stones by the dead Queen, and she brought it folded over her arm. She put it on the cart's bench. Then she took the nag by the bridle and led it out through the main gate onto Wheel Lane.

Andy walked behind the cart. His legs worked. He put his shoulder to the tailboard on the steep part of the lane and pushed, and the cart went up the hill into the sleeping city with the bell ringing over it.

* * *

T

he trough-house stood where they had left it, at the top of Water Street, with the chapel off its yard.


Sara snapped the chain off the chapel door, and they took the bodies in. It was a small stone room with one window, a bench along each wall and an altar stone at the end, bare. Sara and Jess laid Rafe and Dun side by side on the altar stone. Kit brought a candle stub from the trough-house and lit it at their heads. Then he sat down on the bench nearest the altar. Ned sat beside him, and Ollie sat on the floor at their feet.

"You don't have to stay up," Andy said from the doorway. Kit looked at him. "Yes, we do."

"Okay." Andy held the door frame. "Okay. I'll be in the house. Shout if you want anything." Kit turned back to the altar. The candle flame stood up straight in the still air.

"What happens to them?" It was Ned, from the bench, his back to the door. His voice was hoarse. "After."

Andy stood in the doorway and thought about it. He thought about a farm at Harrow with goats on it, and a ma who was still waiting on a boy.

"We take them with us," he said. "When the gates open. Ground of our own, under the sky. And we build them each a cairn that stays put. Rocks. Big ones. The kind nobody moves." Ned nodded at the altar. Kit's shoulders stayed hard and square.

"Okay," said Ned.

The kit was in the trough-house cache, where they had stashed it before the raid. Andy dug out the loose rounds and loaded the empty chamber in the Peacemaker by touch, his fingers clumsy. Six. He spun the cylinder once to hear it click around, a sound from another life, and shoved it back through his belt. He worked Pellam's leaf out of his collar seam, tore it into strips over the trough and let them sink, the ink running off them in gray threads until the strips came up blank. Then he lay down on the floor of the back room in his clothes, and slept like a dropped stone.

* * *

T

he watch kept the gate shut in the morning.


Jess brought the news back from Water Street at noon, with a bag of bread and a jug of milk. She sat on the end of the trough with her boots swinging.

"Nobody in or out," she said. "Not by the causeway, not by the boats. The watch has the Tanners' Steps chained up too. Shut tight."

"On whose word?" said Andy. "The Queen's dead. The council's dead."

"That's the fun part, boss." Jess tore a heel off the bread and handed it to him. "There's envoys. Little crowns, from the kingdoms around the lake. The Crown had them in as guests for the rite last night, and they're sat up at the guildhall in their best coats. They've told the watch to hold the gates. They're reading out a grant in two days, and nobody leaves till it's read."

"A grant of what?"

"Didn't say." She chewed. "Don't think anyone's coming for us, though. Rook's dead. The hundred and forty broke. The watch looks to the envoys, and the envoys have had all morning to hear who killed the Queen." Her violet nails tapped the trough's rim. "I'd say they want to meet us."

"And the gallows lot?" said Andy. "Sara's eight. The families on the lake path."

"Gone. Off the lake path in the dark while the column was busy turning itself about. The watch found your carter's frame in the reeds this morning and no carter near it." Jess picked a crumb off her knee. "And Pippa's twelve, off the Tanners' boats. Her matrons ran when the word got out. The watch walked the kids up to the guildhall, and the envoys' cooks have got them sat in a row eating porridge."

Andy ate the bread. It was good bread. It went down like paste. Two days. Diana's window opened at the next dawn, well inside them. That suited him fine.

* * *

S

ara needed a dress.


Her last one had gone with her body on the causeway. What she had on under the drover's cloak was a dead knight's shirt from the tenement yard, and it had gone stiff and black with the councillors' blood. She must have washed in the trough at first light. She stood in the yard now with her hair wet and the cloak held shut at her throat, and she looked down at the coin in her palm.

"It is gold," she said.

"Where'd you get it?" said Andy.

"From a councillor's purse. The man in green." Sara turned the coin over. "I took it last night, after. I thought we would need coin. Jess said it was proper." She frowned at it. "Jess says a great deal is proper."

"Jess isn't wrong, though. Not about coin."

They went down Water Street together. The street was quiet, shutters half open, people talking in doorways in low voices. Every head turned when Sara passed. She walked through it with the cloak shut and her eyes on the cobbles, polite and quick.

The clothes stall stood at the bottom of the street under a striped awning. A broad woman with a pipe sat behind a trestle of folded wool. Sara stopped at it. She looked along the folded dresses and picked up a gray one, plain wool, long sleeves, a high neck.

"This one, please," Sara said. "If it is for sale."

"Two silver," said the stallholder. She looked Sara up and down, the wet hair, the cloak and the gold eyes with the dark streaks in them. Her pipe stopped halfway to her mouth. Sara held out the gold coin. The woman took it and bit it. She turned it in the light. "Where'd a girl like you come by a crown piece?" Andy opened his mouth to say found it.

"It belonged to a councillor," said Sara. "The one in green, with the pointed beard. I killed him last night in the altar yard, and I took it from his purse after. I am sorry. It is the only coin I have." The stallholder looked at the coin. Then she looked at Sara.

Then she laughed. It came out of her in a great wheezing honk around the pipe stem. She slapped the trestle and laughed until she had to wipe her eyes on her sleeve. Two women in the next doorway stared.

"Pointy-beard," she wheezed. "Oh, blessed day. Oh, that's rich." She shoved the gray dress across the trestle at Sara. "Take it, love. Keep your change. That one had my brother flogged for a short weight." She wiped her eyes again. "Gold off old Pointy-beard. Oh, I'll be telling that one at my own funeral." Sara looked at the dress in her arms.

"Thank you," she said gravely. "You are very kind." They walked back up the hill. Sara carried the dress against her chest like a stack of clean plates.

"You can't lie," Andy said. "Can you."

"I can," said Sara. "Badly." She glanced at him. "I did not want to lie to her. She sells dresses."

"You okay?" he said. "After last night?"

Sara walked a few steps before she answered. The sun came down Water Street and lit her face, and the dark streaks in her gold eyes caught it like grain in polished wood.

"I am well," she said. "I am better than well, Andy. I slept. I have not slept since the cells." She said it with a small, pleased surprise, like a farmer reporting good weather. "It was right. I was sure of it. I had forgotten what it is to be sure."

Andy walked beside her up the hill and watched the streaks in her eyes. He kept his mouth shut, because every answer in his head was a question he didn't want answered.

* * *

H

e tried to ask Jess that night.


She was sitting on the trough-house step in the dark with Diana's coat folded in her lap, polishing the wire frames of Diana's glasses on the hem of her own shirt. Andy sat down beside her.

"Jess."

"Boss."

"About the stair." He stopped. The words had come up and they sat in his mouth. On the stair, with Rook. The thing he had said they would talk about later. "On the stair, when—" He stopped again. Jess kept polishing. She held the glasses up to the starlight and looked through one lens, then the other.

"Never mind," said Andy. "Later."

"Later, boss," said Jess.

He tried again in the small hours, with the window an hour off and Jess sitting up with him in the passage. He got as far as her name. Jess turned her head and looked at him, straight, with her amber eyes level and patient, waiting. She watched him stop. Then she smiled, small, and went back to her bread, and let him.

* * *

T

he window opened at five-oh-six on the morning of Day 136.


Andy had it on the HUD. He had watched it count down all night, lying on the back room floor with his eyes open. When it hit an hour he got up. When it hit ten minutes he sat cross-legged on the floor beside the ring Jess had chalked for him in the back room, far from the chapel and the boys, with Bel's knife across his knees. Sara stood by the door with the drover's cloak folded over her arm. His pool was full. Thirty-two. He had slept through the evening like a dead man and woken full.

He shoved his right sleeve up to the shoulder. The ladder of old cuts ran up the inside of the forearm in pale rungs from the wrist and filled it to the elbow. Above the elbow sat the pink line from Jess's recall. He laid the edge of Bel's knife below that one. He drew it a finger's width, clean, the way he had learned. The rung opened. Blood ran down his arm and off his fingers onto the chalk. The ring drank it and lit silver-blue.

"Laghú ídim, crú ím-ur—ngaím." It tore fifteen points out of his chest. He rocked where he sat.
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The air over the ring folded, hung there and collapsed. Diana knelt on the chalk.

She was naked. Her violet-black hair hung to her shoulders in a heavy sheet, every strand of it back. Her horns stood up out of it smooth and dark with the gold filigree bright on them again. Her tail lay in a curl across her calves. Her skin was cream and unbroken from her scalp to her heels, every inch of it, and flushed pink from the collarbones out. Her chest was heaving. She was breathing as if she had run every step back from the dark. Her violet eyes came up and found him, bare of the glasses.

They were wide and black at the pupils. She was high. The recall had come through her like a drug, and it was all over her face, the slack mouth, the heavy lids, the flush. She looked at him across the chalk and her lips came apart.

"Andy," she said. Her voice was thick and slow. "Fuck me. There you are."

For a breath the room went quiet in his ears. Her face flickered. Over the flushed skin and the violet-black hair lay a black shape on its knees with its hands fused to a stone, smoke going up off its shoulders and the gold running off its horns. It hung there over her like a second slide in a projector. He blinked. It hung. He blinked again, and it was gone. There was only Diana on the chalk, breathing hard, alive, staring at him with her mouth open. His hands were shaking. He put them flat on his knees.

"Hey, Di." His voice cracked on it. "Hey. You're back."

"I am back." She came forward onto her hands, onto the chalk, toward him. "I am entirely back. Every part of me is back, Andy. I have counted." Her eyes went down him, slow, and came up again. "And you are sitting there." She reached for him.

Her hand came across the space between them toward his lap, toward his belt. It came fast and sure, the fingers open. Every inch of her body was leaning after it. An inch from his belt, her hand stopped.

It stopped in the air. Her fingers hung there, trembling, a breath from the buckle. Andy looked at the hand. Then he looked at her face.

Her jaw was set. Her eyes had gone sharp under the flush, the scholar's eyes, focused on her own hand as if it belonged to a stranger. She held it there. Her arm shook to the shoulder with holding it.

"No," Diana said. To the hand. "Not this one."

She drew the hand back. She drew it back slowly, a finger at a time, closed it into a fist and pressed the fist flat against her own bare thigh. She held it there.

"I'm keeping it," she said. Andy held still.

"Keeping what?" he said. She looked at him from under her lashes. A slow smile came onto her mouth, hazy, sly and pleased with itself.

"That," said Diana, "is mine to know, and yours to wonder at, and I intend to enjoy every hour of the wondering." Her fist stayed against her thigh. "Get me a fucking blanket, Andy, before I change my mind." The drover's cloak came around her shoulders from behind.

Sara had crossed the room. She laid the cloak over Diana, drew it shut at the front and tucked it. Then she knelt beside her. Diana sagged into her side. Sara's arm went around her.

"Welcome back," Sara said. "Thank you for coming back."

"Thank you, Sarafael." Diana shut her eyes and leaned her horns against the angel's shoulder. "Your eyes have changed. I shall want to discuss that. Later. When I can feel my feet." Andy got up and opened the door.

Jess was outside it, sitting against the wall in the passage with the purple coat in her arms. She got up when the door opened. She looked past him at Diana in the cloak on the chalk, and her face lit.

"Di," said Jess. "Look at you, all your bits back."

"Jessamine." Diana opened one eye. "Do you have my glasses?"

Jess came in, knelt and put them in her hand. Then she laid the coat across Diana's knees, and Diana's hands went into its pockets at once, both of them, and came out with the books. The old field-book, its covers soft with use. The new one, blank. Diana held them both against her chest under the cloak and let out a long breath. She put the glasses on. Behind the wire frames her eyes came into focus on the three of them, one at a time.

"Well," she said. "Respawned at last. What did I miss?"


CHAPTER 72 — I Wondered When

T

he trough went black while Andy was washing his hands in it.


He had his right sleeve shoved to the shoulder and his hands in the water to the wrist, scooping it up over the fresh cut on his upper arm to scrub out the last of the recall blood. The water was cold, gray and ordinary. Then it went still around his wrists. It went still all at once, the ripples dying under his hands, and the gray drained out of it into black. Glossy black. Black like a screen with the power on and a blank page loaded.

Andy pulled his hands out. Water ran off his fingers and fell back into the trough, and the surface swallowed it flat. The surface took the drops and closed over them smooth.

"Di," he said, quietly.

Diana sat on the trough-house step behind him in her purple coat, buttoned over one of Andy's shirts, with her new book open on her knee and her pencil moving. She looked up over the wire frames.

"Ah," she said. She closed the book on the pencil. "Him." Letters came up through the black.

They floated up from underneath, white, in capitals, in a plain font Andy had read on ten thousand screens. With them came the sound from behind his own ears, packing foam dragged across a cardboard box.

I WONDERED WHEN YOU WOULD MEET HER.

Andy's hands were dripping. He wiped them down his shirt, slowly. "Pippa," he said.

SHE ASKED.

The words sat on the water. Pleased. Courteous. A host at a party telling a late guest the good chairs were taken.

YOU NEVER ASKED.

The cold came into his gut and sat there. She asked. A grown woman from his own world had come through to this one, and on the way she had stood in front of this thing and asked it for a girl's body and a household. And it had said yes. It had written her a sheet, with Shotamancer on it, and let her keep it for years. And it had sat on that, all that time, waiting for the two Earthers to meet.

He had bled out in a van with a box cutter in his elbows and woken in a field with a sheet hanging in front of his eyes. Every line on it had been written for him by a hand out of sight. She had been handed a menu. She had ordered off it.

"Give them back," said Andy. His voice came out low and even. It amazed him.

"The two you drank out of me. Give them back." The letters went under. For a breath the black lay empty and shining.

NO.

That was all. Two letters, in the middle of the trough, perfectly centered, with the foam-on-cardboard sound behind his ears. Then quiet. Andy stood there with his wet hands at his sides. His jaw ached. He had been clenching it. Behind him, Diana's pencil scratched once on the cover of her book. Then the water printed again, and he hadn't asked it anything.

CROWNS.

One word. It sat on the black, smug and hungry. The sound behind his ears went low and fond, a slab of foam rubbed slowly across the cardboard, the noise a cat made over a bowl. Andy stared at it.

"Oh," he said. "Oh, now you're chatty."

The word sank. The black went gray. The ripples came back from the edges and ran in across the surface. A leaf blew off the trough-house roof, landed in the water and turned a slow circle on it. A trough. Just a trough. Diana let out a breath behind him.

"It has a preference," she said. "Fuck me. It has a taste." She opened the book again and wrote, fast, in her small, tidy hand. "Crowns. A queen, the night before last, and her council. And the city full of little crowns in their best coats, waiting at the guildhall to read us a grant." She looked up over the frames. "Andy, I would dearly like to know which of us it thinks is the waiter."

He came and sat on the step below her. She smelled of the trough soap and of herself, smoke and spice, every note of it back. "This morning," he said. "On the chalk."

"Mm." Her pencil kept moving.

"What are you keeping?"

Diana's pencil stopped. She looked at him over the wire frames, a long, level, considering look, and the corner of her mouth went up.

"You," she said, "are asking a scholar to show her working before the paper is finished." She went back to the page. "Fuck off, Andy. Lovingly. Ask me at Ashe."

* * *

J

ess came in at dusk with the city's news, a heel of cheese and a skin of wine. She came bareheaded. Her hat had gone up in the column under the palace, and she had sulked about it all day.


"There's no queen," she said. She sat on the trough's rim and swung her boots. "That's the talk in every doorway. No queen, no council, no Rook, no captain. The watch is running the walls on its own and looking at the envoys like they're its mother."

"No captain?" said Andy.

"Gone south." Jess bit the cheese. "The gate watch says she was the last one through, the night the Queen died. They swung it shut on her tail. She turned south around the lake road, on her own, on that horse, and nobody's seen her since." She chewed. "Didn't even stop for her kit, boss. Just rode."

"And the envoys?" said Andy.

"Still up at the guildhall, fighting over who gets the chair at the head of the table." Jess grinned with her mouth full. "They've asked for us at noon tomorrow. All four of us. Di's to bring her book."

Diana looked up from the step. "Am I."

"You are, Di. They want the names of the dead read out proper, and you're the one who wrote them down."

"Then I shall read them," said Diana, "slowly, to their faces, and every one of them will sit there and listen." She went back to her page.

"She'll eat them alive," said Jess to Andy, low and fond. "I'll hold her coat."

Andy thought about the torchlight at the main gate, and a woman twenty paces off on a horse looking at the dead Queen on the stones. SERVICE: ENDED. And her face, which had kept its own counsel.

"Good for her," he said.

"Mm." Jess started to hand him the wineskin, then tucked it back under her own arm. "Could be." She watched his hands stay where they were. "Di's always on about some wine from the Veils that glows in the cup. Never had it. Never been anywhere it grows." She sniffed. "You don't get the first taste of it ahead of me, boss. Witch's rule." Then her eyes went past him to the back of the house, where a light burned in the room off the passage, and she smiled into the cheese. "Somebody's been asking after you, boss. Somebody tall."

"Sara?"

"I'm not saying." Jess hopped off the trough. "I'm a witch of discretion. Off you go."

* * *

S

ara found him in the back room after dark. It was the room where Diana had come back that morning. The chalk ring was still on the floor, scuffed now, and Jess had pushed a straw pallet against the wall under the one high window and thrown a blanket over it. A candle stood in a dish on the sill. Andy sat on the pallet with his back to the wall and his boots off, staring at the chalk. The door opened. Sara came in and shut it behind her.


She had on the gray wool dress. Her hair was down and damp from the trough. Her wings were folded tight against her back, and in the candlelight the leading edges still had a faint pink in them where the blood had soaked in and the water hadn't gotten it all out. She stood inside the door with her hands folded in front of her, and she looked at him. Her eyes were gold. The dark streaks ran through the gold like cracks.

"Andy," she said. "May I ask a favor of you?"

"Sure. Anything."

"You should hear it first," said Sara gravely. "It is rude to agree before you have heard it."

"Okay." His mouth tugged up at one corner. "Try me."

She came across the room. She stood at the edge of the pallet and looked down at him, and her hands came apart and then folded again.

"Will you hold me?" said Sara. He looked up at her. "It is not Wednesday," she added. "I find I do not care."

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, come here."

She knelt on the pallet. She came down into his arms carefully, on his right side. He put his arm around her, and she turned and pressed her face into his neck. Her wings shifted and settled behind her. Her body was warm, warmer than a woman ought to be, the angel heat that came off her like a stove. She breathed in.

Her chest swelled against his side, slow and deep, held, and let go. Sara only breathed for two reasons. Her breath went out warm across his collarbone. Then in again.

They sat like that. The candle burned down a finger's width. He moved his hand on her back, slowly, between the wings, and she made a small sound into his neck. Then her hand moved.

It moved on his chest, flat, over his shirt. It moved down to his belt and stopped there. It lay on the buckle with the fingers spread. Her mouth stayed quiet. She lifted her face out of his neck and looked at him, from three inches away, with her lips parted and her breath coming faster, and the scarlet came up from her collarbones into her cheeks. That was the question. Her hand was asking it. Andy kissed her.

He kissed her slow. Her mouth opened under his at once, and her fingers tightened on his belt. She kissed him back with a hunger that pushed him into the wall. He took her face in his hands, turned it and kissed her jaw, then under her ear. She shivered all down her length. "Your ribs," he said against her throat.

"The left," she said. Her voice was breathless and perfectly polite. "Please be careful of the left."

"Okay." He shifted her. He laid her down on her back on the blanket, her wings spread out under her across the pallet and the floor. He knelt over her on her right side, away from the cracked ribs. "Like this?"

"Yes." She was looking up at him. "Yes, Andy. Like this." He undid the dress.

It had a row of small horn buttons down the front, and his fingers were clumsy on them. Halfway down she laughed, a small, startled sound, and put her hands over his and helped. The gray wool came open. Under it she was bare. Pale skin, warm in the candlelight, and her breasts rising and falling fast with her breath, the nipples hard, gold-dusted pink. Down her left side, under the ribs, the bruise from Rook's gauntlet lay in a long purple shadow.

He kept his hand off it. He put his mouth on her breast instead, on the right, and she arched up off the blanket into it and gasped, and her fingers went into his hair.

"Oh," said Sara. "Oh, yes. Thank you." He laughed into her skin. He couldn't help it.

"You're thanking me?"

"I am being courteous," she said, breathless. "Do not stop."

He didn't stop. He worked his way down her with his mouth, down the flat of her belly, his right hand on her hip and his left braced on the pallet clear of her ribs. He pushed the dress open to the hem. Her pussy was wet already, the lips swollen and slick. He put his mouth on her, his tongue flat from the bottom of her slit up to her clit, and she cried out, a high, clear sound that rang off the stone. Both her hands closed in his hair and held him there.

She rocked against his mouth. She told him, in her gentle, careful voice, exactly where. Harder. Please, there, Andy, there. When he found her clit and stayed on it, she said his name, once, sharp, and her thighs closed on his head.

He stayed with her. Her breath came in and went out in long, shaking pulls. Her wings spread wider under her, the feathers rustling across the floor, and the candle flame leaned in the draft they made. Down the bond came how much he liked the taste of her, and that was the part that broke her. She came hard.

She came with her back arched off the pallet, heels dug into the blanket, both hands knotted in his hair. She shook through it, her belly jumping under his hand, a long, high cry tearing out of her, as loud as she liked. Her wings beat once against the floor, a great soft clap of air, and the candle guttered and came back. She lay there afterward, heaving, scarlet from her collarbones to her hairline.

"Andy," she said, when she could. "Andy. Come here. Come up here, please."

He came up. She pulled at his shirt. He got it off over his head. She got his belt open with quick, eager hands, pushed his pants down his hips and took hold of his cock. Her fingers were hot around the shaft. She stroked him once from root to head, slowly, watching his face while she did it, curious and intent. "Oh," she said softly, at what she saw there, and at what came down the bond with it.

He kissed her. He settled between her thighs with his weight on his right arm and his left hand on the blanket by her head, and she reached down between them and guided the head of his cock into her.

Her pussy was hot inside, tight and slick, so hot it made him groan. He pushed into her slow, to the root. His side of it came down the bond into her, and she shuddered from her heels to her wing tips. She let out a long breath and wrapped her right leg around the back of his thighs.

"Yes," said Sara. "Oh. Yes. Like that."

He moved. He kept it slow at first, long and deep, careful of the ribs, and she met him every time with her hips. Her hands roamed over his back and shoulders, grabbed his ass and pulled him in. The slowness didn't last. "Harder, please," she said, and showed him, pulling, lifting to him, her heel digging into the back of his thigh. He gave it to her. Every stroke came to her twice now, his and hers, and the gold climbed under her skin. He looked down at her.

Her eyes were open on his. In the candlelight the gold was bright and wet, and the dark streaks ran through it like smoke under glass. They were the eyes that had looked at eleven men in an arch. They were looking at him now, wide and soft, and her mouth was open, and she was breathing hard, and every breath she took was because of him. "Andy," she said. "In me, please, when you come. All of it. I should like to be bred." Then her breath broke. "Andy, I am going to—"

She came again around him. It took her harder than he had ever seen anything take her, all at once, her body clenching down on him hard and then pulsing, over and over, in spasms that bowed her up off the pallet, her nails dragging down his back. She screamed, high and helpless, loud enough to shake the candle flame. The squeeze of it pulled him over. He drove in deep, held there and came in her pussy, hard, pulse after pulse, with his face buried in her hair.

She cried out again as it flooded her. Both legs came up and locked around his hips, ankles crossed hard at the small of his back, and held him in to the root. She kept him there.

A cold thread drew tight behind his navel and pulled. Frost-light came off his skin in a thin silver-blue wash and went into her low on the belly, and the gold under her skin rose up to take it.
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ASTRAL QI 16/32 ticked over beside it. She had been running on fumes since the stair. Now she was topped off to the brim with a quarter again on top.

"Oh," she breathed into his ear. "Oh. I can feel it. Stay. Please stay. I want to keep it a while." He stayed. "It was more," she whispered after a moment, wondering. "Every time it is more than the time before. Why is that?" She thought about it, very seriously. "I should like to find out. Many times."

They lay tangled on the pallet with her wing half over them both like a blanket. The candle had burned low. Her heart was going fast under his cheek, then slower, then slow. Her breath kept coming, warm and deep, in and out, long after the rest of her had gone still. "You're still breathing," he said.

"Yes." She sounded pleased about it. "I know."

"Your ribs okay?"

"They hurt. It is a good hurt, and they will knit, in time." She tucked her chin in against his shoulder. "You were careful of them the entire time, Andy. Every time you moved. I kept count."

"Yeah?"

"Yes." Her fingers walked across his chest. "Diana would call it data. I call it manners. You have lovely manners." Outside, the trough dripped once into the yard. The candle flame stood up straight again.

He traced a finger along her collarbone. She caught his hand and held it against her chest, right side, over her heart.

"Andy," she said, after a while.

"Mm?"

"In the arch. The night before last." Her voice was soft, drowsy and perfectly calm. "I keep thinking of it. Each one. The hair in my hand, and the stroke." She was quiet a moment. "I liked it. I would like to tell you that I did not. I would be lying, and I lie badly." He lay still.

Sara turned her head on the blanket and kissed his fingers where she held them. Her streaked eyes were already closing.

"I would do it again," she murmured. "Tomorrow, if they asked me." Then she was asleep, breathing, warm, with his hand held over her heart.


CHAPTER 73 — The Small Crowns

D

iana sat down on his thigh as the envoy broke the first seal, and the guildhall went quiet for the paper and stayed loud for her.


She did it as if she were taking the last chair at a lecture. Coat settled, tail tucked, glasses pushed up with one knuckle. Her weight landed on his right thigh, well out toward the knee, and her hip stopped a careful hand's width from his fly. She had measured it. "Do keep still," she said into his ear. "Your hip moves an inch to the left, and I stop being a scholar and start being a public indecency. He has only reached the preamble."

Up on the dais, ten yards off, the envoy of the parliament of the small crowns read on. He was a narrow man in gray with a chain of office across his chest, ten little crowns on it in a ring. He read like a priest reading a list of the dead, eyes down. "Since the throne of Vanorinal stands empty by violence," he read, "and since the city stands without a captain, and since the parliament of the small crowns has ever held the peace of the lake country dear..."

"Ever," said Jess, beside Andy on the bench. "Since Sunday."

The hall was packed to the doors. Every face in the place was turned toward the dais. Every third face kept turning back toward the bench where the foreign summoner sat with a demon in his lap and an angel at the wall.

Sara stood two yards to his right with her back to the plaster and her wings folded tight. She held her left arm a finger's width off her ribs, where Rook had cracked them. She listened to the envoy with the polite, total attention she gave sermons and weather reports.

"Andy," Diana breathed. "I want your cock inside me. Now. At this precise moment. I have examined the question from several angles, and every one of them ends with your cock inside me." He stared hard at the envoy.

"And since the late Queen of Vanorinal," read the envoy, "did on the night of the new moon..."

"I despise this building," said Diana. "A public hall, three hundred witnesses, and some fucking custom of this plane says it is rude to fuck in one. Barbarous. A provincial superstition, and I shall be writing to the parliament about it." Her breath was warm and smelled of the tea Sara had made at dawn. "In hell, I would be sitting on you properly. I would be drinking your cum with my lower lips in front of every one of these sour bastards, and they would stand up at the end and applaud the form." Heat climbed his face from the collar up, past his ears, and kept going.

"You've gone red, boss," said Jess, her eyes on the dais. "Bright red. Like a boiled crab. It's lovely."

"I'm listening to the grant."

"Course you are."

Diana shifted her weight a fraction toward his knee, away from danger, and settled again. Her tail found his boot and lay on it like a cat on a warm step. She had positioned herself exactly one bad hip-twitch from losing her mind in a guildhall. "I can feel you thinking," she whispered. "Stop it. It is extremely distracting, and I am trying to be appalled at this man's grammar."

"...and since the parliament, mindful of the city's grief," read the envoy, "takes Vanorinal and the lake country under its protection, until such time as a lawful sovereign..."

A man near the back called out, loud and short. Andy caught one word of it, her, and the shape of the rest. The city's darling was three days dead under an iron door, and the city had wept for her for two days. A woman on the bench in front turned clean around to stare at Sara as if Sara were a dog that had bitten a child. Sara met it with a small nod. The woman faced front again, fast.

Game logic, Andy thought. A quest-giver who hated your guts still had to hand over the reward. That was the contract. The parliament wanted the Queen's killers out of its new city, alive and grateful. The watch wanted to open its gate. Everybody in the room wanted the four of them gone. For once the server was unanimous.

"Item seven," said the envoy, and Diana's mouth stopped against his ear. "The parliament, in its mercy, pardons the hands that ended the late Queen, and the hands that ended the girl called Pippa, captain of the Songbirds, and the hands that ended the council of Vanorinal, upon condition that those hands leave the lake country at once and come back into it no more."

The hall made a long, ugly sound, like a wave going out over stones.

"Ooh," said Jess. "Hands."

"That is my favorite sentence," said Diana, aloud, in a voice that carried four benches. "Concise. Unambiguous. Somebody in that parliament of blood slaves went to a decent school." Then, low again, for him: "I still want your cock."

"Di."

"I am merely keeping the record current." Then, so low only he could hear it, in the bright high voice from the store room: "Hiii, chat. Merci for the sub. I shall collect it tonight." His ears went hot all over again, and he went hard under her. Diana felt it. She went still on his thigh, the way she went still over a footnote she had not expected, and then she slid the hand's width toward his fly she had spent the whole reading refusing. Her hip came down on his cock through two layers of wool. Her breath broke in his ear. Her tail clamped on his boot. "Oh, that is unfair," she whispered, and it came out in a squeak she would have struck from any record. She rocked once, slow, and bit her knuckle on the sound. On the dais the envoy turned a page.

* * *

T

he envoy sealed it at the table while the hall watched. Hot wax went down in a red pool, and the seal went into it. He lifted it clean and held the paper up to the lamps as if he were showing a crowd a severed head. Andy looked at it with the cold sip behind his eyes. The pale frame came up over the wax and printed, white and flat:


[ PARDON — BY GRANT OF THE PARLIAMENT OF THE SMALL CROWNS ]
[ SEAL: TEN SMALL CROWNS, RIM TO RIM · UNDER-MARK: — ]


Ten little crowns sat in a ring in the wax, each flush with the next, like men at a round table. Under them, pressed small and deep, sat a second mark. It was a cut of short straight lines, the kind a child made counting days on a wall. INSPECT looked at it and gave him a dash. He blinked, and the two points came back into his pool in the same breath.

"Huh," he said.

"What?" said Jess.

"There's a mark under the seal. The System won't read it."

"Won't, or can't?"

"It printed a dash." He frowned. "That's a redacted field. Somebody got to the devs."

"Stop it," said Diana. "You are thinking again."

The envoy came down off the dais with the pardon in both hands. He stopped in front of their bench. Then he held the paper out to the space between Andy and Diana, plainly unsure which of them was the party leader and too proud to ask.

Diana took it. She rose off Andy's thigh with surgical care, bowed to the envoy with real elegance, and tucked the pardon into her coat beside the field-book. A second sheet was wrapped around it, heavy white paper with print on it. A leaf. She folded the pair together unread and patted the pocket.

"Thank you," said Sara, to the envoy. "You read very clearly. The grant is well made."

The envoy looked at her as if a statue had complimented his diction. "You are to be out of the city by the third bell, angel."

"Yes," said Sara. "I heard. You read very clearly."

Diana opened the field-book. "I was asked here to read the names of the dead," she said, in the lecture voice that filled halls. "Rafe, of the Songbirds. Dun, of the farm at Harrow—"

"Struck, madam." The envoy did not look at her book. "The parliament has heard enough about the dead for one day."

Diana shut the book on her finger to keep the place. "Then I shall read them at the gate," she told him pleasantly, "and at every inn from here to Ashe, and they will be heard a great fucking deal more often than your grant."

They went out down the side aisle in single file, Jess first, then Andy, then Diana, with Sara last and her wings close to her back. The benches leaned away from them as they passed. The envoys' table stood at the end of the aisle. It held wine, a plate of figs and a gold cup with little crowns chased around its lip. Diana grabbed the cup in passing, drank off what was in it, and put it inside her coat.

"Madam," said a clerk at the table, half rising. "That cup belongs to the parliament."

"It is a cup," said Diana. "I have a professional interest in vessels. Do write it in your book." She walked on.

Jess bit her lip on a laugh. Sara, behind them, looked at the clerk with honest regret and said, "Forgive her. She is pardoned."

* * *

T

he cart stood where they had left it in the trough-house yard. It was the Crown's own dead-cart, a low flat-bed on high wheels with a gray nag in the shafts.


The chapel door stood open across the yard. Kit was in it, a hand on each jamb, his battered red shield strapped to his back. Ned and Ollie stood behind him in the dark. Their eyes went to Andy and stayed hard, flat and tired. Three days of vigil had pressed the faces thin.

"We have a pardon," said Andy. "We have to be out of the city by the third bell. We're going north. To Ashe."

Kit's face stayed flat.

"The cart comes with us," Andy said. "If you want it to. If you want them..." He stopped. "They can come home. They can have a cairn."

"They come," said Kit.

"Okay." Andy took a step toward the chapel. "I'll help you carry—"

"Don't." It came out of the boy flat and final, and Andy stopped where he stood. Behind him, Diana's hand settled on his shoulder and stayed there.

The three of them carried the bodies out themselves. Rafe came first, wrapped in sailcloth from the trough-house loft and roped at the ankles and the neck. The blue linen of his tunic showed at one end where the cloth had slipped. Kit took the shoulders and Ned took the feet. Ollie walked beside the middle with both hands flat under the sag, keeping it up. Nearly three days dead had made Rafe stiff, then soft again, and the cloth was stained dark in a long patch along one side where he lay. The smell came across the yard when they lifted him. Andy breathed through his mouth and kept his eyes on Kit's face.

Dun came second. He weighed less than a sack of meal. Kit carried him alone, the bundle across his arms like firewood, and his arms shook with it anyway. Andy's hands remembered the weight. They had lifted Dun off the stone beside Pippa's body and carried him up the stair. They remembered it now on their own. His palms closed on air with a boy in it. His fingers dug in.

"Boss," said Jess, quietly, at his side. "You're squeezing."

He opened his hands. They were empty, and they ached anyway. Kit laid Dun in the cart bed beside Rafe and tucked the sailcloth under at the edges, firm, like a bed made tight. Then he hauled himself down over the tailboard and stood with his brothers, and all three looked at the road.

"You can ride," said Andy. "There's room on the box."

"We'll walk," said Ned.

"It's seventy miles."

"We'll walk," said Ned again, sourer.

Andy looked at Kit. "You don't have to come. Any of you. You can stay here. The parliament's taking the city. Somebody will..." He ran out of sentence. Somebody would what? Feed them? Pippa's city had loved them for her sake, and she was dead. "Why are you coming?" he asked.

Kit looked at him for a long moment. His eyes were a boy's eyes in a face that had stopped being a boy's some time in the last year. "She'd want somebody to watch you," said Kit.

He turned and walked out of the yard ahead of the cart, toward the market and the long hill down to the gate. Ned and Ollie went after him. Ollie looked back once at Sara, at her wings, with his mouth half open on a question, then shut it and ran to catch up. Andy stood in the yard with the reins in his hand.

"She," said Diana, behind him, softly, "is Pippa."

"I know who she is."

"I know you know. I was saying it for my own benefit." Her hand tightened on his shoulder, then let go. "Fuck me. Come on. The third bell."

* * *

T

he city gate stood open for the first time in three days. The watch had the bar off and the leaves back against the wall.


A row of watchmen in the city's red and gold lined the arch with their hands on their sword hilts, and every one of them looked at Sara. One of them read Human · COLLECTOR, and a steel sheen rode up his forearms as the wings went by. His knuckles whitened on the hilt. Sara turned her head and looked at him with polite interest. The sheen sank back into his skin like water into sand.

Diana stopped under the arch, opened the field-book and lifted the lecture voice into the stone. "Rafe, of the Songbirds. Dun, of the farm at—"

"Third bell, madam." The watch sergeant stepped out of the line with two men behind him. "Paper says at once. You stand here reading, it's not at once, and then it's not a pardon."

Diana looked at Sara, at the left arm held off the cracked ribs. She shut the book on her finger. "At every inn, then," she said, and walked on.

"Good dog," said Jess, as they passed the Collector. They went out onto the causeway.

It ran a mile north across the gray lake. Gulls sat on the parapets in a long row. The nag pulled and the wheels rumbled on the paving. The boys walked thirty yards ahead of the cart in a tight knot, three backs and one battered red shield.

At the half-mile the parapet on the left was new. Somebody had mended the gap where the Bull had gone into the wall. Fresh stone, paler than the old, laid in a hurry with too much mortar. A yard of it. Under it, on the paving, a long brown stain had been scrubbed and scrubbed and come back up gold at the edges where the light caught it.

The stone took her weight and broke. Andy's feet kept walking. His hand had gone flat on his chest. The stone took her weight and broke. It broke again. The gulls on the parapet turned their heads to watch the cart go by.

Sara walked on the cart's left side with her wings folded and her eyes on the new stone. She slowed as they reached it. She ran her fingertips along the top of the patch, like a mason checking a joint. "They have mended it badly," she said. "The mortar is wrong. It will crack the first hard winter."

"Sara," said Andy.

"I am only saying." She took her hand off the stone. "I should have liked it to last."

She walked on. After a moment Andy did too. Jess fell in on his left, silent. The lake wind blew her bare platinum crop flat. She walked close enough that her shoulder bumped his elbow every third step. She kept doing it until the mile post at the north shore, and he let her.

* * *

T

hey camped at dusk in a field off the north road, six miles out from the lake. "Vûr," said Diana, and lit the fire with one black thread off her fingertip, the skin of it splitting and smoking. She swore at the wet wood until it caught. A lark sang overhead in the last of the light, and Andy hated it for being so cheerful.


The boys had taken the ground under the cart. Ned and Ollie were already asleep there, rolled in one blanket between the wheels, with the sailcloth bundles over their heads on the boards.

Kit was awake. He sat with his back against the near wheel and his red shield across his knees, and he watched the fire. He watched Andy, specifically. When Andy moved, Kit's eyes moved.

"He'll keep that up all night," said Jess, low, beside him.

"I know."

"Want me to—"

"No."

"Was going to say talk to him, boss." Her amber eyes found his in the firelight. "Mostly."

Sara sat on the far side of the fire, her back straight, her left arm held off her ribs. She had her eyes shut and her hands open on her knees, and a thin gold light came and went in her palms, slow as breathing. It grew a shade brighter with every breath. Across from her, Diana had the field-book on her knee, the old one, open to her list of the dead. Twice now she had been stopped at two names, and the rest had come home unread. She held the pencil above the page for a long time. Then she put it away, took out the gold cup instead and turned it in the firelight, reading the little crowns around its rim. "Ten," she said. "None higher than the next. A parliament of equals." She tilted the cup. "And a mark underneath it, cut in straight lines, that a summoner's System is too polite to name."

"You saw that?"

"I see everything I steal, Andy. That is the point of stealing it. That cut came from higher up than any crown on this cup." She put the cup away. "Go to sleep. Ashe is three days."

He lay down close to the fire with the Peacemaker under his hand. Overhead the stars came out one at a time, slow and white. Across the fire, by the cart wheel, Kit's eyes were still open. They caught the firelight and held it, flat and unblinking, a sentry's eyes in a thirteen-year-old's face.

He was still watching when Andy shut his own.


CHAPTER 74 — Two Cairns

T

he gray started at a hedge.


On one side of it the thaw had come up green, wet and early, with sheep on it. On the other side the field was ash-colored to the horizon, and it stayed that way under the cart's lantern for the last four miles into Ashe. The nag balked at the line. Sara took its bridle and walked it over, murmuring to it in Common, and it came for her as animals always did.

They reached the gate in the small hours of the third night. The walls stood where they had left them in the autumn, gray drystone with a wall walk along the top. The gate hung open on one hinge. Inside, the yard was a lake of old ash, and past it the long house stood dark with its door shut. Out in the middle of the valley floor the heap rose in its circle under the stars, gray, the size of a barn. The forty anchors around it still glowed a faint, cold violet, and looked like they would for a hundred years.

Sara stopped the cart in the gateway and stood looking at all of it with her hand on the nag's neck. "I said I should like never once to see this valley again," she said. "I was wrong. That is twice this week. I shall have to watch myself."

"You want to sleep back past the hedge?" said Andy.

"No." She led the nag through. "It is ours. One sleeps in what is one's own."

* * *

T

hey made a fire in the yard ten yards inside the gate and slept around it, close in to the coals. The boys took the ground under the cart again, by the wall, with Rafe and Dun on the boards over their heads. Diana went out like a snuffed candle. Jess curled up on the far side of the fire with her coat over her head and her boots toward the coals.


Andy lay on his back and watched the violet anchors burn on the valley floor. Sleep sat a yard off and declined to come closer. At what he guessed was the fourth hour, Sara stood up. She did it in silence. She stood by the fire a moment with her wings folded and her head turned up the valley, north, toward the farms at the head of it that the Working had left alone. Then she walked out through the gate and turned up the valley road. Her hair kept its faint glow in the dark, a banked orange. It went up the road, over the first rise and down the far side.

Andy watched the rise for a while. Then he must have slept, because the next thing he knew the sky over the east wall was going the color of dishwater and Jess was sitting up by the fire with her coat around her shoulders, warming her hands. Her nails were violet to the quick.

She was humming. Two notes, low, over and over, a pot-stirring hum. Her ears had color in them. When she caught him looking, she smiled at him slow and warm, the smile from the frost ring on the Marren road, the hot-bath smile. "Morning, boss."

"Morning."

On the edge of his HUD her line sat where it always sat. JESSAMINE · 93. It had read ninety when he lay down.

He looked at the number. He looked at her hands. She held them out to the fire and turned them over, front and back, as if she were drying them. The violet was already fading back to pink at the tips. "Jess," he said.

"Later, boss." She said it light and easy. "Tonight. On the wall. I'll tell you tonight."

Footsteps came up the lane. Sara walked in through the broken gate with the sun just under the east hills and her face calm. The gray wool of her dress was wet to the knee, dark and heavy, clinging at the shins. Ash had stuck to the wet in a gray paste. The second time, he thought. At Bramley's gate it had been wet to the shin.

"Good morning," said Sara. "Forgive me for wandering off." She sat down by the fire and held her hands to it, just as Jess had. "There is a beck at the head of the valley. I went to look at the farms."

"How are they?"

"Quiet," said Sara. "Very quiet now." She shook out her wet hem and frowned at the ash in it. "This will want washing."

Dew, Andy thought. A beck. Grass to the knee up there, maybe, where the gray thinned out. He turned it over once and set it down, because Kit was crawling out from under the cart, and the day had other work in it.

* * *

T

hey built the cairns on the east wall, inside the yard, beside the nine. The nine stood in the ash in a row, each a yard high, each with a flat stone set on its face and a name burned into the stone in Diana's careful hand. Under every name was the same single word. Held.


Kit picked the ground himself, two yards past the ninth cairn, two yards apart. The party let him. He scraped the ash back to the dirt with the edge of his red shield, and Ned and Ollie scraped beside him. When the ground was bare Kit went to the cart. He stood at the tailboard and looked at the two bundles for a long time.

The sailcloth had darkened in five days. The smell had grown past what breathing through the mouth could fix. The long bundle had settled and run inside its wrapping, and the boards under it were stained in a long patch to the cart's edge.

"I can carry Rafe," said Andy.

"I'll carry him," said Kit. Then, after a moment, low: "You can take his feet."

Andy took his feet. Through the sailcloth the ankles were soft, wrong and cold. They carried him across the yard between them, Kit backward, his eyes on the cloth over Rafe's face, and laid him on the dirt in the scraped place. Ned carried Dun alone and laid him in the second place, and then stood over him with his fists shut, sour-faced and silent.

Andy brought stones from the fallen stretch of wall by the gate. The long house had a stone mallet lying by its door, a block of granite on an ash handle, and he used it to knock the big stones down to sizes a boy could lift.

He swung, and the stone took its weight and broke.

The stone took her weight and broke. The causeway. The parapet. Gold going down the gray wall in two lines.

He swung again. The stone split. The replay ran in daylight on the gray field with the larks overhead, and he let it run, because fighting it only made his face twist in front of the boys. Let it play. It played. He broke the next stone, and the next. His hands shook on the handle and he kept them shaking. Sara came to stand at his shoulder and handed him stones, one at a time, silent.

The boys built the cairns. They laid every stone themselves, careful and tight, Kit fitting the big ones and Ollie and Ned filling the gaps with the small. Rafe's grew first, because Rafe had been bigger. Dun's took half the stones. When both were a yard high, Kit stood back, looked at them and nodded once, like a man checking a wall he had to sleep behind.

Diana knelt at the first cairn with two flat stones Sara had found. She held her right forefinger over the first. "Vûr." A thread of black fire came off the tip, thin as a hair, and the skin of her finger cracked open and smoked. She wrote with it. RAFE. Under it, held. The letters burned down into the gray stone a quarter inch deep and stayed black at the edges. The smell of brimstone and spilled wine hung over the cairn for a moment and went. She did the second. DUN. Held.

She sat back on her heels and sucked her fingertip. "That is all the stone will take," she said. "I am sorry. I should have liked to give them more of it."

"It's enough," said Kit. It was the first thing he had said to her since the city. Jess had been sitting on the wall above them with her knees up, watching. She dropped down into the ash and crouched beside Andy.

"There's words for over them," she said. "Where I come from. You put them over a grave. On the lintel. Over the stone." She looked at Bel's knife on his belt. "You cut them, boss. Your hand. Not mine."

"I don't speak it."

"Don't need to. I'll spell it." She took his wrist and set the knife's point against the top stone of Rafe's cairn, a flat gray slab. "S."

He cut an S. The stone was soft, old ash-rock, and the knife bit it clean.

"C. E. A. T. H. Then a U with a tiny roof on it, like a hat. That's it. Now a comma, then C. A, with its hat. C. H."

He cut it letter by letter, like cheat codes copied out of a magazine at his cousin's house in Austin, every character careful and meaningless. Sceathú, cách. Then he did it again on Dun's.

He waited and watched the letters. They sat there. Gray scratches in gray stone. A breeze came off the valley and pushed ash into them.

"Nothing happened," he said.

"Course nothing happened," said Jess. "You've got no Divan in you, boss. It's only letters if your hand cuts it." She tilted her head at the stones. "Still. Somebody might come along one day who can say it."

"What does it mean?"

"Everything boils," said Diana, from the far cairn, flat and quiet. "Each in turn."

Ollie had been standing off by the gate, watching Sara. He opened his mouth to ask her a question. Then he closed it and went to stand by Kit.

* * *

T

he rider came in the middle of the afternoon. He came up the valley road at a canter on a bay with lather on its neck, a man in a good blue coat with a dispatch case strapped across him, and he pulled up at the gate and stared at the yard. At the nine cairns and the two new ones. At the heap. At Sara, who was sitting on the edge of the cart with her wings half open in the thin sun, scrubbing her hem with a handful of wet ash.


Andy walked out to meet him. He stopped three yards off.

"The holder of Ashe," said the rider. His voice wanted to be official and kept cracking on the vowels. "I'm to give this to the holder of Ashe."

"That's me," said Andy. "Ish."

The rider handed it down from the saddle. It was a single sheet, folded twice and sealed. In the wax sat a ring of ten small crowns, rim to rim, and under it, pressed deep and small, the cut of short straight lines. Andy broke it and read. It was short. By grant of the parliament of the small crowns, the county of Ashe, its waters and its dead were claimed for the said parliament, the former grant being void, its granter being unknown to any court. The holder was asked to make his peace with the parliament's officers at their coming.

"They pardoned us three days ago," said Andy. "In Vanorinal. The same seal."

The rider's eyes slid to the heap and back. "I carry what I'm given, sir."

"So the left hand gives us our lives and the right hand takes the house." Andy folded the paper. "Cool. That's a PvP flag with extra steps."

"Sir?"

"Nothing."

Jess came out of the gate behind him. She walked past Andy, took the bay's bridle in one hand, and smiled up at the rider, sweet as milk.

"I'll walk you back to the road, love," she said. "It's a long way, and the ground's bad."

The rider looked down at her. Whatever was in her eyes, his knuckles went white on the reins.

She led the bay at a walk down the lane toward the valley road, and Andy followed at a distance, fifteen yards back, because he wanted to hear it. Jess talked every step of the lane in her sweetest voice, the one she used on dogs and on Diana.

"You've got a nice soul," she told the rider. "I can see it from down here. All curled up in you like a cat. You know what yours'd taste like? Bread. Warm bread with butter on, the first slice off the loaf." The bay tossed its head, and she stroked its nose. "I'd take my time with you. I would. I'd start at your toes. I'd make you last till the stars came out, and you'd be awake for every bit of it, love, and so would I. Blessed be." She let go of the bridle at the road. "There. Off you go. Tell your parliament the holder got it."

The rider sat his horse and stared down at her. His face had gone the color of the valley.

"Go on," said Jess kindly.

He went. He kicked the bay into a gallop and went south down the valley road, eyes front, and the gray dust of Ashe hung in the air behind him for a long time.

Jess walked back up the lane with her hands in her coat pockets. "Didn't touch him," she said, as she passed Andy. "In case you were wondering. Thought about it."

"I wasn't wondering."

"Liar," said Jess, fondly.

* * *

T

he wall walk ran along the top of the north wall above the long house, a stone ledge two feet wide with a parapet on the outside. Malericha's chair still stood at the middle of it, an old high-backed thing with the varnish gone white. Jess sat in it. Andy sat on the stones beside it with his back to the parapet. Between them on the ledge stood the gold cup from the guildhall, with the little crowns around its lip, and a stone jar of farm red Diana had got at the last green farm before the hedge. Jess filled the cup. She watched his hands, and the shake in them, and held the cup out to him.


He looked at it for a while. The withdrawal in the hide. The night. The city. Nearly three weeks since the last swallow, on the morning of the escape. He had meant the first one back to be Diana's purple-red wine, up in the Veils, poured by her. This was farm red in a stolen cup.

He took it and drank it off in three swallows.

It was rough, sour and warm. It went down into his chest and spread out there like a hand opening. His hands had shaken since the mallet. Now they stopped. Just stopped, as if somebody had cut a wire. He held the cup out. She filled it again.

Below them in the yard the fire had burned down to coals. Diana had gone into the long house to sleep. The boys were under the cart. Sara stood in the ash by the two new cairns with her hands cupped in front of her and a thin gold light in her palms, slow as breathing. Her hem had dried stiff and gray.

"Ninety-three," said Andy.

"Ninety-three," said Jess. She took the cup back off him and drank from it, and gave it back. "You want it now?"

"I want it now."

"Right." She settled into Malericha's chair like it was hers. "Thirty-one on a circle, boss. You had those at Bramley's. And sixty-two since."

He drank. "Go on."

She counted them off on her fingers, slowly, in the flat counting voice she used for anchors. "A thief in a cellar at Corse, chained to the grain-ring. You thought it was steam. Ivo the Hound, on his knees." She grinned. "Three on the gorse road. Fulk, you watched. The keeper on the causeway, you watched. Five of the ten at the palace door, one by one, while you were watching my seal. Rook, you watched. Her Majesty. And eleven gentlemen of the council in a row with their throats open, and you watched every one."

He did the sum. One and one and three and one and one and five and one and one and eleven. "That's twenty-five."

"That's twenty-five," Jess agreed.

"Sixty-two since. That's thirty-seven more."

"Another day, boss."

He looked at her. She looked back at him from Malericha's chair, her amber eyes even, the cup in her hand. The firelight from the yard came up under her face. He knew what he was letting go this time. At Bramley's he'd let thirty-two and up go because he didn't want to know. Tonight he knew, and he let it go anyway. He drank, and the wine made the letting easier.

"Another day," he said.

Down in the yard Sara turned her face up toward them. She was too far below to catch a word. She smiled at them anyway, a small calm smile, and went back to her vigil.

"Boss," said Jess.

"Yeah."

She took the cup out of his hand, drank and gave it back. Her face had gone plain and serious, the smile put away. "I'm not good. I've never once been good. Not in that palace, and not on any road you've walked me down." She looked at him. "I'm yours. Those are two different animals, boss." She tipped her head down at the two new cairns. "The girl was a monster on her own side. I'm a monster on yours."

The wind came down the valley over the heap and the anchors and moved her hair.

He held the cup out to her.

She filled it to the brim.


CHAPTER 75 — The First Fire

T

he crow's nest came down the chimney on fire. It dropped into the hearth in a burst of sparks and burning sticks, a year of droppings, wool and twigs all going up at once. A sheet of black smoke rolled out across the long house, hit the far gable and came back. Diana stood in front of it with her right hand still raised and her fingertip smoking. Her glasses had gone gray with soot. Behind them her eyes were delighted. "There," she said. "The flue is clear. I did tell you it was a nest."


"You told us it was a collapse in the flue," said Jess, from the doorway, coughing. "You said flue like nine times."

"A nest is a collapse." Diana sneezed, and a puff of black came off her horns, out of the gold filigree. "In the flue."

Sara walked past her with an armful of split wood, knelt and built the fire properly on top of the burning nest, log across log, the kindling underneath, neat as a camp. The flames took it. In a few minutes the smoke found its way up the chimney and stayed there, and the long house was warm for the first time since autumn.

It was one long room. The door sat in the middle of the south wall, facing the yard, and the hearth filled the north gable end, wide enough to roast a sheep in. A trestle table ran down the middle with a bench on each side. Under a trap by the hearth, Jess had found Malericha's cellar that morning, and in the cellar four casks of ale, sound and sealed. She had come up the ladder with cobwebs in her hair, grinning like it was her birthday.

"The dead lady's ale," she'd said. "In the dead lady's house. Boss, it's giving family recipe."

* * *

T

he boys came to the door at dusk with their arms full of charred timber from the byre. Andy was at the table with the first cup. He put it down. "There's room in here. Plenty of room. It's warm."


Kit looked past him at the fire, at the women around it, and at the cup. "We've got our own," he said.

They had built it against the wall of the burned byre, down the lane, out of sight of the house. Andy had watched them at it all afternoon from the wall walk: three posts, a ridge pole, the byre's old rafters laid across for a roof and turfs laid over that. Kit had cut the turfs with the edge of his red shield. Ned had argued about every pole. Ollie had done what he was told and kept looking up at the house.

"Kit," said Andy.

"We're fine." Kit hitched the timber higher in his arms and went. Ned followed him. Ollie stood in the door a moment longer, looking at Sara, and then he went too.

Sara rose, cut half a loaf and a wedge of cheese and wrapped them in a cloth. She filled a jug from the open cask and went out after them into the dark. Andy watched the faint glow of her hair go down the lane. It stopped at the lean-to. It stayed there a while. When she came back the cloth and the jug were gone.

"They took it from me," she said. She sat down across from him and filled her own cup. "Kit said thank you. He said it to the ground, but he said it." Andy drank. The ale was brown, sour and old, with a bite at the back of it like a nail.

* * *

B

y the third cup Diana had her coat off and her glasses pushed up into her hair. By the fourth her tail had uncoiled from her waist and lay across the floorboards in front of the fire, the violet spade twitching every time somebody laughed. She sat on the heap of coats by the hearth with her back against the bench and lectured the cup in her hand.


"The yeast is wild," she said. "Do you understand me? Wild. Whoever brewed this was a fucking amateur. One can taste the barn in it. One can taste the barn cat."

"You've drunk four," said Jess.

"I am conducting a study."

"You're conducting a lean." Jess was lying on her back on the coats beside her, with her boots toward the fire and her cup balanced on her stomach, and she had been laughing at the rafters for ten minutes. The tips of her ears were pink. "Literally you're leaning on me. Look. Look at it, boss. She's on my arm."

"Your arm is in my way."

"My arm was here first."

"A ridiculous fucking position for a scholar," said Diana. She leaned harder and drank.

Sara sat on the bench across the table with her wings folded and her back straight, as straight as in any chapel. She held her cup up to the firelight and studied it with a frown.

"This cup is better than the first," she said. "Rounder. The first was thin. The cask wanted another month in the wood, and somebody to taste it before it was broached." She drank half of it in one long pull, set it down, and looked at Andy's cup, which was empty. She filled his. Then she filled her own to the same line.

"You don't have to keep up with me," said Andy.

"I am not keeping up with you." Sara drank. "I am getting drunk. It is a different undertaking."

"You can't get drunk."

"I have never yet succeeded," Sara agreed. "That is a separate matter."

He laughed. She looked pleased with herself in a small, prim way and went on drinking, cup for cup with him, regular as a metronome. At the sixth cup she put her hand flat on the table and held still with her eyes half shut, listening to herself.

"I believe it is beginning," she said.

"It isn't."

She opened her eyes. "No," she said. "It is not. It is extremely provoking."

Jess snorted ale up her nose and rolled over coughing. Diana patted her back with her eyes on her cup, three hard thumps, and went on lecturing her cup.

"The best wine I ever failed on was in the Veils," said Sara. "A purple-red one, at a wedding on a hill above the mist. The bride's mother poured it, and it lit the cup from inside. It tasted of smoke and black plums." She frowned at her ale. "This is beer with ambitions."

"From the terraces under the mist," said Diana into her cup. "Fuck me, I miss it."

"Everybody's had it but me," said Jess, still wheezing.

Andy looked down into his own cup, brown ale with the head gone flat, and wanted that purple-red cup so badly his teeth ached.

He drank. The room went warm and loose around the edges, and he let it. The shaking in his hands had stopped at the first cup and stayed stopped. His eyes kept going to the jug, measuring what was left in it like a health bar, and he went on watching it while he talked, and laughed, and held his cup out. Sara filled it each time before it was empty. He caught himself waiting for her to do it.

A log in the fire cracked. It went off like a shot, a hard green snap, and a coal jumped out onto the hearthstone.

Andy was three paces back from the table with his hand flat on his chest and his heart slamming under it. The bench had gone over behind him. Standing up was a gap in his memory. For a second the long house was gone and there was gray stone under him, gold running down it in two lines, the sound of a weight being taken. Then the fire came back, the table, the cup on its side with ale running off the edge into the boards.

The women had all gone still. Sara stood, picked up the coal from the hearthstone with her bare fingers, and dropped it back into the fire. "A green log," she said. "Pine. They spit. Forgive me. I shall split the rest finer." She righted his bench, righted his cup, and filled it. "Sit, if you like."

He sat. He drank. His hand left a wet print on the cup. Diana watched him over her own cup, the sharpness gone from her face for a moment. Then she lifted her chin. "Well," she said. "It is a bloody loud log."

"It's a bloody loud log," Andy agreed, and the room started moving again.

He looked at Diana over the rim of his cup. "We're at Ashe," he said. "You told me to ask you at Ashe. What are you keeping?"

"I told you to ask," said Diana. "You have asked. The paper is still not finished." She drank. "Ask me again on a hill with a better view, and I shall consider it."

* * *

L

ater, after Sara had hauled the second cask up out of the cellar one-handed and broached it with her fist, Diana went digging in her coat for her field-book to settle a point of chemistry with Jess, and the pardon came out instead.


It came out folded, the ten small crowns pressed in the wax, with the printed leaf still wrapped around it from the guildhall. The leaf slid off and landed on the coats by the fire, face up.

"Oh, look," said Diana. "Our pardon. Our dear pardon. Item seven." She held it up to the room. "I am pardoned, Jessamine. My hands are pardoned. The whole kit, pardoned."

"Your hands are on me," said Jess.

"Pardoned hands." Diana grabbed up the leaf instead and squinted at it. She yanked her glasses down out of her hair onto her nose. "And what is this? A pamphlet. Somebody printed us a pamphlet." She cleared her throat and put on a herald's voice, deep and fruity, the voice of the envoy at the guildhall. "A house in the Marches," and a hiccup, "mends what was broken in you."

She laughed. It was a short laugh, and it stopped short. She sat looking down at the leaf in her hands.

Andy leaned over to look. Good paper, heavy and white, the letters pressed deep. At the top sat the ring of ten small crowns, rim to rim, and under them the little cut of short straight lines. One line of print in the middle, and that was all of it. A house in the Marches mends what was broken in you.

"What was broken in you," said Sara, from the bench.

She said it quietly, testing it, as she had tested the ale. Her gold eyes had gone to the leaf, and the red streaks in them caught the firelight.

Diana said it again. This time she used her own voice. The herald had gone out of it.

Jess lay on her back on the coats with her cup on her stomach. Her eyes moved from Diana to Sara and back. She kept her mouth shut. She watched them say it.

Andy looked at the leaf and the leaf was a leaf. It had the same shine every app store had at three in the morning.

"It's a mobile game ad," he said. "Come on. Look at it. Mend your broken will in three easy steps! Limited time offer! Download now!" He laughed. "That's the one with the fake gameplay. You tap it and it's a match-three."

He laughed alone. The fire popped. Diana smoothed the leaf flat on her knee with one finger, carefully, along the crease.

Sara reached across the table and held out her hand. Diana looked at it. Then she gave her the leaf.

Sara folded it once, along the old fold, then once again, and put it inside the bodice of the gray wool dress, against her skin, over the cracked ribs on her left side. She held her hand there a moment. When she looked up her face was calm and grave.

"Andy," she said. "Please. They say they can mend it."

It was their WILL. He had sworn to himself he'd find a way to put it back. He'd meant a potion. A quest giver. A shrine in a cave with a glowing pool.

"Sara," he said. "It's a flyer."

"Yes," said Sara. "With an address."

* * *

N

ed came to the door an hour before midnight. He stood outside on the step with the yard dark behind him and three dead rabbits hanging from his fist by the hind legs, and he stayed on the step. His face was as sour as ever. His knuckles were white on the rabbits.


"Snares on the south lane," he said, and held them up, as if that explained him. "There's riders."

The room changed. Diana sat up off Jess's arm. Sara's right hand opened at her side, ready for the sword.

"How many?" said Andy.

"Twelve." Ned scratched at the doorpost with his thumbnail, four short lines and a cross-stroke, then another four and a cross, then two. "I counted twice. They came up the south road at sundown asking the way to Ashe at the hedge farm. The farm boy told them, and they came on. They're camped where the lane meets the drove road. A mile out. Fire and all. They're not hiding it."

"Soldiers?"

"Not soldiers. Hunters. They've got the bill." Ned spat off the step. "The Crown's bill. The big one, the one they doubled. There's a copy nailed up at the hedge farm now, and the picture on it's got wings." He looked past Andy, at Sara, and then quickly at the floor. "And there's a packhorse. With saws on it. Big ones. Like for felling."

The fire burned. The room stayed silent a moment. "Saws," said Diana.

"For the wings," said Jess. She had sat up too. The pink was gone out of her ears and her voice had come down two notes. "They'll want them off her while she's still breathing. Fresher. Thank you, Ned. You're a good boy. Go back to the lean-to and stay in it till morning." Ned looked at Andy. Andy nodded. Ned went.

* * *

T

hey sat around the fire. The ale stood in the cups, and only Andy drank his.


"The rider yesterday was the first," said Diana. Her syntax had come back, all of it, cold and exact, though her words still had a soft edge. "These are the second. There will be a third. By spring there will be a fucking queue. That bill is posted in every market town between here and the coast, and every man who can read it has done the arithmetic. One angel. Living. Wings and all. At Ashe."

"The pardon," said Andy.

"The pardon binds the small crowns and the city they took," said Diana. "It binds nobody else on this plane. Hunters do not read pardons. They read bills."

Andy looked at the walls of the long house, the gate on its one hinge, the nine cairns and the two new ones out in the dark. A wall walk two feet wide. One old woman's chair.

"We can hold it," he said. "For a night."

"For a night," said Jess. "And the night after. And the one after that, boss, forever, every time a man with a saw wants a pair of wings." She'd put her cup down. "We run, or we sit here and get dug out like badgers. Or we go up."

"Up," said Andy.

"Up the Stair." Jess said it like a place on a map, plain. "Every witch in the swamp knows about it. You'd hear it at your gran's knee. The world's a stair. We're on the bottom step, and the next one up is the Thousand Veils. There's a door to it in the middle of the world. A tower they call the Stepped Gate, so tall you can't see the top. You go through, and you climb, and at the top there's the next plane." She looked at Sara. "Up there, love, a picture with wings on it is just paper. Up there they've got wings coming out of their ears. You'd be nothing special. You'd be some girl."

Sara looked into the fire a moment. "I should like that," she said, "very much." Her hand went to the front of her dress, where the leaf was. "And the house in the Marches?"

"Keeps," said Jess. "Stairs go down as well as up, angel. It'll be there when you want it."

"Next zone," said Andy slowly. It slotted together in his head like a quest line he'd missed the trigger for. "The map's bigger than this. Of course it is. We're in the starting area." The Veils. Diana's glowing wine, and Sara's sea of mist with lights in the hills. They had been naming the next zone at him for a month, and he had filed it under wine country. He looked at Jess. "Can you get us there?"

"Can I make the door come to us?" Jess laughed, short. "A road through the world to the foot of the Gate. That's a big circle. Biggest you've ever seen." She held up her hands to the fire. The nails were pink, plain, a girl's. "Not with what's in me, boss. Not by half."

Andy turned it over. The band on the drove road. The saws on the packhorse. The third rider, the fourth. The bill at the hedge farm with a picture on it that had wings.

"How far?" he said.

"Too far," said Jess. "Weeks. Months. Across half the world with a band on our heels and her picture nailed up in every town, if there was a road to it. There isn't. Not one I know."

The fire settled. A log broke in half and fell in on itself. This time Andy stayed in his seat, and only his hand on the cup moved.

Diana had gone quiet. She sat on the heap of coats with her knees drawn up, her tail curled around her feet and her glasses reflecting the flames, two little fires. She looked into the hearth for a long time. The gold filigree on her horns caught the light and held it.

"There is a way," she said, "to make the distance short." She was looking at Jess when she said it.


CHAPTER 76 — Ashe to the Boys

T

he coin went into one sack, and the sack was heavier than Andy expected.


He held it up in the doorway of the long house and it swung on his fist like a kettlebell. Everything was in it. Eleven councillors' purses, still with the councillors' knots on the strings. Jess had cut them loose in the arch between souls. The loose coppers out of four coat pockets. The two gold pieces Jess had been keeping in her boot, handed over with a face like a kidney donor's.

"That's all of it," said Jess. "Everything. Boss, I want you to know I'm being so mature about this."

"I know."

"It's literally the most mature I've ever been."

"It's coin," said Diana. She had her coat buttoned and her field-books strapped flat against her ribs, and her glasses were clean again. The drink had gone out of her face the moment Ned said saws. "It will be worth what it weighs, and then only as metal. Above this plane they trade in spirit stones, and copper is just copper."

"Spirit stones," said Andy.

"Stones with qi in them," said Jess. "The kind that does a job." She pulled her coat tight and looked out at the dark lane. "We've got none. Up there we'll walk in bare as babies, boss. I'd swear you've never started a new zone with empty hands before."

"Every MMO I ever played," said Andy. "You start in a field with a stick." He hefted the sack.

"Get us a few, and then watch," said Diana. She walked with her hands in her coat and her eyes on the dark ahead. "Up there a good stone feeds a working the way meat feeds a dog. A handful, and every cast I own grows teeth." She glanced sideways. "Yours too, angel."

Sara's head came up at that.

"Then let's make somebody rich," he said.

* * *

T

he boys were asleep.


The lean-to's fire had burned down to a red slot under the turf roof. Kit slept sitting up against the corner post with his red shield across his knees and both hands on its rim. His eyes were open a crack, wet and shining in the coals. Andy stopped at the edge of the firelight and waited for them to find him. They stayed on the lane, on the dark past his shoulder, on the next thing coming up it.

Ned lay on his side with his strung bow in his fist and the old cut across his palm gone black where the string sat. Above his head a column of nail scratches ran down the post, fresh and pale in the wood. Andy counted six, one for every day since the ring room.

Ollie lay with his face to the byre wall. He was singing in his sleep, under his breath, the same three notes over and over: the first line of the ballad, the one the girl in blue had made him sing in every inn from Corse to the lake. His fists kept time on the dirt.

Andy set the sack down at the cold end of the fire. It settled against Kit's boot and clinked. Kit's eyes stayed on the dark.

He had a speech. He'd carried it the length of the lane: the band on the drove road, the men Ned had found, the saws they had brought for Sara's wings, and why staying meant the next band and the one after, until one of them got lucky. He looked at Kit's open, sleeping eyes and left it in his mouth.

"We don't wake them," he said.

Sara turned her head. "Forgive me, Andy. They will wake to find us gone."

"Yeah."

"Ollie will ask where I went." The firelight came up gold under her wings. "He will ask Kit. Kit will have no answer for him."

"That's the idea." Andy kept his voice low. "What they don't know, the next band can't cut out of them."

Diana had her new field-book out already. She looked at a clean page and shut the book again. "Give me their paper. The parliament's."

He took the claim paper out of his shirt and handed it over. She unfolded it on her knee, turned it to its blank back and held up one finger. A thread of Vûr came off the tip, violet-black, thin as a hair and hot enough to bend the air. She wrote with it. The paper browned under the line and smoked and held. Her small, careful hand went down the back of the sheet, letter by letter, scorched in.

"Read it back," said Andy.

"I, Andy Chunking, holder of Ashe by the grant of the fifty-eighth day," Diana read in a whisper, "give Ashe, its house, its waters and its dead, to Kit, Ned and Ollie, and to each of them after the others." She looked up over the wire frames. "Their claim on the front. Our answer on the back. One sheet. Let the fuckers argue with that. It will eat a year of their lives."

"Sign," she said.

He bit the ball of his thumb until it bled and pressed it under her last line. The print came up dark and whorled on the brown paper.

Sara knelt by Kit's boot and laid one fingertip on the sheet beside the print. A gold line ran out from under her nail across the foot of the page, bright as a struck wire, sank into the paper and stayed there, warm.

"An angel's mark," Diana whispered. "Every court on the lake takes that for the truth."

Jess stood back by the lane with her coat pulled tight and the tips of her ears gone red. She watched Ollie's fists keep time on the dirt, and she kept her mouth shut.

Diana folded the sheet twice, claim side out, deed inside, and slid it under the knotted neck of the sack, against Kit's boot. Kit would find it. Kit found everything.

"They can't reach us," Diana said. "Up there. There's no road to send a letter down."

"I know."

"I am saying it so it is said."

"I know, Diana."

He looked at the three of them one more time. The open eyes. The scratches on the post. The three notes, over and over, under Ollie's breath. Then he turned and walked up the lane, and the women came after him.

Andy looked back once from the turn of the drove road. The lean-to fire was a red point by the burned byre. The long house was dark. The nine cairns and the two new ones stood along the east wall in the starlight, gray on gray, with held cut into every one.

* * *

T

he drove road zigzagged up out of the valley onto the open moor. Up there the wind blew hard from the west and smelled of heather and cold water. The stars came down to the ground on every side. They went in single file, Sara first, then Diana, then Andy, Jess at the back with the skull in its sack over her shoulder knocking against her hip. Andy had a coat off the heap buttoned to his chin, the boar-spear in his hand and a head still soft at the edges from the ale.


At a mile, the fire showed.

It sat in a fold of the moor ahead, where the lane came up from the south and met the drove road at a crossing. Somebody had built a sheepfold there a long time ago, four drystone walls about waist high. The band had made its camp inside it, with the fire in the middle. Below the fold, downhill, a beck ran white over stones. The horses stood on a picket line along the near bank. At the end of the line, apart from the rest, a packhorse stood with its pack still on. Long shapes stuck out of the pack on both sides. Saws.

Sara stopped in the heather, a hundred and fifty yards out, and folded down onto her heels. The others went down beside her.

Andy looked at the fire and reached for INSPECT. A cold sip went through behind his eyes, and a pale frame laid itself over the fold.

[ INSPECT — BAND AT THE CROSSING · 12 ]
[ REALM E · 4 · REALM F · 8 ]


Eight men lay in blankets around the fire, the F-plates, sleeping in a ring with their feet to the coals. Three lay apart, under a canvas sheet rigged against the fold's north wall, out of the wind. Those three read E. One more shape sat on top of the south wall with a crossbow across his knees and his back to the fire, keeping watch on the lane. His plate read E too.

"The one on the wall," Andy whispered. "He's E. He's been sitting ten feet off that fire all night. His eyes are no good past the wall, and the fire lights him up for us like a lamp, but if he hears us he's got a crossbow. Diana, can you get him before he gets a shot off?"

Diana lifted her right hand and looked at it. "I can get his hands," she said. "Which is what fires a fucking crossbow."

"And the three under the canvas?"

"Shackle," said Diana. "All three. They are lying close together. It is very convenient of the blood slaves, and I shall thank them personally."

"Jess, the eight by the fire?"

Jess was already grinning in the dark. "Boss," she said. "They're asleep in a ring around a fire. It's giving gift-wrapped."

"Sara," said Andy. "The horses. If they bolt, they'll take the lane and wake the farms. Can you stop them?"

Sara looked down the slope at the picket line, and at the packhorse at the end of it with the saws sticking out of its pack. Her face went still and set.

"Yes," she said. "Thank you for asking."

* * *

T

hey went in on their bellies through the heather, and the wind took their noise east, off the shoulder of the moor.


At forty yards Jess stopped and pressed her palm flat to the frozen ground, and the violet came up into her nails. She drew a knot in the frost with one finger, quick and small, a twist, a loop and a pull, and the ground under the fold answered. Violet cord came up through the dirt inside the ring of sleepers, thin as wire and covered in thorns. It wrapped every blanket at ankle, wrist and throat. It pulled tight and pinned eight men flat to the earth before one of them had his eyes open. Somebody screamed into his blanket. The thorns went into skin and held.

The man on the wall twisted around with the crossbow coming up.

"Zûlvûr," said Diana.

Black fire went across the forty yards in a line like a thrown rope. It hit the crossbow and the hands on it together. The stock went up in a gout of black flame that smelled of brimstone and spilled wine, and the man's fingers went with it. The skin went first. It went black, then split, then shrank off the knuckles in curls. The bones of the man's two hands stood out white for a moment in the fire like a drawing of hands before they blackened too. The crossbow bolt went off into the sky. The man fell backward off the wall into the fold, shrieking, with his arms held out straight in front of him and his hands still burning at the ends of them.

"Dûrz-ûm," said Diana.

Black ivy poured out of the shadow under the canvas sheet, thick and wet-looking. It went over the three men under the canvas in a single heave, around legs, arms, mouths, eyes. It tightened, and they stopped moving except to shake.

Down by the beck, the horses screamed.

Sara stood up in the heather and opened her wings.

Andy had watched her do it a hundred times, at a hundred speeds, and this was the fastest. They went out to their full span at once with a crack like a sail filling. Gold light came off them in a wave and rolled down the slope. It hit the picket line. The horses went down. All thirteen of them, at once, flat, as if the light had been a wall of water, legs folding, bodies slamming into the frozen bank. The packhorse went down hardest. It fell sideways on its pack. One of the long saws snapped in two under it, and the horse's foreleg went with it with a sound like a stick broken over a knee.

It screamed and kept screaming, high and awful, thrashing on its side with the leg flopping loose below the knee.

[ SARAFAEL — HEAVEN-FALL GALE — RECORDED · F · HEAVENLY QI −200 ]


Sara's lips had gone white. For a breath she braced a hand on her knee. Then she folded her wings. She walked down the slope through the heather, unhurried, and called her sword. It came to her palm in a line of gold, the dark blade dull in the firelight. She knelt at the packhorse's head and put a hand on its neck. Then she put the point under its jaw and pushed. The screaming stopped. She wiped the blade on its mane and stood.

Andy was standing at the fold wall with the Peacemaker in his hand. Drawing it was a blank in his memory. His thumb was on the hammer. Inside the fold, eight men lay wrapped in violet thorn-cord, bleeding from the throat where they'd strained against it. Three lay under a heaving mat of black ivy, and the man from the wall was on his knees by the fire with his arms out, staring at the black sticks at the ends of them and making a long, low sound through his teeth.

Andy took his thumb off the hammer. A shot would carry to the lean-to.

He put the gun away.

"Okay," he said. He was breathing hard. "Okay. That's clean. We tie them, we leave them, somebody finds them in the morning. They walk home. That's—"

Diana had climbed up onto the fold wall. She stood on it with her coat blowing and her tail curled around her ankle for balance. She looked down at the men in the fold, one by one, as she would read down a column of figures. Her lips moved. She counted them twice.

"It is short," she said.

"Short of what?"

She kept her eyes on the drove road. She was looking up it, north, where a second light flickered a long way off on the moor. A carter's fire, maybe, at the next crossing. Travelers stopped for the night.

"How far is that?" she said, half to herself. "Half a mile? Less." She held up her left hand toward it, and steam began to come off the shoulders of her coat in the cold. "Gûzug," she said.

Out on the moor, halfway between the fold and the far fire, the dark lit up.

Lamplight. Warm and yellow, a dozen lanterns strung on poles in a circle where there had been only heather. Shapes moved in it, dancing. A pipe started up, high, quick and sweet, with a drum under it. The wind brought the smell across: new wine, roast meat, woodsmoke, the smell of a fair at the end of harvest. Laughter carried. Somebody in the lamplight raised a cup.

At the far fire, figures stood up.

Andy watched them come. Six of them, walking off the road onto the moor toward the lights, slowly at first and then faster, as people walked toward music. A big man with a carter's whip still coiled on his shoulder. Two women with their shawls pulled over their heads against the wind. A gray-haired man with a fiddle case under his arm, hurrying as if he had been asked to play. Two young men behind them with beards on their chins, shoving each other, laughing. Grown, all six. Now they were walking across a frozen moor in the middle of the night toward a party that lived only in Diana's head.

"No," said Andy.

Diana glanced down at him from the wall as if he had asked her the time. "Mm," she said, and went back to holding the lights.

"Di. Let them go." He climbed onto the wall beside her. "We've got twelve. We find the rest on another road. Men with blood on them."

"Name me where they sleep tonight," said Diana, "and I shall walk there. You cannot. Every night we stay on this plane, another band comes up the road with saws for Sara."

He had the word in his mouth. Stop. One word, and she would stop, shut like a box, the way the guard's word had shut her in the pen. He had sworn on the straw he would never do that to her again.

"Ask me," said Diana gently, "or order me. Those are the two doors, and only one of them works."

He didn't order her.

Behind him Jess laughed, a bright delighted giggle, and slapped her thigh.

"Oh, she's good," she said. "Bestie, you're so good. Right. My turn. There's a drovers' stance up past the next rise, boss, I smelled it from the wall walk, cattle and dung on the north wind. Six of them sleeping with the herd." She hitched the skull in its sack higher on her shoulder and looked at him with her amber eyes shining. "Don't wait up. I'll bring them in on a string."

She went off into the dark up the drove road, light on her feet, humming her two notes.

Andy stood at the fold wall with the wind in his face. Down in the lamplight, the six travelers had reached the edge of the circle of lanterns. They stopped and turned around in it, looking for the people. The pipe kept playing.

Sara came up from the beck with the picket rope coiled on her arm and stood beside him. She wiped her hands on her skirt, one and then the other, slowly, as if there was more on them than water. Then she climbed into the fold and hauled the bound men up by their collars, one after the next. She threaded the rope through their elbows, neat and tight, a line of twelve.

Diana stepped down off the wall and walked on, north, along the drove road, and the lamplight walked with her, a hundred yards off the road, pipe and drum and all. The six travelers followed it. Andy followed her because his feet followed her. Sara came after with the hunters on their rope.

A mile on, the moor rose to a broad shoulder where the heather thinned and the bedrock came through. It was a long flat of gray stone scoured by the wind, open to the sky on every side. Diana walked out to the middle of it. She stamped once, listened, and stamped again.

"Here," she said.


CHAPTER 77 — The Blood Road

"I

 can't open it," said Jess. "Look at me, Diana. I can't. I'd need ten of me."

She stood in the middle of the bedrock flat with her hands on her hips and her coat open. The wind pulled her hair sideways. She glared at the empty air in front of her like it had robbed her. Behind her the drovers she had brought in on her string stood in a huddle with violet thorn-cord around their wrists and throats, six big men in smocks that stank of cattle, blinking. The hunters knelt on their rope in a row along the east edge of the flat, where the drove road ran past. The six from the carters' fire stood apart, close together. The two women held each other. The fiddler still had his fiddle case under his arm.

The flat ran forty yards long and twenty wide, gray stone scoured smooth by the wind, with heather all around its edges. The sky was open on every side. At the north end an old boundary cairn stood waist high. Two miles down the hill behind them, in the dark, lay Ashe and the lean-to and the boys, asleep if they had any sense.

"A gate-ring wants a torrent," said Jess. "A road that long, to the middle of the world? It wants a river of it. I've got a puddle. I've got ninety-three souls in me and every one of them's busy."

"You are thinking of it as a reservoir," said Diana. "That is your first mistake, and I shall correct it." She was crouched at the south end of the flat with a stub of chalk, drawing, her eyes on the stone.

"So what is it, then?"

"Qi is the river. Blood is the riverbed. Every living body is a small standing pool of qi held in shape by its blood. Bleed the body correctly, and the qi comes out with the blood, all at once, in a single pour." She drew a long curve on the stone. "One body is a cup. Twenty-four bodies, bled together into one channel, is a flood. You do not need ten of you, Jessamine. You need a channel, and a mark on each pool that tells the qi which way to run. I will cut the marks. You will open the channel."

"That's it?"

"That is it. It is a recipe." Diana sounded faintly bored. "Flour, water, salt, heat. Blood, mark, channel, heat. They taught it to children in my house."

"Why marks? Why can't I just open them up and pull?"

"Because qi is stupid. It goes where it is told, and an unmarked body tells it to go into the ground." Diana sighed through her nose. "Jessamine. I am chalking. Hand me that fucking knife."

Jess handed her the crossbowman's skinning knife, and Diana went on drawing.

Andy stood at the edge of the flat in the heather with the Peacemaker on his hip and the boar-spear in his fist. The chalk lines went down. Two rings, an inner and an outer, around a bare center. Twelve marks evenly spaced on each, like the hours on a clock face, with spokes from every mark running in to the middle. Diana drew fast, clean and exact, in her field-book hand.

"Sara," said Diana. "Inner ring for the hunters. Heads to the center. They are, for once, precisely what I call them, which is ritual sacrifice fodder. Outer ring for the rest." Sara nodded and went to the rope.

* * *

S

he laid them out the way she laid out a camp.


She took the first hunter by the collar and the belt. He was big, with an E-plate and a beard. She walked him to the first mark on the inner ring, and he planted his feet. She kicked his legs out from under him, and he went down on his back on the stone, hard. She set his head on the chalk mark at the spoke's end. She straightened his body along the spoke with two firm tugs, like squaring a bedroll. He bucked. She put her knee on his chest, her hand on his forehead, and held him there, pinned flat to the marked ground, as easily as folding a blanket.

"Lie still, please," she told him, courteous. "It will go easier." Diana came along the ring with the knife.

She knelt beside the man and cut his shirt open from collar to belt with one stroke. Then she set the point of the knife below his collarbone and carved. The letters went in deep, an inch down, through the skin, through the fat, into the red meat of the chest. The man screamed loud enough to carry to the horses down at the sheepfold a mile off. Diana carved through the scream. KHADAZ, across the chest, in hard angular strokes. DRANGTRAG, below it, across the belly, and the first letter smoked and the man's head slammed back against the stone. Then two long ritual lines from each shoulder to the navel, joining the words. Blood sheeted down his sides onto the chalk and ran along the spoke toward the center.

"Khadaz drangtrag," Diana said into the cuts.

Black fire woke in them. It came up out of the bottom of every letter, low and slow, simmering like oil in a pan, and the smell came with it, vine, brimstone and spilled wine. The cuts began to cook. The edges of the skin curled back and darkened. The fat underneath spat and bubbled, and the man's scream went up into a register Andy knew only from animals. He writhed under Sara's knee. His heels drummed on the stone. Sara held him. The black flame drew on the blood in the letters and burned it. It went on burning as long as there was blood to draw, and the man's own body kept bringing more.

Then the last stroke closed. The mark was complete, and the man stopped. His back arched once and locked. His jaw locked open. His eyes stayed open, rolling, wet. The rest of him went stiff as a board from the scalp to the heels, and the scream cut off in his throat with a click. Only his chest moved, short shallow breaths, and with every breath the black fire in the letters pulsed.

Sara took her knee off him and went to get the next one. The next one had watched it all.

"Please," he said. He was the one with the burned hands from the sheepfold, and he held the black stumps up in front of him. "Please, miss. Please. I didn't, I never, I only came for the money, miss, please—"

Diana carved him while he said it.

That was how it went, around the inner ring. Each man was dragged to his mark while the one before him lay locked and burning with his mouth open. Each man had just watched it come. Each one fought. The third hunter worked his hands free of the rope and went for Sara's eyes. She caught his wrist and broke his arm at the elbow, a short wet crack. She laid him down on his mark with the arm flopping and held him. A hunter with a gray beard pissed himself on the stone. Sara knelt in it and pinned him, calm.

"Diana," said Jess, delighted, crouched at the edge of the ring to watch. "Bestie. Your lines. They're so neat."

"If you lick that knife again when I set it down, I will carve you next."

Then the outer ring. The drovers bellowed like their cattle. One of the carters' women prayed in a high fast voice, to a god strange to Andy, until the last line of her mark closed and her jaw locked open on the god's name. The fiddler held onto his fiddle case right up until Sara took it out of his hands. She set it carefully to one side on the heather, upright, out of the wet.

Andy watched her face. It was calm. She moved from mark to mark with her sleeves pushed up and blood to the elbows, kneeling, pinning, rising. She was good at it. Quick, sure and tidy, and every captive she laid down lay perfectly straight along the spoke.

"Sara," he said.

She looked up at him, her knee on a drover's chest. Her hair glowed faintly in the dark.

"The fiddler," Andy said. "What did he do?"

"He came to the music, Andy." She looked down at the drover and back up. "They brought saws for me. These are the road out." Her voice was gentle, the voice she used for the boys. "Would you rather the next band?"

Andy went to the fiddler.

The man sat on the end of the picket rope with the last of them, waiting his turn, his eyes on the fiddle case standing upright in the heather. Andy knelt and got his fingers into the knot at the man's elbows. It was Sara's knot. It didn't give.

"Take mine," he said. He didn't look up from the knot. "Twenty-four. Fine. Make it twenty-three and me. I'll lie down on his mark."

Diana's knife stopped over the drover under Sara's knee.

"A mortal holds about ten pints," she said, "and the ring wants every fucking one of them, out through the skin, and it does not stop for a man who changes his mind." She set the point back on the drover. "Then you are an empty skin on a hill. The gate opens, and we go through it with nobody to call us back. The next of us to die stays dead, Andy. Then the next. Then all three, forever." She cut the first stroke. "Ask me a question I can say yes to."

The knot stayed tied. The fiddler watched Andy's hands on it. After a while Andy took them off.

He could have stopped them with one word. He gave them none, and the work went on.

The knife frightened him less. Diana was a demon. He had read her sheet. He had read Sara's sheet too.

"Fucking hell," said Diana once, sitting back on her heels with the knife dripping, and rubbed her eye with the back of her wrist. "This one has a hide like a saddle. Sara, the next, please."

By then the moon was long down behind the western moor, and every body on the flat was marked, locked and silent. Twenty-four of them, in two rings, heads to the center, arched and rigid, black fire pulsing in their chests and bellies in time with their breathing. The only sounds were the wind, the small wet crackle of the fire in the cuts, and twenty-four people breathing through jaws locked open.

"Your channel, Jessamine," said Diana, and wiped the knife on her coat. "Speedrun it, if you please."

* * *

"F

inally," said Jess.

She walked into the center and stood in the bare stone circle with the spokes running in to her feet from every side. Every spoke was dark and wet now with what had run down it. She held both her hands out, palms down, over the blood. Her nails went violet to the quick.

"Scaeilú ursafen," said Jess. "Crú cách. Ngaím." Her nose began to bleed, two thin lines, down over her lip. She licked them away and smiled. "Náin."

A cold sip went through behind Andy's eyes. INSPECT came up on its own, and laid its pale frame over her.

[ GATE-RING (URSAFEN) — WORKING · CASTER: JESSAMINE ]
[ FUEL: BLOOD · TWENTY-FOUR · CHANNEL: OPEN ]


The blood came up out of every body on the flat at once. Out of the letters first, in thin red ropes. Then out of the mouths, the noses and the eyes. Then out through the skin itself, beading on every inch of bare flesh and lifting off in a fine red mist. It poured up in twenty-four columns and met over the center of the flat, twenty feet above Jess's head. There it spread, spun and flattened into a disk. A great slow-turning sheet of blood hung in the air with the starlight coming through it red. It shimmered. Its surface moved like water in a wind. Behind it, through it, the sky was a different sky.

On the ground the bodies emptied. Andy watched it happen to the fiddler. His face went gray, then white, then a pale waxy yellow, and sank in over the bones as the blood went out of it. His locked jaw stayed open all the while.

Then the bones came. The first went with a sound like green wood splitting. A rib on the big hunter in the inner ring snapped and tore up out of his chest, through the black letters, through the skin, and rose into the air dripping, trailing a rag of meat. Then the next rib. Then all of them, one after another, the chest bursting open like a crate with the slats wrenched out from inside. The spine unzipped from his back in a long knobbed chain. It pulled loose through the meat with a sucking tear and came up in chunks. The thighbones went last. They punched out through the front of each thigh with the muscle still hanging off them in strips, and turned over once in the air, end over end.

It happened to every body. Twenty-four of them coming apart on the stone. Pelvises, shoulder blades, skulls cracking free of their scalps with a wet pop and rising faceless. The flesh left behind folded down flat and empty onto the chalk like dropped coats. A spray of blood hit Andy across the face and the mouth. Copper and salt. He bent double and threw up the ale into the heather, all of it. He came up wiping his mouth on a sleeve already red and went on watching.

The bones flew to the center and locked together in the air in front of Jess, rib to rib, thighbone to thighbone, pelvis set in pelvis. They built. A step. A second step on top of it. A third. A staircase rose out of the middle of the flat, white and red, still wet, still steaming in the cold, curving up toward the turning disk of blood overhead.

And as each body emptied, Jess ate. The souls came up last, out of what was left on the stone. A rope of gray light came up out of each one and bent toward her. As it reached her mouth the gray went violet, and she drew it in through her lips in one long breath like slurping a noodle, eyes half shut, and swallowed. Her nails blazed. Color came into her ears.

"That's the big one, boss," she said over her shoulder. She sounded drunk again, happy, warm. "The hunter with the beard. See how thick he is? He's Qi-Gathering. They're juicier. Tastes like smoked meat." Another rope, gray going violet. "That's a drover. Cheese. Literally cheese." Another. "That's your fiddler. Oh, that's lovely. Rosin and plums." She licked her lips. "I'm telling you what I'm doing because you should know, boss. I want you to know. You're the only one who gets to know."

On the edge of his HUD her line ticked. JESSAMINE · 94. 95. 96.

"I'm going to be a goddess, boss." She laughed, the bright little laugh. "A real one. Soon. You'll see. Soon, soon, soon."

"How soon?" said Andy. His voice came out of him hoarse.

"Soon!"

97. 98. 99. Andy watched the number go up and did the math, because his brain did it on its own. Every soul, a point or two on her pool. Twenty-four people for a couple dozen HP. He had played games with curves like that, and the curve to anything called a god was a wall. Thousands of souls. Tens of thousands. Soon was a lie. She was right about the direction. The number kept going up.

115. 116. 117. The last rope of gray went violet and went into her. INSPECT laid its cold frame over her once more.

[ JESSAMINE — REALM D- · TALLY 117 ]
[ HP 221/221 · QI 214/464 ]


"Done," said Jess. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and turned around. She was smiling, and her face shone in the red light of the gate.

* * *

S

ara went up first. She called the dark blade to her hand and climbed the bone stair with it, sure-footed, her boots finding each wet step. Her wings were half open for balance. They caught the red light from the gate above her and turned it gold.


At the top she stepped into the blood, and it took her like water. It closed over her face and her shoulders. It sheeted down over both her wings, the long sweep of gold feathers, and as she went on through, it dragged at them. Red ran down every feather in streaks. It ran down the dark blade in her hand and dripped. For one moment she hung there, half through, wings spread and soaked red to the tips, sinking into the dark. The light around her went from gold to red.

The picture was an old one. Every painting of it he had ever stood in front of in a museum on a school trip. Every game cutscene. An angel going down. Then she was through, and gone.

Diana went next, briskly, tucking her field-books tighter under her coat, eyes front. Jess skipped up the steps after her with the skull in its sack bumping her hip. At the top she turned and blew Andy a kiss.

"Boss! Coming?" She stepped backward into the red, still smiling.

Andy stood alone at the foot of the stair on the bedrock flat, with twenty-four empty skins lying in two rings around him. The bond hung in his chest where it always hung, three threads of cold silver-blue. Three of three. All three of them pulled, up, through the gate. Sara at the end of one. Diana at the end of another. Jess. Bound to his soul with the chain he'd made himself, for as long as he lived, and maybe for as long as whatever came after that. He'd chosen them. Every one of them, he had chosen.

Down the hill, two miles off, the lean-to fire was out. Behind him, out on the south road, the next band would already be riding.

Andy put his boot on the first step. It was a man's pelvis, warm and slick. It took his weight, and it held.

He climbed.


CHAPTER 78 — The Foot of the Stair

T

he blood let go of him all at once, and Andy fell six feet onto cobbles.


He landed on his hands and knees and the boar-spear clattered away across the stones. Daylight hit him like a slap. Gray daylight, early, cold, coming sideways through a high thin overcast. Behind him a wet mass collapsed with a long rattling crash, and when he looked back over his shoulder the bone stair was coming down out of the air in pieces. Ribs. Thighbones. A skull bounced past his hand and rolled to a stop against a doorstep. Above where the stair had stood, the red disk shrank in on itself like a pupil in a light and went out with a sound like a cork.

A shape blocked half the sky.

He looked up, and kept looking up.

It was a tower. It stood a few hundred yards off across a broad cobbled square, and it was the biggest thing he had ever seen that a person had made, if a person had made it. Its base was a wall of gray stone a quarter mile around, stepped back in tiers like a wedding cake, every tier taller than a cathedral. He tipped his head back until his neck hurt, following it up, tier on tier, until the stone went pale with distance. Then the cloud took it. The overcast cut the tower off clean, a mile up or more, and the tower went on into the cloud and out of sight.

"The Stepped Gate," said Jess, beside him, softly, and for once she sounded serious.

The others were on their feet already. All three of them had come down cleaner than he had. Diana stood a few yards off checking the straps on her field-books with her coat steaming in the cold. Jess had the skull's sack over one shoulder and her free hand up shading her eyes. Sara stood apart with her back to him and her wings folded.

He went to get the spear, and as he went he looked at her wings.

In the daylight the red had set. It had dried on the gold feathers in spatters and long streaks, dark brick-red, down both wings from the shoulders to the tips. On the left wing it ran in a sheet across the lower coverts like a stain on a tablecloth. Her sword hung point-down from her right hand, and the blood had dried on the crossguard and in the grip's wire. She stood straight. She held her wings tight to her back. Then her hand opened, and the sword went out of it in a thin line of gold.

She kept quiet about it. He kept his question behind his teeth.

He picked up the spear.

* * *

T

he square was a market, and the market was waking up.


People were coming out of the houses around it. They were narrow houses, three and four stories, timber-framed and leaning on each other, packed in a ring around the square, crowding as close to the tower as they dared. Smoke came from their chimneys. Stalls stood in rows across the cobbles with their awnings rolled up. A woman was setting out cabbages. A man was frying sausages in a pan over a brazier, and the smell of hot fat came across the square on the wind. Everywhere, everybody stopped what they were doing and stared at the four of them standing in a ring of fallen bones and blood.

Andy reached for INSPECT. The cold sip, the pale frame. He swung it across the square.

Every plate read F.

The cabbage woman, F. The man with the frying pan, F. A pack of kids on a doorstep, F. An old man in a doorway with a stick, F. He swept the frame around the ring of houses and up at the windows. Every plate he could find said the same thing, F, F, F, as if somebody had stamped it on all of them in a factory.

"Everybody here's F," he said.

"Course they are, boss." Jess had her hands in her pockets. "This is where they end up. Every F on the plane who ever heard about the Stair and walked here. They get to the door and the door says no. They're too proud to walk home, so they stay." She looked around at the leaning houses. "Some of them have been here a long time. Some of them were born here. They're all waiting to get strong enough to go in."

"How many make it?"

Jess shrugged. "You'd have to ask them."

"Guide, sir? Guide?" A thin young man in a patched coat had worked his way out of the crowd and was walking backward in front of Andy, bobbing. F, said his plate. "Safe side of the first landing, sir, where the pressure's kindest. I know every step. Three stones and I'll take you to the second lamp."

"Stones," said Andy.

"Spirit stones, sir." The young man's eyes went to the blood on Andy's coat, and to the horns on Diana, and back. "Two, then. For you, two."

"We've got none, sunshine," said Jess kindly. "Not a stone among us. Shoo."

He shooed. Andy watched him go. A guy in a patched coat selling tours of the starter zone's front door, to people who couldn't get in either. "We're broke in the hub city," he said. "That's a first."

"It is a temporary condition," said Diana. "Most conditions are, and I shall see to this one."

The old man with the stick came out of his doorway and limped toward them across the cobbles. He wore a leather apron and a cap. His face was brown and folded like a walnut. He stopped a few yards off and looked at the bones, at the blood on their clothes and at Sara's wings for a long time. Then he spat to one side.

"Blood road," he said. "Thought so. Smelled it from my bed." He looked at Diana, at her horns and her tail. "Haven't seen one of those since I was a boy. Haven't missed it, either."

"How charming," said Diana. "A stubble-fire with opinions."

"Good morning," said Sara.

He looked at her and at the red on her wings, and his eyes passed over her. He turned to Andy, maybe because Andy was the only one who looked like him.

"You going in?"

"Yeah," said Andy. "We're going in."

"Then you'll want to go before the square fills up. They'll try to come with you. They always try." He jerked his head toward the tower. "Door's at the bottom of the north side. Big arch. You can't miss it. I keep the count on it." He held up a slate on a string around his neck, chalked with rows of short lines. "Four went in this month. Before you. Four. Thirty went up to it and got thrown back."

"Thrown back how?"

The old man gave him a look close to pity.

"Go and see," he said.

* * *

T

hey went around the tower's foot on the cobbles, and the crowd came with them.


It started as a few people walking behind at a distance, curious. By the time they reached the north side there were a hundred, and more were coming out of the side streets every minute. The noise of them had a hungry edge to it. Andy kept his hand on the Peacemaker. Sara walked at the front with her stained wings folded and the crowd opened in front of her.

The arch was the height of ten men. It stood in the first tier of the tower like the mouth of a tunnel, square-sided, with steps going up into the dark beyond it. Across the arch, filling it from edge to edge like the skin on a soap bubble, hung the barrier.

It was pale. A shimmer in the air, colorless, oily, like heat over a road in summer. It moved. It pulsed, slowly, in and out, a long breath every few seconds. Every time it breathed out a wind came off it that pushed at Andy's clothes and hair and made his eyes water.

He put INSPECT on it.

[ BARRIER — THE STEPPED GATE · FIRST DOOR ]
[ PLAIN QI · PRESSURE · BARS: UNDER REALM E ]


Under E. Him, then. He was F in the body, F in speed, mortal in every row but sight and will. The women were D-. A realm clear of it. He ran the check anyway, the one every player ran at a boss door. Thirty-two HP. Zero potions. One exit, and it was behind him in a crowd that wanted his coat.

At the foot of the arch, on the cobbles, lay a dark stain the size of a cart. It had been scrubbed and scrubbed, and it was still there. It ran out from the barrier in a long fan shape, like water splashing back off a wall.

"Thrown back," said Diana, looking at it. "Yes." She pushed her glasses up her nose and studied the shimmer with her head tilted, as she studied a page. "It is a sieve, not a wall. Each door is tuned to the floor above it, and each floor nearer the next plane's weight. This first one is the gentlest. The pressure will climb as we do."

"Gentlest," said Andy, looking at the stain. He looked at the barrier. It breathed out at him. "Right. So how do I—"

"You're bound, boss." Jess hooked a finger in the collar of his coat and tugged it, lightly. "You're ours. The chain goes through, and you go with it. We carry you." She smiled up at him. "Like a sack of potatoes. A really cute sack of potatoes."

"Carried," said Andy.

He thought about it for a second. An F-rank alt in a boosted run. Somebody else's gear score dragging him through a dungeon twenty ranks over his head. He'd done it a hundred times to friends' alts. This time he was the alt.

Fine. Whatever got him up the stairs.

"Okay," he said. "Let's do it."

Sara went first. She walked up to the barrier and put her hand flat on it. It took her hand like water, and she walked on into it and through. On the far side she turned and stood on the steps in the dark of the arch, looking back. Diana went through after her, briskly, with a small grunt, like stepping into a cold bath. Jess took Andy's hand.

"Hold on tight," she said, and pulled him in.

The barrier closed on him.

It was like being dropped into deep water. All at once, everywhere, from every side, pressure. It pressed on his eardrums until they popped. It pressed on his eyeballs until the dark went red. It pressed his ribs in so hard a breath could barely squeeze past them. His knees buckled. Jess's grip on his hand jerked him upright, and the bond in his chest pulled tight, all three threads at once, hauling him forward like a winch cable. His nose was bleeding. He could taste it.

On the edge of his HUD his own line flickered. 32. 30. 27. The astral line under it dropped too, in jerks, 32, 29, 25, as the three threads drew on him to drag him. The pull. Live since the strike, and the women were using it to haul him through on his own fuel.

Somebody grabbed the back of his coat.

A hard yank, and a man's voice behind him, close, shouting. "Take me! Take me with you, take me with you, please—" A man from the crowd had broken from the front of it, run at the arch and grabbed hold of him with both hands in his coat. He was trying to come through behind him, riding him like a rope.

The barrier breathed out.

The man came off Andy's back all at once. There was a sound like a sheet tearing. Andy was jerked half around by the force of it and caught a glimpse, through the red haze of the pressure, of the man going backward out of the arch. Going backward fast. When Andy got his head around, the man was still going. He flew twenty yards through the air over the heads of the crowd with his arms out in front of him and hit the cobbles on his back. The back of his skull hit, and the skull broke loud enough to hear over the barrier's breathing. He bounced. He landed in the fan-shaped stain. Blood came out of his mouth, ears and nose all at once in a spray, and he lay still.

His hands stayed behind.

They were still holding Andy's coat. Both of them, clenched tight in the cloth at the small of his back, cut off clean at the wrists where the barrier had sheared them. The wrists hung there. Fresh red ran out of the stumps and down Andy's legs.

Then Jess yanked, and he went through.

* * *

H

e fell on his face on stone steps in the dark and lay there.


The pressure was still on him. Less than in the barrier, but there, everywhere, a weight on every square inch of him, like lying at the bottom of a swimming pool. He breathed in short shallow pulls. His HUD said 24. His ears rang. Small cold hands unhooked the dead fingers from his coat one by one. Two soft wet thumps sounded as the hands hit the steps beside him.

"There," said Jess. "Gross. Up you get, boss."

"Give me a second."

"You've had a second. You've had like nine." She crouched in front of him, tipped his chin up with one finger and looked at his nose. "Ew. You're leaking. Diana, he's leaking."

"It is the pressure," said Diana, from above. "Mortal vessels are thin. It will stop, or it will fucking not."

"Thanks," said Andy into the step. "Love that for me."

He got up. It took a while. His legs belonged to somebody heavier. Jess got under one arm and Diana got under the other, and between them they stood him up on the steps.

Outside, through the barrier, the crowd stood in silence around the dead man on the cobbles. The shimmer made them all look like they were underwater. The crowd stayed back from the arch. The square stayed on its own side of the shimmer, every one of them, and the dead man lay in the stain.

Andy wiped the blood off his upper lip with the back of his hand and looked at it. He looked at the women. Diana was polishing her glasses on her shirt. Jess was kicking the severed hands down the steps toward the barrier, one, two, to see if they'd go through. Sara stood a few steps up with her back to him, her stained wings folded, looking up into the dark.

"That old man keeps a slate," said Jess. "Four in a month. That's not a gate, that's a waiting room."

"They are too proud to walk home, every one of them," said Diana. "I find I respect it. I would not lend one of them a pen."

"What hour is it, please?" said Sara, to the dark above.

"Early," said Diana. "Seven bells, if this plane keeps bells at all. I shall find out."

Every time he blinked, the picture came back on the inside of his eyelids. Gold going under red. Wings spread and dragging, a sword dripping, the light around her going from gold to red as she sank. He blinked and it was there. He blinked again and it was there again, sharp as a screenshot, and in between the blinks there was her back, a few steps above him, straight as a post, with the same red dried brown on the same feathers. Sara turned her head as if she could feel him looking. She unslung the water flask she had taken off the hunters' picket line and held it out to him over her shoulder. He took it and drank, and his hand left a red print on the leather, and he gave it back, and she took it, and neither of them said a word.

The steps went up from the arch in a wide spiral, worn into hollows in the middle by more feet than he could imagine. Lamps burned in iron brackets on the wall, one every twenty steps, pale and flameless, the same colorless shimmer as the barrier. They went up, around and out of sight.

From up there, above the third lamp, came a voice.

"Blood road," it said, and laughed. "Four of them. Somebody's had a busy night."

Andy looked up. Up the spiral, in the dim between two lamps, people were sitting on the steps. Six of them. Seven. Men in mismatched armor, with their weapons across their knees, watching. INSPECT laid its frame over them on its own and every plate came up the same.

E. E. E. E. E. E.

And at the top of them, leaning against the wall with his arms folded, one plate that read D. A camper. Every game Andy had ever played had one, parked at the top of a choke point, farming whoever came up it.

"Welcome to the Stair," the camper said. He was looking past Andy at Sara. "Nice wings."


CHAPTER 79 — The Barriers

T

he six came down the stair at a walk, and the camper stayed where he was and watched.


Andy got his back against the outer wall. The stair here was five yards wide, worn into dips by centuries of feet. On the right hand it ended in open air, railless. Past the inner edge the tower was hollow, a round shaft of dark air going up and down into darkness. The spiral wound around the inside of it like the thread on a screw. A pale shimmer-lamp burned in its bracket on the wall above his head. Sixty steps up, the stair opened onto a broad stone shelf where the climbers had made their camp: bedrolls, a cookfire, a heap of picked bones. Past the camp a second barrier filled the stair where it went on up.

The six were spread across the steps in a loose line, two, then one, then three. Andy read them as they came down.

The front two had a cold gray sheen on their skin and their blades, like oiled steel. Metal qi. E, both of them. Behind them came a big man with a round shield on his arm. The shield glowed a dull ochre from the rim inward, the color of wet clay. Earth. E. The back three carried spears and their plates read E. The air around them had the faint pale shimmer of plain qi, the same as the lamps. Up on the shelf the camper leaned against the wall with his arms folded. He had a long sword on his back and a face like a closed door. His plate was a full realm over the six.

"Ladies," said the front metal man. He smiled. He had a broken front tooth. "You came up the blood road, so you know how this works. The wings come off. The rest of you can go on up and fail the Trial like everybody else."

"Or we take them off you," said the other metal man. "Either's fine."

Sara called her sword. The stained blade slapped into her palm hilt-first. She kept silent. She stepped onto the next step up and stood there with the blade low, her red-spattered wings half open behind her, and waited.

"I like her," said the camper, from the shelf, mildly. "Go on, then." They came.

The front two came down the stair at Sara in a rush, and they were fast. Steel light flared off them with every step. Sara took the first blade on hers, and the shock of it rang down the shaft like a bell. She turned the second with the flat and stepped in. Her sword went at the metal man's throat. He swayed back. The point missed by an inch. Diana's hand came up beside Andy's head.

"Vûr."

Black fire went up the stair in a line. The earth man stepped into it with the shield, and the ochre glow flared up bright. The hellfire broke against the clay-colored light and spilled off it in two black sheets onto the steps, where it burned on bare stone.

Then the second barrier breathed out. It came down the stair like a wave. Pressure, all at once, everywhere, pushing down on every inch of him. Andy's knees buckled, his ears popped and his HUD line flickered. 24. 23. The women staggered too. Sara's sword arm dipped. Diana went down on one knee. Jess grunted.

And all six of the climbers had stopped. They had set their feet the instant before it hit, a half step wide, knees bent, braced like men on a ship's deck in a swell. They took the pressure standing and waited.

Then the pressure eased off, and they came again. The metal man's blade went for Sara's wing. She caught it, barely, on her crossguard. The spears came over the shield man's shoulders, and one of them took Diana in the upper arm. She screamed and swore, filthy and loud, and fell back a step.

"Fucking spear," said Diana. "Jessamine!"

"On it, bestie." Jess flung a knot of violet cord up the stair. The shield man put the ochre rim of his shield down on it. The cord withered and went gray.

The barrier breathed out again. 23. 22. Andy's nose was bleeding again. The six had braced again. Same half step. Same bent knees. Same wait.

He started counting. It came on its own, out of a thousand raid nights. A boss with a pulse mechanic. A room-wide damage tick on a timer. You learned the timer or you wiped. One, two, three, four. The barrier breathed out. 22. 21. The climbers braced. One, two, three, four. Out. 21. 20. Braced.

Four count. Dead regular. They had lived on this stair for years, maybe. They'd danced to it so long they did it in their sleep. They attacked in the lull and braced on the pulse. The pulse had the women staggering every time it hit, right in the middle of a swing.

But when the climbers braced, they stopped. All six of them. Planted, both feet, every muscle locked against the weight, for every second of the pulse. During the pulse they were statues. And the women were a realm up.

"Sara," Andy said. His voice came out of him ragged. "When it breathes out. They lock up. Every time, all of them. They can't move in it. Can you?"

Sara kept her eyes on the stair. "It is heavy," she said. "I can move in it."

"Diana? Jess?"

"Fuck, yes," said Diana, from her knee, holding her arm.

"Boss, you're so smart," said Jess. "On the four?"

"On the four. One," said Andy. "Two. Three." The climbers stepped back for the pulse and planted their feet.

"Four." The barrier breathed out, and the women went up the stair into it.

* * *

S

ara went first. She went into the pressure with her wings driving. She was slow in it, heavy as a wader in a river, but the front metal man was locked in his brace, a statue. His eyes went wide. Steel light flared off his skin. Sara's sword came down across his shoulder, through the metal sheen, the collarbone and the ribs below. It went on down at an angle into the meat of his chest. It stuck. She put her boot on his hip and wrenched it out sideways, and his side opened like a door. Ribs. Lung, pink and gray, sliding. He was still braced when he died. He stayed standing for a moment after, locked, and then the pulse eased off and he fell over.


The second metal man came out of his brace with his mouth open, and Sara was already there. She went low. Her blade took him across both thighs above the knee. He went down onto the stumps, screaming. The blood sprayed out of both legs at once in two hard red fans across the steps, across Sara's skirt, across her wings. She stepped past him. With her free hand she shoved him toward the inner edge. He went over it into the shaft, still screaming, arms reaching. The scream went down into the dark for a long time.

The pulse came again. One, two, three, four. The four left braced.

"Vûr-ûm."

Diana was on her feet. She went up the stair through the pressure one heavy step at a time, right hand held out open. Black fire was gathering in her palm, thick, slow and boiling, brimstone and spilled wine. The shield man was locked behind his shield. She walked right up to him. She put her palm flat on his face over the top of the rim.

HELLBRAND PALM. The fire went into him. His face went black under her hand. It cooked. The skin bubbled up, split and ran off his cheekbones in strings. His eyes boiled in their sockets and burst. The smell came off him like a pig on a spit. He stayed locked. He stood there braced with his shield up and his face burning off under her hand until the pulse ended. Then he dropped, and his skull hit the step with a sound like a dropped pot.

"That," said Diana, breathing hard, "is for my fucking arm."

The three spearmen came out of the brace and broke. Two of them ran up the stair. The third threw his spear at Diana and missed.

"Srac," said Jess.

Violet thorn-cord came up out of the steps under the three of them, thick as rope this time. It wrapped their ankles and yanked them flat. Jess climbed to them through the last of the pulse with her nails blazing violet and her nose dripping red. She crouched by the first one. He was trying to crawl. She put her hand on his chest, gently, almost kindly.

"Shh," she said. "This is going to feel so weird." She pulled.

His soul came up out of his chest in a gray rope, through ribs and shirt. He arched off the stair and opened his mouth on a silent scream. Jess leaned down and drew the rope in through her lips. Gray went violet. The man fell back, empty, his eyes open and dull.

She did the second. She did the third. Then she went back down the stair to the shield man and the front metal man and pulled them out of the dead meat too. A rope from each, gray going violet. Then she went and stood at the inner edge, over the shaft, and held her hand out over the dark.

A thin gray thread came up out of the shaft from far, far below. It wound up through the dark air like smoke up a chimney and reached her fingers. She drew it in and swallowed.

"Didn't want to waste him," she said. JESSAMINE · 123. The line on Andy's HUD sat there, settled.

Up on the shelf the camper had watched all of it from the same spot on the wall. He pushed himself off the wall now and looked down at the bodies on the stair, and at the four of them. He looked at Andy longest. Andy's nose was bleeding, and his lips were still moving on the count.

"Huh," he said. "The mortal." He turned and walked away up the stair, through the second barrier, which took him like water. On the far side he looked back.

"The Trial's up past the fourth door," he said. "I'll be there. I'm always there." He smiled for the first time, and it was a bad smile. "Nobody gets through it. Me included." He went on up and out of sight.

* * *

T

hey went up after him, and the doors got worse. The second door was heavier than the first. The third was heavier than the second. Each barrier breathed slower and harder than the one below it. Every landing carried the next door's weight, and by the third landing the pressure stayed on constantly. It sat on Andy like water at the bottom of a deep pool. His HP went down at every door, more each time, and stayed down. 19. 17. 14.


The women's sheets held. He put INSPECT on them on the third landing to check. The pale frames came up over them with their numbers solid and unmoved. Sara's pool sat under half, where the slope had left it. Diana's arm had stopped bleeding, and it would take days to close. They were a realm over the doors. The doors were heavy for them, and only heavy.

But each door, the pull went. The bond hauled at him every time they went through, the three threads at once, and every time his astral line dropped. 19. 15. 12.

He did the math on the stairs and kept quiet about it. Twelve astral. Fourteen HP. The tower went up into cloud. How many doors? Ten? A hundred? At some point the line went to zero, and then what? And the rule sat at the back of his head all the while, cold and simple. If he died in here, the next of them to die stayed dead. A tower had zero use for recall windows. He kept climbing. One step. Then the next.

The fourth door was different. It filled the stair at the fourth landing like the others, but this one had color in it. It was gray, and through the gray moved slow threads of violet, curling and uncurling, like ink dropped in water. It hummed instead of breathing. A low, deep hum that buzzed in his teeth. INSPECT laid its frame over it.

[ BARRIER — FOURTH DOOR · SOUL QI · BITES: THE SOUL ]


Sara went to it first. She always went first. She put her hand flat on it. She screamed.

Sara had screamed in front of him before, dying. This was worse. She went to her knees on the stair with her hand still stuck to the shimmer and her back bowed. Her wings flared out stiff, the red on them shining in the violet light. She screamed until her breath ran out. Diana tore her hand free. Sara fell back onto the steps and lay there with her chest locked still again, gold eyes wide and wet.

Diana put her own hand to it, briefly, to test it, and snatched it back with a hiss through her teeth. Her face had gone gray. She held her hand against her chest.

Jess kept her hands to herself. She stood in front of it with her head cocked, listening, and her face changed. A hundred and twenty-three souls in her now, by his HUD, and thirty of them taken since moonset.

"No," Jess said, in the voice two notes down. "No, no, no. Not that one, boss. They'll get loud. They'll get so loud."

Andy stood in front of the gray door. He put his hand on it. It was cold. It hummed against his palm. And that was all. The violet threads in the gray came curling toward his hand from every part of the door. They gathered around it, touched it and slid off. Like water off oil. Like the leaf at the fire. Whatever they hunted for in him, they lost their grip on it, and they slid away and curled back into the gray.

He looked back at the three of them. Sara on the steps. Diana gray-faced. Jess with her hands over her ears.

He reached for the chain. It came up out of his chest, three threads of cold silver-blue, and he drew on it. The ASTRAL CHAIN. Four points of qi went out of his line, 12 to 8. The threads went taut and bright, and he took hold of all three at once.

"Okay," he said. "My turn. Hold on." He walked into the door.

It closed over him, hummed in his bones and slid off him on every side. He kept walking. Behind him, on the end of the chain, he hauled them. They came. Sara first, then Diana, then Jess, dragged through in his wake. The gap the door left around him was the shape of his body, and he hauled them through it. He walked them through it like a man walking a line of horses across a river.

Then he was through, on his knees on the other side, and they were sprawled on the landing around him, alive.

"Boss," said Jess, from flat on her back. "Boss. What was that."

"Class perk," said Andy. He was shaking. "Apparently."

"GG, you deeply strange man," said Diana, and put her hand on his ankle and left it there.

* * *

T

he fifth landing had water. A cistern was cut into the outer wall, a deep stone basin the size of a bath. A thin spout of water fed it from the stone above. The water was clear and cold. The pressure here was heavy and sat on everything, and the four of them kept quiet. Diana sat against the wall with her field-book on her knee and her pencil still. Jess lay flat on her back with her eyes shut and her hands over her ears, humming her two notes, as if to drown the noise out.


Sara knelt by the cistern.

She pushed her sleeves up and washed. Her hands first, to the elbows, scrubbing. Then her face. Then the sword, with a cloth, over and over, blade, crossguard and grip. Then she half opened her wings over the basin. She cupped water in her hands, poured it over the feathers and worked it in with her fingers, slowly, as she groomed them after a flight. Shoulder out to the long primaries, feather by feather.

The water ran off them clean into the basin.

The red stayed.

It sat on the gold exactly where it had set at the gate. Same spatters. Same long streaks. Same sheet across the lower coverts of the left wing. Fresh blood from the stair washed off around it, ran pink into the cistern and left it behind. On the sword, the same. The new blood came off the dark blade and the old red stayed on it like it was part of the steel.

Sara worked at it a while longer. Then she stopped and folded her wings. The sword went out of her hand in a thin line of gold, and she dried her hands on her skirt.

Andy watched her do it and didn't ask.

Above them, up the stair, past the next lamp, the next door waited. It was dark, a flat dead black, like the mouth of a well.

On the top step in front of it, with his long sword across his knees, the camper sat waiting for them.


CHAPTER 80 — The Trial

"N

ine years," said the camper. "Nine years I've sat on this step."

He sat with his long sword across his knees and his back to the black door, and he watched the four of them climb the last flight toward him. Up close he was older than he'd looked on the shelf. Gray in the stubble. A pale old scar across his throat, like somebody had once tried to open it and quit halfway. His plate read D, plain, a full realm over the men they had left on the stair below. His qi showed on him as a dull gray-brown sheen, like old iron. He stayed sitting.

The landing was small, hardly more than a yard of stone between the top step and the door. The stair came up onto it from the right, and on the left the shaft dropped away with open air between the stone and the dark. The door filled the back wall. It was a flat black rectangle the size of a barn door, set flush in the stone, a surface that swallowed reflections. A shimmer-lamp burned on the wall beside it, and the black ate the light. In front of the door ran a band of floor a yard wide that was darker than the rest. Scorched. As if a fire had burned there for years and gone out.

"Nine years," said Andy. He stopped four steps down. His legs were shaking. HP 14. Astral 8. Every step since the fourth door had been a negotiation with his knees. Fourteen HP was one bad fall. "That's a long time to farm one spot."

"It's a good spot." The camper shrugged. "Everybody who makes it up the Stair comes through here. Nobody makes it through that." He tipped his head back at the door. "You go in. It shows you what's broken in you. You break, and it spits you out, and you come back down these steps with your eyes gone strange and your hands shaking. And I'm here." He smiled his bad smile. "Leftovers. I live on leftovers."

"What's the fail state?" said Andy. "Exactly. Do you die?"

"Sometimes." The camper looked at him with interest. "Mostly you just come out smaller. Wrong. Like a cup with a crack in it."

"And what did it show you?" said Diana.

The smile went away. "Go and find out, horns."

"Love to," said Jess. She hitched the skull's sack on her shoulder and looked back at Andy. Her face was pale and her nose had stopped bleeding. "If I come out weird, boss, don't let Diana write it down."

"I shall write it down," said Diana. "Every fucking word."

"I know you will, bestie. That's why I'm asking him." Jess turned to the camper on his step and smiled at him, the warm-bread smile. "And when I come out, love, I'm going to eat you. Start at the toes. Thought you'd want to know."

"They all say that," said the camper. He sounded bored. "Every one of them. Then they come out, and they can't remember their own mothers' names, and I take their boots."

Sara had stopped beside Andy on the step. She looked at the black door, and at the scorched band in front of it, and back at him. Her gold eyes were calm and the red streaks in them caught the lamp.

"Andy," she said quietly. "If I am a long time—"

"You'll come out," said Andy.

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she inclined her head, courteous, as if he had held a door for her, and went up the last steps.

The camper let them pass. All three walked by him across the scorched band, one after another, and he watched them go with his sword across his knees. As each of them came level with him, he leaned an inch back from the burn, toward the stair. As Sara stepped onto the dark stone her shoulders tightened, slightly, as if a cold hand had found the back of her neck.

INSPECT laid its frame over the door on its own.

[ THE TRIAL — SOUL QI · SHOWS: WHAT IS BROKEN · BREAKS: ANY WHO BREAK ]


Jess reached the black first. She put out her hand and it went in. She went in after it, and the black closed over her like oil.

* * *

"T

here she goes," said the camper.

From this side, once she was in, the door turned clear as dark glass. Jess stood a yard inside, small, her back to them. Then she stopped. Her hands came up to her ears and pressed flat. Her head shook, side to side, faster and faster. Her mouth opened.

Diana went in after her. She took two steps and froze. She stood up straight with her hands at her sides and her tail stiff out behind her. Her lips began to move, the same short shape over and over. A single word.

Sara went in last. She walked in four steps, further than either of them. Then she went down on her knees. Her right hand came up, palm out. Her judging hand. Gold light gathered in it. She turned the palm toward her own chest.

The gold light guttered in her hand and went out.

She raised it again. It gathered. She turned it on herself. It went out. Again. Again.

Andy stood on the steps outside the black and watched the three of them through it, frozen, each one alone in it a few feet apart. His chest hurt where the chain lived. All three threads ran from his breastbone through the black to their backs, and all three had gone slack and cold, like lines gone slack in still water. He tugged on Sara's, gently. Her hand kept rising and the light kept dying in it. He tugged on Jess's. She shook her head harder, eyes shut, and her mouth made a shape like a scream with the sound turned off.

"Told you," said the camper, behind him. He had stood up. "Everybody breaks. Angels too. Angels especially, I'd guess."

He came down the steps at Andy with the long sword already moving.

* * *

A

ndy got the Peacemaker out. It was the only thing he did right. The sword came across at his neck, a gray-brown blur with the old-iron sheen running down the blade. He dived backward down the stairs. The tip of it opened his coat, his shirt and the skin under them across his chest in a line of fire. He hit the steps on his back. The boar-spear went out of his hand and over the edge into the shaft. The world rang. HP 14. 10.


"Nothing personal, mortal," said the camper, coming down after him, unhurried. Realm D. Hurry was for lower realms. "But you're the knot that ties them together. Cut the knot and they're three broken girls on my step. I've waited nine years for wings."

"You've had nine years to come up with a better pitch," said Andy. His voice came out wet.

He lay on the stair with his chest pouring and the gun in both hands. Realm D. Everything over him by miles. Speed, body, reach. Six rounds, and maybe one would get through that iron sheen if he was lucky, and luck had always been somebody else's stat. A gun and his eyes. That was the kit.

His eyes.

The camper had stood up off his step. But the step he'd been sitting on was the top one, right at the edge of the scorched band. Short of it. Nine years he'd sat there, and stood there facing the door, and his boots had worn two pale hollows in the stone a hand's width shy of the burn.

When the women walked past him onto it, he'd leaned away.

Andy had watched him do it and let it go by. Now it clicked. The camper was stalled. The Trial had broken him once. Going back through it was beyond him, and going near it was worse. The scorched band where it started bit at him, like the soul door had bitten Sara.

And it slid off Andy.

He rolled. He scrambled up the steps on his hands and knees. His chest poured blood down the stone behind him, and he let it. Fourteen steps. Twelve. The cut across his chest opened wider every time he reached, a hot wet tearing he'd feel for a week if he lived for a week. Behind him the camper swore and lunged after him. The sword rang off the step where Andy's ankle had been. Andy got his feet under him on the last step and hurled himself forward onto the scorched band, right up against the black of the door. He turned around.

The band was cold under his boots. It hummed. It reached for him, like the soul door, and slid off.

The camper stopped at the edge of it. This close to the band, the iron sheen on him had gone thin and patchy, guttering like a lamp in a draft. The burn was eating at it even here.

"Clever," he said, after a moment. He stood on his worn hollows with his sword up and his face changing. His voice had gone tight. "Clever little mortal. You think I can't reach you there?"

"I think you've had nine years to try it," said Andy. "Come on. Come get me."

The camper stood there. His sword hand shook. Behind Andy the black door hummed, and inside it, a yard behind his back, three women he couldn't reach stood frozen.

Andy lifted the Peacemaker and shot him.

The sound in the stone stairwell was enormous. It slammed off the walls, went down the shaft, then came booming back up it. The round hit the camper in the left shoulder. The iron sheen flared gray-brown around it and held, mostly, and then gave. The camper went back a step with blood coming out of the hole in his coat. He looked at it. He looked at Andy.

"You little shit," he said.

Then he lost his temper. He came onto the scorched band in one long stride with the sword going back over his head. The instant his foot touched it, the Trial took him.

He stopped mid-stride. Locked. His sword hung over his head. His face went white, then gray, and his eyes rolled up and fixed on a point in the air that only he could see. He began to scream. It came out of him like canvas tearing, on and on, rising, until it cracked. Gray light leaked out of his eyes and his mouth in thin smoking threads. The band under his foot flared, a dull red glow coming up through the black like coals in a grate.

The Trial threw him back.

It threw him like the first door had thrown the man in the square, all at once, with a sound like a sheet ripping. The camper went backward off the band and across the landing. His sword went spinning. He went over the edge of the stair into the shaft, still screaming. The scream went down a long, long way, getting smaller, and then it stopped.

A good soul gone to waste while Jess stood frozen in the black, Andy thought, and hated himself for thinking it. He kept his eyes on the black. His hands knew what to do while the rest of him shook. They set the Peacemaker's hammer at half-cock, opened the loading gate, turned the cylinder to the spent chamber and punched the empty case out onto the scorched stone. They found a loose round in his coat pocket by feel, pushed it home, then snapped the gate shut. Six of six. Reload after every fight, the ones you won too, and the ones you barely won most of all. He'd learned that in a thousand matches and it turned out to be true here too.

* * *

H

e turned around and walked into the door.


The black closed over him like cold water and hummed in his bones. It reached into him like it had reached into the camper. Whatever it found there, it lost its grip on, and slid off. He kept walking. Inside it was dark and close, silent except for the hum. The three of them stood in it in front of him like statues in a flooded room.

He went to Jess first, because she was nearest.

"Shut up," she was saying. Her hands were clamped over her ears and her eyes were screwed shut, and the words came out fast, under her breath, a babble. "Shut up, shut up, shut up. Stop it. Stop playing. Boss, he won't stop, he won't stop playing, the fiddler, he won't stop playing, make him stop—"

"Jess. Jess, it's me."

"He won't stop—"

Andy grabbed her wrist. He reached for the chain and drew on it, and four points went out of his line, 8 to 4. All three threads went bright. He kept them lit, took hold of hers where it came out of his chest, and hauled.

She came. She stumbled forward with him a step, and another, still babbling. He walked her through the black until there was light ahead, gray light, a doorway on the far side. He pushed her through it. She fell out onto stone beyond and lay there gasping.

He went back for Diana.

She stood exactly as she had, straight, hands at her sides, her lips shaping the same word over and over. Up close it looked like a word in Demonic. A name, maybe. Her own true name, if he had to guess, the one she kept for panels and the dark. She was saying it again and again in a voice like a child reciting, flat and terrified. The hum drowned it before he could catch it.

"Diana," he said. "Hey. Professor. Class is over."

She kept saying it. He took her by the shoulders and pulled her thread, and she came with him, still saying it, into the light. He put her through.

He went back for Sara.

She was still on her knees, four steps in. Her palm was turned on her own chest, and the gold light kept trying to gather in it and kept going out. Her lips were moving too. He knelt in front of her. Close up, he could read them.

"I cannot," she was saying, soundless. "I cannot. I cannot rule on it. I cannot."

"Sara," he said.

Her eyes were open, fixed and wet, gold streaked red, looking straight through him at whatever was there. Whatever it was belonged to her. He took her raised hand in his and folded it down, gently, and pulled her thread.

She came up off her knees. She was heavy. She leaned on him. He took her weight against his hip, and his chest poured. He walked her through the black to the far doorway, step after step, her wings dragging on the floor behind them, red on gold.

They came out into gray light together and fell.

* * *

H

e lay on his back on cold stone.


HP 7. The ceiling above him was high, pale and far away. The air had a different smell here, cold, wet and green. Water ran close by. Wind. A bird. The pressure was gone. All of it, all at once, as if a hand had lifted off his whole body, and his ribs went out on a breath so deep it hurt the cut across his chest. He lay there and breathed. In. Out. Air that went to the bottom of his lungs. He'd forgotten what that was like, somewhere around the second door.

"Boss." Jess was lying beside him with her fingers locked through his, her face gray and wet. "Boss. You came in."

"Class perk," said Andy. "Still."

"You came in." She squeezed his hand so hard it hurt. "Nobody comes in."

"Do not," said Diana, from the wall, "ask me what it showed me." She sat with her knees up and her arms around them, her eyes on the far wall, her lips still moving faintly. "I should take it extremely badly."

"I wasn't going to."

"Good," said Diana. "Good. Thank you."

Sara knelt a few feet off, upright again. The gray light from the archway lay along her wings, and on the gold the red looked darker than it had in the tower, nearly black, every spatter and streak exactly where it had been. As he watched, her hand went to the front of her dress, to the place over her cracked ribs where she kept the folded leaf. She pressed there. Her hand stayed.

On the edge of his HUD the bar sat where it had sat since the city. Two of three.

The three of them kept what they had seen. Lying there, with Jess's cold fingers in his and the blood drying on his chest, he understood exactly zero of it.

Beyond them, at the top of a short last stair, an archway stood open on gray, moving mist.

And through the mist, faint, came the light of a different sky.


CHAPTER 81 — The Last Stair

T

he air fizzed.


Andy lay on his back on the cold stone of the last landing with Jess's fingers locked in his, and every breath he dragged in went down into him like soda water. It prickled in his throat. It spread out across his chest and lit him up, faintly, from the inside, a pins-and-needles glow that ran out along his arms to his fingertips and made the cut across his chest burn. He breathed again. The same thing happened.

"Oh," said Jess beside him, in a small voice. "Oh, boss. Smell it."

He got up on his elbows. The landing was a round room of gray stone, ten strides across, with one way in and one way out. Behind him the black doorway of the Trial stood flush in the wall, flat, dead and humming low. Ahead, a short last stair climbed the curve of the far wall, eleven steps of worn gray stone, to an archway. The arch stood open on mist. It moved, slow and white, lit from behind by a light the color of a rinsed morning. A wet green wind came down the steps in long gusts and smelled of heather and cold water.

And the air had a shine in it.

He had to look for it the first time, and once he'd seen it, it was everywhere. A pale shimmer, like the inside of the barriers, thick enough to drift. It curled along the floor in threads of blue-white. It beaded on the stone like dew. It hung in the arch in a slow glittering curtain, and the mist beyond moved through it like smoke through glass. Qi. Up here at the top of the Stair it ran so thick you could stir it with a finger.

HP 7 sat at the edge of his HUD in red.

* * *

S

ara came across the stone on her knees and knelt over him. She looked at the cut across his chest. It had opened again on the last flight, and his shirt hung off it in two torn flaps, stuck down red and black. She smoothed the flaps back over the wound, gently, an inch at a time, and he hissed through his teeth.


"Forgive me," she said, and laid her palm flat over the torn cloth. "Savael."

A gold cross pattée flared out from under her hand and ran across his shirt like fire through straw, eating the red. Frankincense rolled off her, heavy and sweet. The torn edges of the cloth crawled toward each other and knit shut over the wound, pale and clean, and a fresh red line came up through them at once. The cut under it stayed a cut. His HP line sat at seven, red at the edge of his HUD. Arms laddered with recall cuts past both elbows, and now a gash from collarbone to collarbone under a fresh clean shirt. At this rate he'd be more scar than skin by the time this was over. Her own palm had gone pale, and she pressed it against her skirt a moment and flexed it, once.

"Thanks," said Andy. "I think."

"The cloth was the insult," said Sara. "You came in after us." She said it simply, to his chest rather than his face. "I should like you to stay whole a while longer."

She stood up. The light from the arch fell across her. And on her wings, in that pale, clean, glowing light, the red stood out like it had been painted there that morning. Every spatter. Every long streak running down the gold. The dark sheet across the lower feathers of the left wing. She stood at the foot of the last stair with her stained wings folded at her back and her calm face turned up to the mist.

Andy looked away first.

* * *

"V

ûr," said Diana, from the wall, testing.

She had held her right hand up over the bare floor, her campfire trick, a thread of black fire for a pinch of kindling. The fire came out of her fingertip and went up like a fountain. It roared. A column of black flame the height of a man jumped off the stone with a whoomp that rocked the four of them back on their heels. The smell of brimstone and spilled wine rolled across the landing. Jess yelped and slapped at her bare platinum crop, where the ends had started to smoke. Diana yanked her hand back. The fire died. On the floor a black scorch the size of a cartwheel smoked and ticked.

"Diana," said Sara, mildly. "You have set Jessamine's hair alight."

"Her hair will live," said Diana. "Fuck me," she added, delighted, staring at her finger. The tip had split, like always, and it was already closing. "The air. It feeds the working. The same draw. Four times the yield. Jessamine, did you see that?"

Then she put the split fingertip to her lips and pulled the air in through her teeth in one long deliberate hiss, as a smoker pulled on the first one of the day. Black came up under her nails. Her pool line on his HUD climbed back toward full, a point a pull.

"I saw it." Jess was on her feet now, her eyes half shut. She was drawing it on purpose, long, slow, counted pulls through her nose, like a witch working a circle, and violet had come up into her nails. Her pool line ticked up, a point, and another, with every pull. "Oh, that's nice. That's so nice. Boss, I'm filling up just standing here."

"Is it like this up there?" said Andy. "On the Veils?"

"Fuck, no." Diana pushed her glasses up her nose with one finger. "Enjoy it while it lasts. This is the Stair. The Stair is a throat, and the plane above pours its qi down it like wine down a drunk. It pools here at the top." She waved a hand at the arch. "Up there it thins out. The Veils run at twice the bottom plane. Twice. That is all. Which is still a fat deal more than any of you is used to."

"And the wine?" It was out of Andy's mouth before he could stop it. "The one that glows."

Diana looked at him over her glasses for a long moment. "First cup is mine," she said. "Second is yours. Then we shall discuss it."

Andy breathed in. The air fizzed going down and lit him up again, and the astral line at the bottom of his HUD sat at four and stayed there. The finest air in two worlds ran through him like rain through a sieve.

At the foot of the last stair Sara stood with her eyes shut, breathing slow and even, keeping the Host's long time. Gold settled out of the air onto her shoulders like frost out of a still night, and her pool line climbed with it, steady as a tide.

He did the math anyway. He couldn't help it. If the air fed the workings, every cast up there hit harder for the same draw. Twice as hard, call it, once the Stair's free lunch ran out. If the air filled the pools, theirs regenerated between fights. His own would crawl back on its old slow trickle, a couple of points an hour, same as the bottom step. Better spells and faster regen for everyone but him, on a plane where the monsters were E at the floor.

New zone. New curve.

* * *

J

ess sat down on the bottom step beside him, close, her shoulder against his knee. She leaned her head back against his leg and shut her eyes for a moment. Her ears had gone pink at the tips again. Her hand found his ankle and held on, like it had held his fingers in the black.


"Right," said Jess then, briskly. She sat up and scrubbed at her eyes with her wrists. She was still gray around the mouth. Her hands still shook at the fingertips. "Right. Tell me the bad news, Diana. Go on. You've got your bad-news face on."

"It is not bad news," said Diana. "It is the same fact it was at Ashe, only closer." She had her field-book out, open on her knee, the page still blank. She was looking at the arch. "Every man, woman, child and crow on the plane above cultivates. They breathe it. They drink it. And they trade in it. Spirit stones." She looked at Andy. "We have none."

"None," said Jess. "Not one. Boss, look at us. Three coats and a skull in a sack. We'll be the poorest people on the plane."

"We gave a county away last night," said Andy.

"We gave a county away," said Jess, despairing. "Who does that?"

He thought of the boys, asleep at Ashe, a long road from the foot of this tower. Kit with a deed he would find against his own boot. Ned with a sack of coin to count when he woke. Ollie with his face to the byre wall, singing the girl in blue's three notes in his sleep. The lean-to fire would be out by now.

Starter zone, part two. Zero gold, zero gear, zero rep, zero map. By any sane math it was a disaster. It was also the first five minutes of every new game he'd ever loved, the ones where you stood in the field outside the tutorial with the world out there and every question still open.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. We go up. We find a town. We find out what a spirit stone looks like. We—"

The System laid the sheet over his eyes. It did that at the end of a road, summing up, all four of them in one pale frame.

[ PARTY — REALM D- FOUNDATION (EARLY) · BREAKTHROUGH 2/3 · BOUND: THREE OF THREE ]
[ ANDY — MORTAL · HP 7 · ASTRAL QI 4 · BODY F · SPEED F · WORKING F · SIGHT C · WILL D ]
[ BIND D · ASTRAL CHAIN B- · RECALL D+ (WINDOW 29:00:00) · INSPECT D · PEACEMAKER LOADED 6/6 · ROUNDS 20/23 ]
[ TECHNIQUES: DEVIOUS PERVERT F- · RANK FIXED ]
[ SARAFAEL — D- · HP 507 · QI 393 · RIBS: CRACKED · HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION C · VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA D · HEAVEN-FALL GALE F · EYES: GOLD, STREAKED RED · BLADE: DARKENED · WINGS: STAINED ]
[ DIANIZOBILAL — D- · HP 170 · QI 241 · DUSK SHACKLE C · GEOMETRY: RESTORED ]
[ JESSAMINE — D- · HP 230 · QI 473 · THORN-KNOT SNARE C · COFFIN FORMATION C · TALLY 123 ]


His eyes slid over it, unread, and caught on one line. WINGS: STAINED. He let it fold away.

* * *

T

he scream came up through the black.


It came through the Trial's door behind them, from the stair beyond it, far down. A man's voice. It rose up the tower thin with distance and rang off the curve of the landing's walls, and it was laughing. Laughing and singing at once, one long word dragged out over four notes like a drunk calling a dog home.

"Di-a-ni-zo-bi-LAAAL!"

Then a sound Andy knew. A ripping sheet. Far below, a barrier tore open. Then another, closer, a long wet rip, and the laugh came up after it, louder.

Diana went still.

Her tail had been hanging loose behind her on the stone. It went stiff from the root to the spade, straight out, rigid, trembling at the tip. The warm cream of her face, her throat and the backs of her hands drained out of her, all at once. She went white as her blank page.

Her lips moved. One word, over and over, small and flat. The same word. He had watched her mouth make it a hundred times in the black of the Trial, in a voice like a child reciting, and guessed it was her own name.

"Diana," said Andy. "Who is that?"

"Zad'igan." It came out of her as a whisper. She swallowed. "Zad'igan Cuckbreaker."

A name, then. His.

Jess stared at her. "His name is Cuckbreaker?"

"He earned it," said Diana. Her voice had gone high and very precise, a lecturer reading off a card. "From husbands and wives both. Frequently on the same night. He considered it a point of pride to leave a marriage in two pieces."

"Friend of yours?" said Andy.

"When I soldiered in the pleasure line behind the front, he was mine. For a long while. Longer than you have been alive." Her tail jerked once. "And then I left him. One does not leave Zad'igan. He comes for you, and he drags you home to the rings by the hair."

"That's your ex?" Jess's mouth fell open. "Bestie. Bestie. Your ex is screaming up a tower after you?"

Another barrier tore below. Closer. The laugh rolled up after it, warm and easy, like he had all evening and meant to enjoy every minute of it.

"Little soldier!" it sang, up through the black. "I can smell you from here! You still smell like my sheets!"

Sara's right hand opened, and the sword slapped into it hilt-first. She stepped across the landing and put herself square in front of the Trial's black door, her stained wings half open behind her, her feet set.

"Then we hold the stair," she said. "If it pleases you, Andy. One door. One at a time. Let him come through it to us."

Andy looked at the door. One way in. Ten strides of stone between it and the last stair, a bare round floor, the scorch from Diana's fountain still smoking in the middle of it. A chokepoint, the kind you prayed for. Sara on the door with the sword. Jess back by the stair with a snare ready for whatever came through. Diana's fire at four times the yield, poured into one black doorway the size of a barn door. On paper it was a kill box.

And the rule was still there, cold at the back of his skull. Every plan that ended with him on the floor ended with one of them gone.

His hand had found the Peacemaker on his belt. He had it half drawn before he knew it.

"Put that away," said Diana, her eyes on the door. "It would tickle him. He would think you were fucking flirting."

"I can eat him," said Jess. Her nails had gone violet to the second knuckle. "Bestie. Let me eat him. I'm full up. I'm the fullest I've ever been."

"He would enjoy that, Jessamine," said Diana. "He enjoys everything. That is the whole fucking trouble with him."

Andy reached for INSPECT anyway, out of habit, down at the black door. The cold sip came. The frame stretched toward it, met the black and came back cold and empty. The Trial swallowed his sight like it swallowed the lamplight. Zad'igan would get a plate from him once he was in the room, and only then.

"The barriers threw back the man in the square," he said. "The Trial kept the camper sitting on its doorstep for nine years. Everything up here is supposed to hold."

"Against anything lighter than they are. He outweighs every fucking door on this stair. He is not some lout from down there." Diana was on her feet, the field-book crushed to her chest. Her hands shook. "Sara, listen to me. Listen. The Trial will not even slow him. It shows you what is broken in you and throws you out on it. There is nothing broken in Zad'igan for it to find. There never was. That was his charm."

"Then where's he from?" said Andy. "If he's not from down there. Where?"

Diana looked at him over the top of her glasses, and he got it a half second before she said it, and his stomach dropped through the floor.

"From where I am from," said Diana.

Hell. A demon out of the same hells as her, on the bottom plane, on the stairs, screaming her name. Andy had pulled Diana out of there himself, with a sigil, a cut arm and zero idea what he was doing. In all the months since, he had asked her plenty. The one question he had skipped was what else might come through a door like that once it stood open. Who else she had left behind it. The answer was through three barriers already and climbing.

"How did he get here?" said Jess.

"I do not know." Diana's voice cracked down the middle. "I do not know, Jessamine, and I should very much like to go on not knowing from a very great distance."

Sara held the door. Her sword was steady, and her eyes kept going to Diana's face. "You are afraid," she said, quietly, as if she were reading it off a page. "I have never once seen you afraid."

"You have never met him," said Diana.

The fourth barrier ripped open, the last one below, so close the floor under them shivered. Dust came down off the ceiling in a thin gray sift. Along the bottom edge of the Trial's black door, a line of red light came up, dull and slow, like coals under ash.

"I'm coming up, little soldier!" Easy. Delighted. Close. "Did you think the stairs would stop me? I've come to take you home, little soldier! All the way down! Did you tell your new boy about me?"

Diana screamed.

It came out of her raw and cracked, from the bottom of her lungs. Whatever face was on those stairs, it was the one face in all the hells that frightened her.

"RUN! Run, run, all of you, up, RUN!"

They ran.

Sara hauled Andy off the floor by the collar of his coat. Jess grabbed his hand. Diana went past them both with her coat flying and took the steps two at a time. Eleven steps to the arch. It stood over the top step, old and pale, and somebody had cut a mark into its keystone, short straight lines like a child counting days on a wall, the edges still sharp. Andy knew it. It had sat under the ring of little crowns on the pardon at the guildhall, and his HUD had printed it as a dash.

"The lower choirs cut their marks so," Sara said, running, and her voice had gone strange. "The people under the crowns. They are up there."

The mist poured down at them, white and glittering, wet on his face.

Ten. Nine.

Behind them, the black of the Trial began to glow red from the inside.


Thanks for Reading

If the causeway got to you, or the cells, the arena sand, the altar yard, or the camper on the Stair, please leave an honest review.

Your review tells the next reader whether to climb with Andy, Sara, Diana, and Jess.


Keep Up with Jax A. River

Follow Jax A. River on Amazon for new releases. Scan the code to explore more books from Centuria Books.

Follow Jax A. River on Amazon

[image: Scan to explore Centuria Books]


Next in the Series

My D-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

The mist at the top of the Stair opens onto the next plane up, where the qi runs twice as thick as the world below. Andy is still Mortal. He still grows only when the women he loves die for him.

The bar sits at two of three. Jess has died for it. Diana has died for it. Sara is the one left.

And the demon who sings Diana's name is still climbing.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Andy Chunking

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

[image: Andy Chunking — summoner in his travel coat]
Andy Chunking


Class and Progression
Class
Cursed Summoner
Realm
D- (early Foundation) — the party's realm; his own body stays Mortal
Bound summons
3/3
Binding restriction
Sentient beings only.
Qi type
Astral — silver-blue starlight.
Breakthrough fuel
One meaningful death of each bound summon per bar. A second death of a summon the bar has already counted adds nothing.
Breakthrough bar
2/3 — Jess at the vault, Diana at the ninth anchor. Sara's mark is still empty.


Attributes and Resources
HP maximum
32
Astral QI maximum
32
HP current
7/32 (the closing sheet on the Stair)
Astral QI current
4/32 (the closing sheet on the Stair)
BODY
F
SPEED
F
WORKING
F
SIGHT
C
WILL
D
Regeneration
A couple of points of qi an hour, awake. The Stair's thick air runs through him like rain through a sieve.


Combat Values and Defenses
Personal pools
His pools never grow. Each realm the party climbs condenses his qi instead, so every technique draws less.
Wounds at the close
A gash from collarbone to collarbone. Sara's word mended the shirt over it; the cut under it stayed a cut. Both arms are laddered with recall cuts past the elbows.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
BIND
D — rose from E when a sigil site was accepted on a lit working's floor under the palace. The site drew 2 HP of his blood and 1 qi.
ASTRAL CHAIN
B- — rose from C when he poured in 0.9 seconds; the next pour ran 0.8. Draws 4 QI and splits the scar. The lift hits her like a second wind and burns out in a breath.
RECALL
D+ — rose from D when Jess re-formed on her own signed circle. The window opens 29 hours after a death (30 before the strike) and stays open 12. Requires summoner's blood, 15 astral qi (19 before the strike) and an accepted sigil site.
INSPECT
D — rose from E when he read a working whole as it fired. Each read draws two points, and they come home within a breath.
DEVIOUS PERVERT
F- — permanent; rank fixed. Witnessed: 2.
HEART-DEMONS
Active. A power feeds on them, and the place where its name should stand is blank. The Crooked One drank Rafe and Dun through him. When Andy asked for them back, the water printed NO.


Equipment and Loadout
The Peacemaker
Six-shot revolver with a rifled barrel. Restocked twice on the road, twelve rounds each time: Odo's FINE slugs over Diana's ash, with a primer circle Jess lays on every base. Rook took it at the capture and wore it loaded on his hip until Andy took it off his body. Fired in this book: 10 (four into the Collectors, four at Holt Bridge, one into Pellam under the left ear, one into the camper's shoulder on the Stair). Loaded: 6/6. Rounds: 20. Brass: 23 — one case was left on the scorched landing.
Boar-spear
Lost. It went out of his hand and over the edge into the shaft on the Stair.
Bel's knife
Back on his hip after the best part of two months in a box in the vault.
Locket
Recovered from the vault on its snapped cord.
Ivo's crossbow
Dropped in the dirt at the gallows' foot.
Coat
Taken off the heap and buttoned to his chin.
Purse
Zero gold, zero gear, zero rep, zero map.


Party Role and Synergies
Party command
Reads the enemy's plates and calls targets and timing.
The pull
Since the strike, any bound summon can draw astral qi out of him through the bond without asking. The System logged it as FRIENDLY FIRE: OFF.
Revival
Brings the bound back when their recall windows open.


End-of-Book Progression
Realm progression
E- → D-: the tribulation armed when the bar filled, gathered once the party was whole again, and struck the three women. The summoner was NOT FOUND. The Crown squad took the collateral.
Technique gains
ASTRAL CHAIN C → B-; INSPECT E → D; RECALL D → D+; BIND E → D.
Ashe
Granted to him, claimed by the Parliament of the Small Crowns, then given away by Andy to Kit, Ned and Ollie: its house, its waters and its dead. He holds no title.
Pardon
By grant of the Parliament of the Small Crowns.
Final party
Sara, Diana and Jess all present; 3/3 bound.



Sarafael (Sara)

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me

[image: Sarafael (Sara) — archangel with blood-stained gold wings and a silver-filigree corset]
Sarafael (Sara)


Class and Progression
Species
Archangel
Class
Archangel of Judgement
Qi type
Heavenly — gold.
Expressed realm
D-
Summoner
Andy Chunking
First-arrival mark
+1% of her total stats for every realm she climbs.


Attributes and Resources
HP
507
QI
393
BODY — true
SSS
SPEED — true
SSS
WORKING — true
SS
SIGHT — true
B
WILL — true
A- — it fell from SS- in the cells, one step at a time.
Current expression
D- across, held to the summoner's realm.
Wound
Ribs cracked by Rook, carried to the close.
On the Stair
She keeps the Host's time, and gold settles out of the air onto her shoulders like frost out of a still night.


Combat Values and Defenses
HEAVEN-GATE FORMATION
C — rose from D. Panes of ruby, blue and gold, one gate at a time.
HEAVEN-FALL GALE
F — new. Her full wingspan at once: a gold wave that flattens everything in its path. Draws 200 heavenly qi, and her lips go white.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Judgement — true
SSS
VIGIL-LAMP SUTRA
D — rose from F in one step. The lamp keeps watch across the bond.
UNCHERISHED VERDICT (ÚVAELIS)
A spoken verdict. Draws 8 heavenly qi.
SAVAEL
Her mending word. A gold cross pattée runs across the cloth like fire through straw and eats the blood out of it. It mends cloth; the cut under it stays a cut.


Equipment and Loadout
Weapon
Conjured sword. The blade darkened in the Queen's yard: the mirror face of the steel has gone the color of evening.
Eyes
Gold, streaked red.
Wings
Stained. Red runs down every feather in streaks, and a dark sheet lies across the lower feathers of the left wing. Washing leaves it.
Dress
Gray wool. Her last one went with her body on the causeway.
The leaf
Folded, kept over her cracked ribs: A house in the Marches mends what was broken in you.


Party Role and Synergies
Front line
Holds the door and meets threats before they reach Andy.
Executioner
The Bull of Vanorinal. Pippa. Queen Vessaline. The eleven of the council.
Ichor
Filled the 19 qi Jess's recall lacked. The circle takes her blood as richer ink.
Feed
The seed feed at D- fills her pool and lifts her for a day: +126 HP and +98 QI.


End-of-Book Progression
Pools
332/258 at the end of Book One → 507/393.
Bar
Her death under the Bull filled the first mark of the old bar. The new bar is waiting on her.



Dianizobilal (Diana)

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me
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Dianizobilal (Diana)


Class and Progression
Species
Greater Succubus
Class
Pleasure Soldier
Qi type
Hellfire — black fire with a hard light behind the black.
Expressed realm
D-


Attributes and Resources
HP
170
QI
241
BODY — true
A
SPEED — true
A
WORKING — true
A
SIGHT — true
A
WILL — true
D+ — it fell from A in the cells, eight steps.
Current expression
D- across.
Wound
A spear through the upper arm on the Stair. It has stopped bleeding, and it will take days to close.


Combat Values and Defenses

Fire
Spoken Demonic fire splits her skin and draws HP: the word first, then the burn. Laid workings draw qi instead. On the Stair the same draw gives four times the yield.
DUSK SHACKLE
C — rose from D.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
HELLFIRE CAUTERY (VÛR)
Her fire word. Draws HP, 12 at E-.
ZÛLVÛR
An inverted star opens in her palm, and a bolt of black fire leaves it with a crack like a split log.
GÛZUG
Veils of black smoke the eye slides off, and mirages. A laid false Sara drew every bow on the far bank at Holt Bridge.
The feed
A seed feed mends her and knits bone. Her forearm broke through the skin, and by morning it had knit.
GEOMETRY
Blanked when she died as the working's conduit. RESTORED at her recall: every strand of hair, the gold filigree on her horns, her tail and her unbroken skin.


Equipment and Loadout
Coat
Purple.
Glasses
Wire frames.
Field-books
Two, strapped flat against her ribs: the old one, its covers soft with use, and a new one, still blank.


Party Role and Synergies
Artillery
Black fire from range; shackles on whatever has to hold still.
Conduit
At the ninth anchor she turned the working by touch and died as it ran.
The paper
Still not finished.


End-of-Book Progression
Pools
114/160 → 170/241.
Bar
Two marks: the Queen on the old bar, the ninth anchor on the new one.
Coming up the Stair
Zad'igan Cuckbreaker, her lover from the pleasure line behind the front. One does not leave Zad'igan.



Jessamine (Jess)
Main Character
Build Snapshot: End of My E-Tier Summons Keep Dying for Me
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Jessamine (Jess)

Class and Progression
Species
Human (Ascendant)
Class
Witch
Qi type
Soul — violet.
Expressed realm
D-
Ascension tally
123 (62 when this book opened)

Attributes and Resources
HP
230
QI
473
Pool growth
Every soul she eats adds its grade factor to both pools.
BODY — true
C
SPEED — true
C
WORKING — true
S
SIGHT — true
B
WILL — true
S — the only one of the three the cells never moved.
First-arrival draw
Once: +1 HP, +4 QI.

Combat Values and Defenses

THORN-KNOT SNARE
C — rose from D when she knotted all four of the Bull's legs. Spoken as a thorn-cord (SRAC).
COFFIN FORMATION
C

Skills, Perks, and Traits
FROST-WIRE SEVERANCE
A violet wire drawn taut along a line, furred with frost and singing thin. Draws 12 soul qi.
FROST-LOCK KNOT
Frost locks round a wrist and cracks the knuckles.
Marrow siphon (GUÁLÚ)
Cold in the bones, then a thin gray mist pulled out of the body toward her mouth. It tore apart on Rook's tempered bone.
STILLED-HEART PALM (CIÚNAS)
Draws 8 soul qi.
SHADOW-NAIL CLAIM
Draws 61 soul qi, and pulled the summoner's last point with it.
GATE-RING (URSAFEN)
A gate working fuelled with blood: twenty-four.
GLAS
The word that broke Pippa's collar.

Equipment and Loadout
Hat
Gone. It went up in the column under the palace, and she sulked about it all day. Bare platinum crop.
Athame
Carried.
Skull
Carried in a sack over her shoulder.
Soul stone
Clouded, wrapped in a rag, recovered from the vault.
Right arm
A gold seam around the elbow, where Sara's ichor went in.

Party Role and Synergies
Control
Snares and knots on files and stairs.
Primer
Lays the circle on the base of every Peacemaker round.
The pull
Draws Andy's qi through the bond when she needs it, without asking.

End-of-Book Progression
Tally
Rook 78. The Queen 79. The eleven of the council, 80 to 90. The gate-ring, 94 to 117. Six men on the Stair, 123.
Pools
94/255 at the end of Book One → 230/473.
Bar
Two marks: the Queen on the old bar, Rook on the new one. She died for that one on purpose.
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